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scans of the original book. Special characters and many diacritics were
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Preface

Germanic creation mythology has been examined, in part or in whole, by a

number of eminent scholars. In the main, however, few have attempted

anything more than a cursory comparison with cosmogonies from other

traditions: most scholars of Germanic myth are generally content to look at

the creation mythology in detail only within its own immediate context,

without venturing very far outside that field; or prefer to divide it up and

examine the resultant parts as separate items; or to discuss the literary

sources in terms of style and authorship without delving too deeply into the

wider issues. Even the best tend to treat it rather perfunctorily, and usually

do not discuss it in any real depth. There are notable exceptions, of course –

Jakob Grimm and Bruce Lincoln spring readily to mind as examples – but in

general the corpus of Germanic creation mythology, such as it is, has rarely

been brought together and examined in its totality, to be used as the main

focal point of a comprehensive and detailed comparative analysis.

It is, needless to say, impossible to conduct a comparative study while

presenting the core material in isolation. Consequently, the following text

may, at times, seem more like a survey of general Indo-European creation

mythology than a strictly Germanic venture. It must be stressed, however,

that it is impossible to fully appreciate the Germanic part without looking at

the Indo-European whole. In this respect, the subtitle of this work may at

first sight appear to be something of a pretence; but the approach is, to

labour the point, essential. The Norse myths, particularly those of Iceland,

inevitably form the core and focus of this study, if only because they are the

best preserved and most competently documented, but as it will become



apparent, there is a great deal of other Germanic material to be found in

obscure and unlikely places. Even so, the Norse tradition looms large

throughout.

This volume deals essentially with those aspects of Germanic mythology

pertaining to the creation of the physical cosmos. The creation of the gods,

of humanity, and of the social order, while not being subjected to quite the

same intensity of gaze, will be touched upon where it is appropriate to do so,

as indeed will some other relevant mythological themes. Again, these are by

no means confined to Norse or Germanic material. The main emphasis is, to

reiterate, placed upon the Icelandic texts, as they constitute the most

comprehensive and complete record of pagan Germanic beliefs: here, the

designation ‘Norse’ is primarily to be taken as meaning the same thing as

‘Icelandic’, unless occasion calls for a distinction to be made between

Icelandic and Norwegian, Swedish, or Danish.

All translations from Old Icelandic, Old High German, and Old English,

where not otherwise credited, are mine, checked wherever possible against

one or more previous translations, details of which, along with references to

editions of primary sources, are given in the footnotes. Hopefully, I have not

made too bad a job of them; I do not pretend to be anything more than an

amateur translator, but I have had reliable – if unwitting – guides, and I am

glad to say that my own renderings do not diverge too wildly from theirs. All

other translations, quotations, and citations are acknowledged in the main

text or footnotes, as appropriate, and in the bibliography. Quotations are

given exactly as they occur in the sources, and I have retained the emphasis,

spelling, and punctuation used by those responsible. I have tried, wherever

possible, to avoid the use of abbreviations for linguistic terms and other

references, as my purpose is to produce an accessible work – and there is

nothing more irritating than having to refer repeatedly to a list to discover

the meaning of an unfamiliar abbreviation, so interrupting the flow of a text

and its arguments. I would also contend that a text is more aesthetically

pleasing when it is not studded with upper-case abbreviations! Likewise, I

have attempted to restrict the use of footnotes as far as is humanly possible.

Those unfamiliar with this type of study are advised to first read the glossary

of selected specialised terms; and, if they are so inclined, to refer to the



guide to Old Norse pronunciation, which may also prove helpful, as I have

used conventionalised medieval spelling and orthography for the names of

the Norse and other Germanic divinities – Óðinn for the more familar Odin,

Þórr for Thor, and so on – in order to retain the flavour and atmosphere of

the mythology without getting too bogged down in textual niceties.

Any book, but particularly a book of this nature, owes a considerable debt to

all the books that came before it, and so I must also raise a metaphorical hat

to all those scholars whose work and ideas have been plundered, to be used

and applied here. In particular, the works and ideas of Bruce Lincoln have

been a major source of inspiration and information. Lincoln’s brilliant

exegeses of various aspects of Indo-European cosmological tradition are, in

my view, among the most important and exciting contributions to the study

of myth and cosmology ever to have appeared, and I freely acknowledge the

enormous influence that his books and articles have had upon my own

approach. Hopefully, I have drawn upon his ground-breaking work without

imitating it too slavishly. But there are many others to whom the debt, if

lesser, is still huge. Without them this study would not have been possible;

and it is hoped that I have done them all sufficient justice.

Personal thanks are especially due to Bob Trubshaw of Heart of Albion

Press, who has made the publication of this book possible; to Jim Kimmis

and Bob (again) for reading versions of this at draft stage, and for their

helpful comments, suggestions, and paranoia-assuaging assurances; to Anna-

Lisa Murrell of the Scandinavian Library at University College London, for

supplying me with important texts at critical moments; to Mike Shankland,

for bringing Orkneyinga saga to my attention; to David Taylor, for the

artwork; and to all my family, friends, and loved ones, for putting up with

my silences, absences, and other unfortunate side-effects of the creative

process. Further thanks must go to all those who have encouraged or

expressed an interest in my work, and to those who have given advice and

suggestions over the years.

Brockley, London

1996



Pronunciation

The pronunciation of Old Icelandic (the ‘Western’ dialect of Old Norse) is

by no means as difficult as the unfamiliar orthography and numerous accents

might suggest at first sight. Most of the sounds occur in standard or dialect

English, and the rest should be relatively easy for those who know German,

or even French. All names, words, and phrases to be found in the main text

are given in normalised forms according to the conventions established over

the years by the various editions of primary texts.

As a rough guide, the character ð and its upper case form Ð are pronounced

like th in then, father; þ, Þ are spoken like the th in thin, bath. All double

consonants are pronounced that way, as if they are hyphenated: for instance,

-kk- in a word would be pronounced as in book-keeper. However, when

double consonants occur at the end of a word (including double consonants

followed by final r), they are pronounced long. Letters d, t, n, and l are

spoken with the point of the tongue against the teeth; but an n in ng or nk is

pronounced as in sing or sink. J is like the y in young; z is pronounced ts. H

is usually aspirated, as in house; but in hv it has the same value as ch in

German ach; and before l, n, and r it is voiceless. S is always like those of

said or last, never like s in raise or blasé. G is probably the most

complicated consonant: initially, doubled, and in -ng-, it is like g in got,

good; when ng or gg come before s or t, it is spoken like a k; when medial or

final, or before final r (draga, dagr) g is like the g in drag or dragon, but

when followed by s or t it becomes like ch in loch.

Vowels are differentiated in writing more than they are in English, usually

by accent. As a vowel, y is spoken as in French une; ý as in French sûr; a is



pronounced as in art; á as in slaver, have; e as in men; é as in see; i as in it; í

as in ravine; o as in dome; ó as in sore; u as in should; ú is pronounced as in

rule; ǫ as in not; ø as in French creux; œ like u in fur; Æ, æ as in fair; au as

ou in house; ei is like say; ey is sounded like the vowels of French oeil.

It should be borne in mind that this is a rough guide only, and is by no

means comprehensive; but it should enable the reader to approximate nearly

all the Old Norse names and words given in the text. A more detailed guide

to pronunciation and grammar – with an interesting selection of texts and a

useful vocabulary – can be found in E.V. Gordon, An Introduction to Old

Norse (2nd ed. revised by A.R. Taylor), Oxford University Press, 1962.



Glossary

Some of the words given below in italicised upper case may be unfamiliar to

the reader. A brief explanation of each is followed by examples of any

adjectival or other form that may also appear in the text.

AETIOLOGY: explanation or theory of the origins of things (aetiological).

ALLOFORM: alternative shape or form of a thing or substance.

ANTHROPOGONY: explanation of the creation of humanity

(anthropogonic).

AXIS MUNDI: the perceived or notional central point of the cosmos,

represented in myth as an actual place or object; or represented in physical

form as a sacred or magical structure or site.

COSMOGONY: explanation of the origin of the cosmos (cosmogonic).

COSMOLOGY: the study of the organisation, structure, or pattern of the

cosmos (cosmological).

ESCHATOLOGY: theoretical description of the end of things

(eschatological).

EUHEMERISE: to treat mythical figures or events as supposedly historical

ones (euhemerisation).

HOMOLOGY: sameness or agreement of two things (homologous,

homologise).

MYTHOLOGEM: a discrete mythological theme or motif.

SITIOGONY: explanation of the origins of foodstuffs (sitiogonic).



SOCIOGONY: explanation of the origins of social classes or divisions

(sociogonic).

THEOGONY: explanation of the origins of divine beings (theogonic).
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Germanic myth is one part of a greater system of myth, religion and ritual

that was once the common heritage of all Indo-European-speaking peoples.

While the Germanic mythic tradition is unarguably a self-contained and

unique entity in its own right, it remains an integral part of that greater

whole and can usefully be examined in relation to those other traditions that

make up the world of Indo-European myth. It can even be argued that many

important aspects of Germanic myth cannot be fully understood in any other

way. That argument lies at the heart of this study. In isolation the pre-

Christian Germanic creation myths appear fragmented and confused, but a

close comparison with their counterparts in other Indo-European traditions

reveals a thematic cohesion and wider significance that would not otherwise

be apparent.

Any serious comparative study of ancient Indo-European mythology must

eventually look at the history and development of the different branches and

consider their relationships with one another. What was the broad Indo-

European framework, and how do its evolution and development relate to

Norse myth? Was it possible for non-Germanic myth to have had a direct

impact on Norse mythology at a late stage, perhaps as it was recorded in

writing, long after the various Indo-European branches had become

differentiated? It will be seen that parallels exist between the Norse and

other Germanic creation mythologies and the cosmogonies and origin-myths

of Vedic India, ancient Greece and Rome, early medieval Ireland, ancient

and medieval Iran, and so on. The broad spectrum of Indo-European studies

– archaeological, cultural, linguistic and mythological – can be invoked to
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account for the similarities. Because of this secondary focus on other ancient

Indo-European materials, some kind of chronological and ethnological

framework needs to be be given here, at the beginning.

How much does it really matter? After all, these traditions are undoubtedly

Indo-European, and the major structures and motifs of Proto-Indo-European

belief might reasonably be expected to be echoed in the descendant

traditions down through the ages. But to simply assert this would be to leave

too much either unexplained or unsupported, as a number of crucial Indo-

European issues are anything but certain. If it is important to establish the

Germanic tradition as part of the Indo-European cultural matrix, then

obviously it is necessary to give some explanation of the latter and its

constituent societies in order to put the former into a meaningful context and

to broadly define the nature of any relationships that may exist.

On the other hand, this is not the place for an in-depth analysis of the Indo-

European languages and their speakers, their history, their individual

characteristics, or the laws that govern them. Only an overview can be given

here, pointing out some of the problems that exist, briefly discussing the

certainties, and putting them into some kind of perspective with regard to the

issues raised. All too often, contentious interpretations are presented as

matters of fact, while useful ideas and models are obscured by

contentiousness. Such fine distinctions are the very stuff of Indo-European

studies. Although they are not, of course, peculiar to the field they can be

daunting to the casual visitor.

Those with even a slight knowledge of the general historiography of Indo-

European language and culture, or those of the Germanic world in particular,

will already be aware of the more important issues. The most basic and

enduring is the vexed question of the origins of Indo-European-speaking

peoples and their original homeland. This is, in turn, directly relevant to the

spread and variation of the Indo-European languages themselves, and the

parallel diversification of religious and mythological tradition, and to the

relationship of each one to the others. There is also one question, that of

race, that ought to be mentioned here, if only to neutralise it for those who

would seek to make race an issue. Racism and Indo-European history and

culture have gone hand-in-hand all too often in this troubled century,
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particularly in the Germanic-speaking world. While this is by no means a

political study, unscrupulous ideologues have hijacked Germanic myth more

than once, and there are signs that they are doing so again. Besides, the

exposure of fallacies is never a bad thing, and all the better when the

innocent have suffered because of them.

Very probably the original Indo-European-speakers, the Proto-Indo-

Europeans as they are usually termed for the sake of convenience, were of a

specific physical type [1]. However, it does not matter what that type might

have been, except from a strictly anthropological or historical point of view.

The concensus opinion is that they were tall, fair-skinned, probably with

blue eyes and red or blond hair, what in less-enlightened times was once

referred to as the ‘Aryan’ type, to disastrous effect, and is now popularly

characterised as ‘Nordic’. If any such ‘original’ physical type once existed, it

must have ceased to be solely representative of the Indo-Europeans a long

time ago, probably several thousand years in the past. Indeed, if certain

theories of Indo-European origins have any validity, then the so-called

Proto-Indo-Europeans may equally well have been physically akin to the

inhabitants of Asia Minor, the Arabs and other Semitic peoples; or to the

Mongoloid peoples of northern and central Asia; or perhaps any

combination of these. The uncertainty is compounded by the problem of the

Indo-European homeland. Until that is fully resolved, any kind of

authoritative pronouncement upon their original physical type is impossible.

Whatever the original physical aspect of the Indo-Europeans may have been,

in historical times the Indo-European languages are known to have been

spoken as mother-tongues by peoples encompassing almost the entire range

of human physical characteristics. Nowadays at least some members of

every physical type speak an Indo-European language, most commonly a

Germanic, Romance (Italic) or Slavic tongue. Along with these go the

patterns of thought integral to each language, a way of thinking that is at

heart uniquely Indo-European. But the native languages and cultures that

have been, and are being, so supplanted were and are just as rich, and just as

valuable. Their passing should be regretted, even mourned.

The matter of the Indo-European homeland is just as complicated as the

matter of the putative Proto-Indo-Europeans’ physical appearance, and is
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equally uncertain. Indeed, it is probably the most controversial issue to have

faced scholars of Indo-European and the controversy shows few signs of

abating. Palaeolinguistic analysis suggests that the various Indo-European

languages, in their earliest known states, evolved at different times from a

single stem common to all, known as Proto-Indo-European. Although that

label might seem to imply that such a language actually existed as a living

tongue, it is really only a convenient way of referring to the essential

vocabulary and grammatical rules that lie at the core of all Indo-European

languages to a greater or lesser extent. The development of Indo-European

has come to be represented diagramatically as a linguistic ‘family tree’, a

convention in which all the related languages are treated as genetic

descendants of one original tongue. Allied to the known or hypothetical

migrations of Indo-European peoples in historical times and in prehistory,

this has allowed for the development of a number of theories to account for

the spread of Indo-European languages, and those who spoke them, in

Europe and Asia [2]. Most of these suggest a single location as the homeland

of the first Indo-Europeans, the speakers of Proto-Indo-European who

became dispersed as a consequence of a number of forays, either starkly

aggressive or resulting from the pressures of competition, from this source.

The exact location of this homeland varies widely, according to the

preferences of the theorist.

In this scheme of things, the Indo-Europeans are seen as a succession or

series of aggressive, expansionist horse-riding tribes, each of them

characteristically ruled by an élite, a warrior aristocracy. The area of origin

most favoured by the modern concensus is centred upon the steppes north of

the Black Sea, the ‘Kurgan Hypothesis’ proposed by Marija Gimbutas,

named after the funerary structures characteristic of that area at the specified

time. Other theorists have favoured Scandinavia and northern Europe;

central or eastern Europe; and central Asia. More recently, Colin Renfrew

has proposed a particular ‘wave of advance’ model, which sees the spread of

Indo-European occurring gradually over several millenia, as a linguistic

consequence of the dissemination of agriculture into Europe from the

Middle East by way of Anatolia.

Although there is presently a pronounced concensus view, the preferred
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Kurgan Hypothesis, the question of the homeland is by no means as settled

as some of its advocates would like to think. One of the mainstays of the

hypothesis is the notion that the primary characteristic of Indo-European

culture is the domestication of the horse, primarily for military use.

However, that while linguistic analysis shows that the earliest Indo-

Europeans certainly knew of the horse, there is no evidence from the

reconstructed Proto-Indo-European vocabulary that unequivocally

demonstrates that horses were actually domesticated by then [3]. It is

probably safe to include the Kurgan Culture within the Indo-European

world, and even to accept it as one of the earliest Indo-European cultures.

But it is another matter to presume that the people responsible for the

Kurgan Culture were the first Indo-Europeans, or that they were the sole

ancestral culture. The evidence is not solid and incontrovertible and there are

other hypotheses with just as much going for them.

The Kurgan Hypothesis is also hard to fully reconcile with a remarkable

recent development in chronolinguistics, the proposal that the Indo-

European languages developed from one branch or dialect of a single, even

earlier language known as Nostratic or Eurasiatic [4]. A number of traits are

common to more than one family of languages, in various combinations.

Many of these traits cannot be accounted for by loaning and are unlikely to

be entirely the product of parallel development. For example, Indo-European

is relatively close to Semitic, and to Uralic; but Uralic and Semitic are less

closely related to each other. According to the Nostratic and Eurasiatic

hypotheses, this can be accounted for by treating Indo-European, Uralic and

Semitic as increasingly divergent dialects of an even older language, one that

is supposed to have existed in a number of dialect forms across Asia and

Europe: the languages of the Palaeolithic, themselves perhaps immediate

derivatives of the original tongue of humankind.

One point that needs to be made here is that all of this, whether it is

attractive to our individual worldviews or otherwise, is almost entirely

hypothetical. All of the theories relating to the origins of Indo-European are

precisely that – theory, and not unassailable fact backed up unequivocally by

hard evidence. Some are more probable than others, but none are absolutely

certain. The Kurgan Hypothesis is, when all is said and done, only a
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hypothesis. Nostratic, like Proto-Indo-European, was almost certainly never

a real, living language. Both are linguistic constructs, at their core little more

than the lowest common denominator of a larger number of languages.

Probably nobody ever actually spoke Proto-Indo-European or Nostratic, but

languages close to the reconstructed forms may have existed. The same is

true of Proto-Germanic, the reconstructed form of the language spoken by

the first ‘Germans’. Some theorists are even beginning to postulate that

certain languages conventionally accepted as non-Indo-European – Etruscan

being probably the best-known example – may actually be Pre-Indo-

European tongues, representing the last remaining European examples of the

Nostratic dialects that otherwise eventually became transformed into Indo-

European. The fabulous Indo-European homeland may well turn out to be

the modern archaeological and palaeolinguistic equivalent of El Dorado.

Perhaps more importantly, the various theories of Indo-European expansion

now current may all one day be shown to be wrong. But like much else that

has been said in respect of the Indo-European problem, that is conjecture.

Predictably the relative ages of Indo-European languages are constantly

being revised and amended in the light of new evidence and fresh ideas [5].

Maybe we will never come to any universally satisfactory and accepted

resolution. The boundaries of historical viewpoint shift almost constantly,

and views on the ‘puzzle of Indo-European origins’, as Renfrew so

graphically subtitled his own study, are no exception. As far as the dispersal

or redistribution of Indo-European-speakers in historical times is concerned,

a number of tribal and ethnic migrations and displacements are known from

contemporary sources – mostly the classical historians and geographers –

but they are, in reality, very few. Most cultures have, locked away in their

mythologies and heroic tales, stories of how they came to be in a particular

place. But they are, first and foremost, traditions of national or ethnic

origins, genealogy and ancestry. They are not historical records in the strict

sense and they should not be treated as such, even if they contain a grain of

truth. Sober historical records cannot always be trusted. For instance, the

Romans appear to have had great difficulty in distinguishing between Celts

and Germans, and between other barbarians. There is also the possibility –

and in many cases, the certainty – of bias and propaganda in ancient texts.
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The picture, such as it is, is very complicated indeed.

One major problem is the readiness of many historians to roundly equate the

spread of a culture (sometimes defined as nothing more than a particular

style of pottery, or a type of mortuary practice) with the spread of an ethnic

or linguistic group. The Kurgan Hypothesis is one example and maybe the

most pertinent for the present context. Another is the identification of La

Tène or Hallstadt art with the Celts, when there is a general dearth of

evidence to support the view that the artisans associated with those sites

were exclusively speakers of Celtic languages. The continuity of style and

symbol does make it the most likely scenario, supported by evidence from

place-names in those regions, but not beyond all doubt. Ethnicity does not

depend solely on material artefacts and perhaps should not be even

considered as a factor when only one or two classes of object are involved.

When an artistic style or a type of technology is adopted from one people to

another, relevant terminology may be borrowed along with it; but not

usually an entire language. Trade may bypass any linguistic associations,

even where bulk commerce is conducted and items can be copied wholesale

with varying degrees of exactitude. Clever artisans can make exact or close

copies of all manner of things and can teach others to do the same. A general

uniformity of material goods across a wide region does not necessarily mean

a uniformity of language, customs or beliefs. Within one culture can often be

found extremes of diversity. One single structure or symbol can represent

radically different cultural intentions from one people to the next.

Archaeological evidence on its own is a useful guide but, without texts or

other forms of linguistic evidence, material culture is at best only a handy

pointer to linguistic or social identity.

In the midst of all this uncertainty, there are some important pieces of the

puzzle that are either certain or acceptable without too many reservations.

Undeniably there is a basic Indo-European vocabulary – more accurately

perhaps a core continuum of recognisably Indo-European vocabularies – and

a number of linguistic laws, some of which are wholly unique to the Indo-

European languages. There are the recorded movements of several Indo-

European peoples: the influx of various Germanic-speakers into Britain from

the first century CE, when Germans formed a significant part of the Roman
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military occupation, to the Norman Conquest of the tenth century; the

movement of Celts through the Balkan region and into Anatolia from around

the fifth century BCE; Greek colonisation in Italy and the southern coast of

France; the aggressive Gothic migrations to Spain, Italy and the Crimea; the

displacement of Germanic-speakers and Celts by Slavic-speakers in parts of

Central Europe and the southern shores of the Baltic, and the southward

movement of Slavs to the Balkans; the expansion of imperial Rome,

encompassing all of western Europe except Ireland, Scandinavia and

northern Germany, and extending south and east to North Africa, Egypt and

Asia Minor; the Persians’ conquest of Babylon and their failed attempts to

conquer Greece; the rise of the Franks in Gaul; the Norse settlement of

Iceland; and so on.

THE IDÉOLOGIE TRIPARTIE

Inevitably, the expanding – or evolving – Indo-Europeans took more with

them than just their languages. Included in their cultural baggage were a

religious system, a social structure and a cosmology. As the languages

diversified, so did these, but a recognisable core of ideas remained more or

less constant well into historical times.

Within the Indo-European milieu, both linguistic and cultural, several dieties

have been isolated who may have once formed the core of a Proto-Indo-

European pantheon or divine family. The best example is probably the Sky

Father, preserved in Rome as Jupiter, as Zeus in Greek myth, and as Dyaus

in Indic tradition. There are also traces of a god or goddess of the sun, a

goddess associated with dawn, a weather-god, and a ‘descendant of the

waters’, represented in Rome, Ireland, and India and Iran by the mythical

figures Neptunus, Nechtain and Apam Napát [6].

More important is the recognition of a distinctive Indo-European social

structure, a tripartite stratification formally codified in the institutions, myth

and religion of almost every branch of the ancient Indo-Europeans. This was

first recognised by Georges Dumézil [7]. He characterised it as the idéologie
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tripartie, and termed the three constituent parts as fonctions. The system has

since been extended and refined by a number of scholars, although it has not

yet gained universal acceptance. The objections raised by Dumézil’s critics

range from the fatuous to the disturbing. It has been asserted, for example,

that the trifunctional system does nothing more than describe the basic social

divisions common to nearly every human social group – priests or kings,

warriors, and farmers or artisans – which is certainly true enough, but misses

the point entirely. The Dumézilian view is that in Indo-European societies

these fairly standard social distinctions were given a ritual significance that

is simply not found elsewhere. The structure discerned by Dumézil and

others is a formal, hierarchically ordered system of qualities, symbols and

motifs, applicable as much to the world of gods as it is to human affairs. The

Indo-European tripartion is invoked in religious formulae, in myths of

origin, in the traditions surrounding kingship, in oaths and treaties, and in the

social codes. It is ritually acknowledged as being imbued with a particular

formal significance.

Some critics have examined more specific aspects of Dumézil’s work and

found them wanting [8]. One such concerns Dumézil’s idea of the dual

representation of sovereignty in Indo-European myth, and its expression in

le Borgne and le Manchot, the one-eyed god and his one-handed fellow who,

according to Dumézil, respectively represent the magical and the juridical

aspects of sovereignty. In Norse myth, according to Dumézil, the relevant

pair are Óðinn and Týr. Dumézil’s suggestions with regard to this supposed

dyad have been found to be seriously flawed, and must be regarded as

untenable. But the failure of this particular notion, and several other ‘micro-

theories’ embedded in the vast corpus that is Dumézil’s work, does not

affect the overall integrity of the trifunctional system.

Somewhat less impressive are those critics who attack the man himself,

seeing Dumézil’s work as tainted by Nazi ideology [9]. There is sufficient

evidence to justify the charge that Dumézil may have tacitly endorsed Nazi

or similar fascist ideas and his character is suspect. Whatever Dumézil’s

personal political and ideological views may have been, they cannot be used

to deny or dismiss his mythological ideas. Either his ideas about Indo-

European tripartition are valid, in part or in whole, or they are not. If the
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myth, history and institutions of the ancient Indo-Europeans show that they

did indeed ritually formalise social hierarchies and, as the evidence suggests,

that they raised their own ethnicity to a higher status than any other, then it

is surely important to acknowledge the fact. One is under no obligation to

embrace it as an ideal, just as one is not required to agree with Nazi ideology

and propaganda in order to study the phenomenon of Nazi Germany and its

appalling consequences. For me the evidence for the ritual tripartition of

Indo-European society seems to be overwhelming. Many aspects of the

archaic Indo-European worldview are personally distasteful- the acceptance,

frequently explicit, of racial and caste superiority; the glorification of war

and conquest; the rigidity of the social order; the ideological justification of

slavery; the sometimes brutal, and often institutionalised, subjugation of

women; human and animal sacrifice; and so on. To accept that they existed,

and to examine them as significant historical and cultural phenomena, is not

the same as agreeing with the underlying principles or accepting them as an

ideology for the present.

THE PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN COSMOGONY

In recent years, scholars such as Bruce Lincoln [10] have added several new

perspectives to comparative Indo-European studies in general, and to

Dumézil’s model in particular. The most significant is Lincoln’s

reconstruction of the Proto-European creation myth, and his brilliant

exposition – foreshadowed in part by the relevant section of Jakob Grimm’s

nineteenth-century study of Germanic mythology [11] – of the pivotal rôle

played by that myth in Indo-European cosmology. Lincoln has shown that

this one myth is at the root of the tripartition recognised by Dumézil, and is

the foundation of early Indo-European cosmology, magic and medicine.

According to Lincoln’s analysis, the social body – like the physical cosmos

as it is treated in Indo-European tradition – owes its structure to the tripartite

division of the human body. The head, governing the rest of the body,

corresponds to Dumézil’s first function, that of sovereignty and its original

expression in priesthood. The chest and arms, representing valour and



12

strength, are aligned with the second function, embodied in the warrior

aristocracy. The belly, genitals, and legs are associated with the third

function, food production, pleasure, and the supporting rôle of workers in

general. In cosmology, we find that the qualities relevant to the three

functions are distributed throughout the physical cosmos, but find a

fundamental expression in the three cosmic layers: sky, earth and

underworld. These functions and qualities are expressed through a complex

system of correspondences and analogies, in which one thing is perceived as

an alternative form of another, and related to it by reference to the drama of

cosmic creation.

From one single mythological idea – the spontaneous generation and

subsequent dismemberment of a primal humanoid being and the

manufacture of the features of the cosmos from parts of his body – the Indo-

Europeans constructed a vast and complex cosmological system. Indeed, the

system was so pervasive that the scope seems to have rendered it invisible to

scholars until quite recently. As a system, it is very nearly all-encompassing:

it gives form and meaning to the social structure, both the human and the

divine; to the features and phenomena that constitute the physical world and

its surroundings; to the sacrifices and observances involved in nearly all the

major religious themes, and quite a few of the minor ones; to the beliefs

underlying the early stirrings of science and medicine; and to the theory and

practice of Indo-European magic. It has shaped our philosophy and sciences,

thanks largely to the reiteration of archaic Indo-European principles in the

works of Plato, whose ideal social organisations are still the springboard for

many important philosophical discussions; and of Aristotle, whose system of

elements and qualities influenced the alchemists, dramatists, and natural

philosophers from the late Middle Ages to the early modern period in

Europe, and can be discerned in the twentieth century, in the influential

psychoanalytical theories of C.G. Jung. The first stirrings of Western

rationalism were founded on the poetry of Indo-European creation

mythology. Like the Big Bang so dear to modern astrophysics, the Proto-

Indo-European cosmogony has echoes that can still be detected today.

The Germanic expression of this mythology has not survived in anything

more than a fragmentary and distorted form – with the exception of the
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Scandinavian branch of Germanic tradition. The euhemerised mythology

preserved by Saxo Grammaticus, although it is of immense value in many

other ways, has little to offer in the way of cosmogonic myth. But the Old

Icelandic sagas, despite their being little more than historically-based novels,

contain invaluable pearls of folk belief, ritual and myth embedded within

what is sometimes rather mundane fare. These, while unreliable as historical

records, are a useful supplement to the impressive body of mythological

poetry that includes the Poetic Edda and, of course, the priceless treasure

that is Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda. Snorri’s contribution to the

preservation of Germanic myth will be examined in some detail shortly. For

now, suffice to observe that his account of the Norse cosmogony broadly

concurs with the cosmogonic elements found in earlier Icelandic poems, and

is in structural accordance with the remaining fragments of Germanic

creation mythology that can be gleaned from non-Scandinavian sources.
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THE NATURE OF TRADITIONAL COSMOLOGY

The traditional mythology of the heathen Germans, like the background

myths of all other religious systems, included a mythical cosmogony – that

is, an account of the creation of the perceived physical cosmos: the heavens,

the world, and the natural features they contain, including mountains, rivers,

vegetation, the sea, stars, sun, moon, and so on. Like other primitive

explanations of the origins of things, these creation myths are imaginative

and poetic, but strictly unscientific from the modern point of view. They are

constructed from analogy, metaphor and a sense of personal involvement in

the grand scheme of things, rather than through scientific methods of

detached and dispassionate analysis and experiment. They are, as we now

know, entirely inaccurate. Even so, they are based as much on observation

and comparative thinking as are our modern scientific cosmological ideas.

Likewise they represent the logical construction of a meaningful model from

relevant information. Within their archaic contexts they are internally

consistent, largely empirical, and entirely rational.

This does not mean that ancient cosmogonies are authentically scientific in

the modern sense of the word. They are based upon a particular way of

responding to experience of the cosmos, a response that we now see as

mythological, poetic, magical or religious. Today, we prefer to see this kind

of worldview as a polar opposite of accepted scientific attitudes. While they

are indeed poetic and magico-religious constructs, ultimately these

cosmologies are still valid expressions of the times and places in which they

were formulated. As such they are as dependent on the learning and

technological limitations of their makers as their most recent descendants,

the astrophysical sciences, which are determined by the state of the learning

and technology of today, and so also express the values and beliefs of our
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own time.

To dismiss any ancient cosmology as irrational or merely fanciful would be

grossly inappropriate, a denigration unfair both to those ordinary people who

believed in it and to those early thinkers who were responsible for or

involved in its original formulation. Without the aid of telescopes, radio,

computers and electricity, our scientists of today would be hard-pressed to

make any more sense of the universe than did our pre-industrial ancestors.

And, as the history of science shows only too well, something accepted as a

fact by scientists today could possibly be seen by their successors, and our

descendants, as little more than an amusing stab in the dark, historically

important perhaps, but quaintly off-target and rooted in misconception,

whatever part its formulation might play in the development of future

cosmological understanding.

The ancient Germanic cosmogonic myths are rooted in the creation

mythology once shared by all Indo-European-speaking peoples, and are part

of a common heritage of language, social organisation and magico-religious

ideas. This is not in doubt. Some Indo-European cosmogonies are preserved

in a complete form, others only as vestigial or fragmentary myths that occur

as faint echoes in heroic saga, epic poetry or folklore. It can be seen that the

Germanic creation myths compare well to the same pattern. For example, the

account of the creation given by Snorri Sturluson in the Prose Edda (his

thirteenth-century handbook of Norse mythology and poetics, the main

source for Scandinavian cosmogonic myth) is in many respects remarkably

similar to material in the creation hymns of the Rig Veda, committed to

writing in India two thousand years and more before Snorri was born, but

derived from an even earlier tradition.

The earlier Proto-Indo-European tradition can be partly reconstructed by

comparing those recorded myths that are its descendants, looking for

common themes and images, and linguistic or terminological patterns. From

a careful analysis of the evidence, we can be reasonably certain of a number

of themes. For example, the evidence shows that it was not believed that the

cosmos was created out of absolute nothingness, but from a combination of,

or a reaction between, two opposing elements catalysed by a third.

Specifically, that the cosmos was seen in anthropomorphic terms,
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manufactured from the bodily parts of a being who was created from that

primordial interaction of elements. Furthermore, it can be shown that nearly

the entire Indo-European system of traditional beliefs has been constructed

from and around certain basic ideas: (a) the component parts of the cosmos

were made from the bodily parts of a gigantic man or man-like being, (b)

human beings were created from elements of the cosmos; (c) therefore the

cosmos and the human body have the same structure, (d) following on from

this, the human body becomes the structural model for human social

organisation; the central figure of which embodies the social whole. The

human body is simultaneously the central, referential point of the physical

cosmos and the embodiment or representation of the cosmos as a whole.

Whether the Indo-European system can truly be classed as an ideology, as

Georges Dumézil has asserted, or is an interlocking and multi-layered series

of correspondences based on an essentially magical view of the world and

nature remains to be seen. The three ‘functions’ discerned by Dumézil [1]

are clearly related to the division of the human body into three parts, with

these referring in turn to the three main social divisions – rulers (priests and

kings), warriors and providers (farmers and artisans), represented

respectively by the head: chest and arms: and the abdomen, genitals and

legs. The formalisation of this pattern in myth, religion and ritual is

supported by a wealth of evidence from all over the Indo-European world. It

is found in the caste-system of India, from Vedic times to the present; in the

text of a treaty between the Indo-European-speaking Mitanni and Hittites,

from the fourteenth century BCE; in the tripartite Gaulish social structure

reported by Julius Caesar; in the three Estates of pre-Revolutionary France;

and so on. More pertinent in the present context is its appearance in the

Eddic poem Rígsþula, which deals with the origins of the social classes, and

in Adam of Bremen’s account of the three gods worshipped as a triad in the

great pagan temple at Uppsala in Sweden – Óðinn, Þórr, and Freyr: gods

respectively concerned with rule and magic; strength and war; and wealth

and sexuality. These are just a few examples: the trifunctional pattern recurs

over and over again, the leitmotif of Indo-European culture.

However, the pattern goes far beyond mere institutional codification: as

Bruce Lincoln [2] has shown, the tripartite system has developed over the
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millenia into a complex system of homologies and correspondences,

qualities and functions. This is the key to virtually all Indo-European magic,

philosophy and traditional science. Lincoln and other scholars have

developed and refined Dumézil’s ground-breaking ideas to such an extent

that to call the traditional Indo-European system merely an ideology is a

grave injustice. This was a worldview in the fullest sense of the term, a

unified and cohesive understanding of the cosmic, the human, the magical

and the divine – as well as the rules that govern them all – that the social and

physical scientists of today might profitably study in relation to their own

disciplines.

THE INDO-EUROPEAN ORIGINS OF GERMANIC COSMOGONY

Germanic cosmogony is located firmly within this broad Indo-European

linguistic and cultural matrix. Conventionally, the earliest Germanic

presence that can be confidently identified in any region, through linguistic

and historical evidence, can be located in southern Scandinavia and the

northern part of mainland Europe – what is now Germany, Poland and the

Netherlands – in the second and first centuries BCE. The evidence for this

comes mainly from Classical geographers and historians, whose reports of

tribal and personal names are invaluable pointers, but must be qualified by

the limitations of their knowledge of, and their contacts with, the peoples of

that region. If the earliest Classical reports of Germanic tribes come to us

from the first century BCE, then it is pretty well certain that they must have

been there before that time. There is, in any case, a distinctive cultural

continuity in that area, from the Iron Age Jastorf and Harpstedt cultures, at

around 500 BCE, onward. This continuity may be pushed further back in

time, to the preceding Later Bronze Age cultures of the region. Germanic-

speaking tribes have even been linked with the appearance in this region of

the Corded Ware (or Battle-Axe) Culture, from around the middle of the

fourth millenium BCE.Whether or not this culture represents an invasion of

Indo-European-speakers is uncertain. This does not necessarily mean that

those Bronze and Iron Age peoples spoke early varieties of the Germanic
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tongues. Nor does it imply that this is where the Germanic languages began

to diverge from Proto-Indo-European or the later western version of Indo-

European. But it does demonstrate a particular cultural continuity that

reaches its historical climax in a Germanic milieu [3].

Linguistically, the situation is more complicated. Various scholars have

assigned different dates to the emergence of Proto-Germanic – a term of

convenience, used to denote the hypothetical ancestor of the known

Germanic languages. Whether the reconstructed Proto-Germanic vocabulary

was ever part of an authentic spoken tongue is a moot point. The concensus

view holds that this early Germanic language developed between roughly

2500 and 1000 BCE, in northern Europe [4]. The earliest Germanic

languages to have been preserved in writing – coherent texts, that is, as

opposed to tribal or personal names, or odd words recorded by Classical

authors – are in Gothic, Old English and various dialects of Frankish and

Old High German. The earliest major Germanic text is the fourth-century

translation of the Bible into Gothic by Ulfilas, a Visigothic bishop. There

are, however, a number of gods and goddesses commemorated on various

monuments of the Roman period. The oldest known inscription in any

Germanic language is that on a bronze helmet found at Negau in Austria,

which probably dates to the first century BCE, and which may be older still.

Significantly, the inscription on the Negau helmet, HARIXASTITEIVA,

written in an archaic North Italic script, may refer to a battle-god: ‘Teiva,

guest of the army’. That translation has not been universally accepted,

however [5]. Still, it must be said that the earliest examples of written

Germanic concern themselves with the divine, the magical and the mythical,

or with the ancient traditions of which the early Germans were so fond [6].

The historical evidence indicates that, apart from a gradual spreading out to

the east, west and south, Germanic-speakers did not stray too far from their

ancestral territories in any great number until the first century of the current

era. Only five or six hundred years more elapsed before the founding of

Germanic kingdoms or settlements in England, Spain, France, Italy and

Austria. The Norse settlement of Iceland followed only a couple of centuries

later. A certain lingering unity of belief among the diverging Germanic

peoples ought perhaps to be expected; indeed, a comparison between
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cosmogonic elements in Old English and early continental German sources

provides points of resemblance that suggest that the Scandinavian version

has probably not diverged too radically from what must once have been a

common Germanic creation myth, one that is clearly related to the other

known Indo-European cosmogonies.

THE PERSISTENCE OF PAGAN TRADITION

The strength of the Germanic tradition is demonstrated by its persistence

well into the Christian era, when pagan imagery is discernible in prayers and

hymns from early medieval England and Germany. In Scandinavia, where

Christianity came relatively late, the pagan traditions lingered on. The Prose

Edda, written in the early thirteenth century, is the work of a Christian – but

the depth and range of the author’s knowledge cannot be attributed solely to

the extant older poems that are among his sources. Snorri gives information

not available in the pagan material that has survived outside his own work,

but he certainly did not invent the material that cannot otherwise be

accounted for. Those parts of the mythology for which he is the sole

surviving Scandinavian source resemble myths found elsewhere in the Indo-

European world far too closely to be explained as coincidence or accident.

Nor does it seem likely that he gave an Icelandic character to ideas

encountered in the Classical authors or contemporary discussions of them:

the cosmogony in question contains elements that are demonstrably derived

from an archaic Germanic version of Indo-European myth. Most probably

Snorri had access to mythic poems, or complete stories, that did not survive

much past his own time. And if Snorri’s lost sources were entirely oral, then

it would be reasonable to postulate that Snorri heard mythological poems

from the mouth of a believer – in other words, from a pagan Icelander. Such

conjecture aside, the survival of a near-complete pagan mythology into and

beyond Christianity’s most intolerant period is in any case quite remarkable

in itself, even considering the late date for the conversion of Iceland to the

new religion.

The transfusion of Germanic pagan themes into early Christian literature is
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unsurprising, given the the rather precarious position of Christianity in

northwestern Europe during the early Middle Ages. The Christian literature

of Anglo-Saxon England appeared against a background of relapses and

hostile heathenism. Christianity was really only secured in Germany by the

military campaigns of the Franks, most notably those conducted by

Charlemagne. Earlier, the Merovingian kings (the dynasty descended from

Merovech, a semi-mythical Frankish nobleman) who ruled early medieval

France had stubbornly refused to relinquish their sacral rôle – the heritage

handed down from their heathen ancestors – a ritual status that may well

have been a factor in the support given by the Church to Pippin III’s

deposition of the Merovingian king Childeric III in 751. This act led to the

establishment of the more compliant Carolingian line, named in honour of

Charlemagne, its most illustrious member. Indeed, in the Middle Ages most

European kings were of Germanic descent, and were reluctant to give up the

traditional trappings of their rank [7]. In kingless Iceland, where Christianity

was freely adopted by a democratic process in 1000, the new faith owed its

foothold to the prudence of the Icelanders in the face of the fierce

evangelism of the powerful Norwegian king Oláfr Tryggvason [8].

Germanic paganism was tenacious and deeply ingrained. Given the

circumstances outlined above, and the Church’s policy of adapting pagan

sites and festivals to ensure continuity of worship at those times and places,

inevitably paganism influenced the evolution of Christianity in those regions

populated by Germanic-speaking peoples. This influence can be seen in

simple charms, where the name of Christ has been substituted for that of

Woden or Óðinn [9]; in the assimilation of pagan deities to the ranks of

devils and demons [10]; in the names of festivals, as in the case of Eostre

(Easter), a word that originally referred to one of the old heathen months

(which may itself have been named after an old Germanic goddess, if the

words of Bede are taken at face value) [11]; in the building of churches on

sites formerly sacred to the heathen population [12]; and so on. Christianity

took a long time to become anything more than a thin veneer. In that time

elements of the old paganism became embedded in the body of the new

religion like insects preserved in amber.
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CHRISTIAN INFLUENCE ON GERMANIC PAGANISM

The reverse – Christian ideas and opinions affecting the pagan mythology

and associated customs – is also evident. So, for example, the Christian

practice of wearing crosses seems to have inspired the Norsemen to wear as

amulets miniature representations of Þórr’s hammer and Óðinn’s spear [13].

In his Ynglinga Saga Snorri Sturluson asserts that his fellow Scandinavians

were mistaken in believing the Æsir and Vanir to be gods, when they were

really ordinary people whose earthly renown had been expanded and

misconstrued by later generations, a euhemerisation matched in the Gesta

Danorum of Snorri’s Danish contemporary Saxo Grammaticus [14]. In

literature, the poem Vǫluspá shows various signs of Christian influence.

On the other hand, the effects of Christianity on the core of pagan belief

seems to have been limited by the very fact of the new religion’s rise to pre-

eminence. Beliefs under threat generally tend toward increased conservatism

– in current parlance, religious fundamentalism. Suggestions have often been

made that Germanic paganism adopted and adapted the pivotal image of

Christianity, the Crucifixion, as a way of dealing with the spread of the new

faith [15]. But the self-sacrifice of Óðinn and the slaying of Baldr, both of

which are sometimes supposed to be paganised versions of the Crucifixion,

reflect a particular aspect of ancient Indo-European myth, and are

demonstrably unconnected with the Christian myth – except that all may

ultimately refer back to the myths of a time in the very distant past, before

the Indo-European and Semitic languages and cultures diverged from a

common ancestral complex.

Similar two-way exchanges can be postulated between the Germanic

tradition and those of neighbouring peoples prior to the rise of Christianity.

The early Germans and Scandinavians interacted in various ways with the

Celts, Romans and Slavs, not to mention the Uralic (Finno-Ugrian) tribes of

the eastern Baltic shores and northwest Russia. The last, being non-Indo-

European, are of particular interest to the comparisons being made here, if

only to help demonstrate the essential Indo-European integrity of the

Scandinavian cosmogony. As far as the neighbouring Indo-Europeans are

concerned, the underlying unity of mythological and cosmological ideas – a

unity the Romans were able to use to their advantage, albeit unwittingly, in
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their dealings with the so-called barbarians – would have made little

difference to the basic structure of the Germanic cosmogony. However,

Uralic lore about the creation of the cosmos has a rather different pattern,

still having minor points of coincidence with the Germanic version of the

Indo-European model. Whatever influence these other pagan systems may

have had upon the early Germanic cosmogony, it will be seen that the

creation mythology recounted by Snorri and his extant sources is very old

indeed and seems to have survived into Snorri’s age largely unaffected by

external influence or the ravages of time.

Scandinavian myth itself subject to regional variation. Snorri’s Edda and

Saxo’s Gesta Danorum, written more or less at the same time, show two

closely-related but divergent traditions. Saxo’s sources were probably

derived from the oral tradition of pagan Sweden, as well as native Danish

myths and legends. A third strand discernible in Saxo and the heroic verses

of the Poetic Edda comprises heroic lays that originated among the

continental Germans, taken from oral poems that may have been in existence

at least as early as the sixth century. These also provided material for the

thirteenth-century composer of the Nibelungenlied. Danish, Swedish and

German themes can also be found in the Old English poem Beowulf and in

the other, minor heroic poems of Anglo-Saxon England. These mutual

exchanges and adaptations are further evidence of a basic unity of tradition,

and of shared beliefs and concerns. Indeed, so extensive were these

exchanges that it is now sometimes difficult to tell which traditions

originally belonged to which branch of the Germanic-speakers. Obviously,

some themes must have been common Germanic property. For instance, the

gods Óðinn (Woden, Wodan) and Þórr (Þunor, Donar) occur across the

Germanic spectrum, as does the concept of fate (Old English wyrd, Old

Icelandic urðr, Old High German wurt). But legends and traditions

pertaining to and originating among particular tribes have been taken up by

others far away and long after the event.

Outside the strictly mythological texts, much information relating to myth,

religion, ritual and magic is preserved in the Icelandic sagas, where they

occur as part of the everyday life of the families and characters whose tales

the sagas tell. The sagas mostly date from the twelfth century onward and so
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their information needs to be treated with considerable caution. There is also

a considerable body of scaldic poetry, which contain various scraps of

mythical lore, and in which many kennings (poetic metaphors) are based on

mythical figures and events. From all these sources a reasonably coherent –

yet still incomplete – picture of Norse pagan beliefs can be pieced together,

and some insight gained into how the pagan Scandinavians perceived the

world.

THE NORSE DEITIES AND THE MYTHIC COSMOS

The Norse divinities are divided into two distinct but overlapping families,

the Æsir and the Vanir. The former, led by Óðinn, are seen as the ‘true’

gods, although several of the Vanir are accorded the status of honorary Æsir.

According to the Poetic Edda and other sources, the two families once

fought a bitter but inconclusive war, which was eventually ended by a treaty

and an exchange of hostages. Dumézil – citing parallels in India, Rome and

elsewhere – sees this war as the Germanic version of an archetypal Indo-

European theme, in which the subjugation of the providers, by the rulers and

warriors, is followed by the merging of the opposing sides into one complete

social system [16]. Aside from the genuine gods (and arguably the Vanir

ought perhaps to be counted as such), Norse myth tells of several other

classes of non-human, supernatural being: the enigmatic álfar, the elves,

who may or may not be the same as the gods themselves; the dvergar, the

craftsman dwarfs, identified by Snorri with the mysterious svartálfar, the

‘dark elves’; the jǫtnar, the giants, also known as hrímþursar (frost-ogres),

þursar, or trolls. These entities are, like the gods, humanoid in appearance,

but not in nature. Indeed, the giants are invariably hostile toward humanity,

so much so that their realm is fenced off from that of humankind.

These beings share the cosmos with humanity, however, and so have been

allocated realms of their own. The land inhabited by humanity is Miðgarðr, a

flat disc surrounded by water. Separated from Miðgarðr by rivers and an iron

fence is Jǫtunheimr, the world of the giants. The direction in which 

Jǫtunheimr lies is problematic. Snorri tells us at one point in Gylfaginning
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that it is in the north but later, on two occasions, that Þórr travels to the east

to battle with giants. In Skáldskaparmál Snorri says that Loki flies north to

Jǫtunheimr from Ásgarðr, which is supposedly at the centre of the world. He 

repeats that Þórr has to travel east to fight trolls, but later he also says that

the god has to travel south to get home from Jǫtunheimr with Aurvandil on 

his back. It is generally assumed that Jǫtunheimr was originally located in 

the east but later moved northward to the polar wastes as the Scandinavians

became more geographically aware. But there is actually little evidence to

support this view. The problem is compounded by another name given to an

abode of giants, Utgarðr. In one of the adventures in which Snorri says that

Þórr went east to encounter giants, the god actually goes to Utgarðr rather

than Jǫtunheimr. Utgarðr, ‘the place outside’, seems originally to have 

referred to a demonic region wholly outside the world inhabited by gods and

men, possibly even the realm of death. But Saxo Grammaticus recounts the

story of Thorkillus and his journey to the home of the giant Utgardilocus in

terms that can only be explained by reference to the arctic wastes. Perhaps it

would be wise to hedge one’s bets and place the land of the giants

somewhere to the north and east of Scandinavia, or maybe even in arctic

Scandinavia itself, which would indeed be have been eastward for the

Icelandic poets.

Just as perplexing, if easier to place, is Álfheimr, the world of the elves. It is

in the sky, according to Snorri, who populates it with ljósálfar, ‘light-elves’;

and in it is Himinbjǫrg, where the bridge Bifrost enters the celestial realm; 

and a great hall named Valaskjálf. Now Valaskjálf belongs to Óðinn, while

Himinbjǫrg, which means the ‘Sky Mountain’, is where Heimdallr dwells. 

What are members of the Æsir doing in Álfheimr? A clue may be found in

an Eddic formula:

Hvat er með Ásum?

Hvat er með álfum? [17]

This formula, occurring in Vǫluspá and in Þrymskviða, means ‘What is

wrong with the gods? What is wrong with the elves?’ Sigurður Nordal [18]

notes that the álfar are usually named in conjunction with the Æsir in Eddic

poetry, a fact that has led some to speculate that álfar was once another
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name for the Vanir. But Snorri describes the álfar as fegri en sól synum [19],

‘fairer than the sun in appearance’. This would be in keeping with another

name for the gods, tívar, which is related to Sanskrit deva, and Latin

deus,from an Indo-European root *deiwos meaning ‘bright, shining’.

Opinion tends toward keeping the elves separate from the gods but there is

ample room for doubt. Whatever, the presence of Himinbjǫorg in Álfheimr 

may be significant. It is plainly related to the World Mountain of Uralic and

Altaic tradition, as well as the cosmic mountain of Vedic myth. These

mountains are invariably located in the far north, with the Pole Star directly

above, or at their summit.

The dwarfs, meanwhile, are easy to locate. Whether they are called dvergar,

svartálfar or døkkálfar, their home is in the earth, below the ground – Snorri

calls it Svartålfheimr. This is highly appropriate for a class of beings

associated with metallurgy and hoarding. Snorri tells us that they appeared,

like maggots, in the flesh of Ymir – and that is where they remained.

Apart from Himinbjǫrg, the Scandinavians recognised another version of the 

axis mundi, the great ash-tree Yggdrasill, which grew when the earth was

young. Its branches cover the whole world, and stretch out across the sky.

Yggdrasill is said to have three roots that reach out to mythical domains, but

no physical site is ever attributed to it. As in Uralic tradition, the World Tree

connects the three levels of the cosmos: its roots extend to the realm of the

Æsir, to the land of the frost-giants, and to Niflheimr – in other words, to the

celestial home of the gods, the earth, and the subterranean land of the dead.

In each of these realms, below each of Yggdrasill’s roots, lies a well:

Hvergelmir in Niflheim; Mímisbrunnr in Jǫtunheimr; and Urðarbrunnr in 

Ásgarðr. There is evidence to suggest that these are actually one and the

same, a single well with three different names. The poem Vǫluspá speaks of

‘nine realms’ in the branches of the World Tree – a situation that Snorri

bends over backwards to accommodate in his description of the cosmos and

its regions – but the reference is ambiguous and obscure.

Beneath the branches of Yggdrasill lies Ásgarðr, the land of the Æsir. Snorri

claims that Ásgarðr is the same as Troy, in Asia Minor, and that it is the

centre of the world, or near to it. This may be his attempt to reconcile the

pagan Norse world picture with conventional medieval cosmography, which
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held Jerusalem to be the central point of the earth’s disc – as shown on the

Hereford Mappamundi and many other medieval maps. Snorri seems also to

have been influenced by some fanciful etymology which derived the

collective name of the Æsir from the name Asia. No location is given for

Vanaheimr, the realm of the Vanir. On the other hand, a number of

Germanic peoples came to claim descent from the Trojans, or had such a

pedigree claimed for them, so Snorri may just have been following the

ethnological conventions of his day [20].

This is a rough, simplified picture of the world as it appears in Norse

mythology. The pagan Norse cosmology is sprinkled liberally with

ambiguities and internal contradictions. Some are due to the phantasmal

nature of myth, while some appear to have arisen as a result of various

attempts to reconcile the mythic cosmos with geographical reality, attempts

necessitated by the broadening of horizons in the Middle Ages. By the time

the Norse myths were written down – at least in the forms in which they

have survived – Norsemen were sailing to the eastern shores of the

Mediterranean, had settled in Russia and Greenland, and were even

exploring part of the North American coastline. It is hardly surprising that

the portrayal of the world in myth and legend became confused and

distorted, as reality disproved old myths and further exploration gave the

Scandinavian poets less and less scope for cosmological invention and

imaginative innovation.

The mythologised cosmos of other Germanic peoples is much less coherent,

and much more fragmentary. That the continental Germans possessed an

equivalent of the World Tree is evident from the account of the great pillar

Irminsul that was venerated by the Saxons at Eresburg, until it was destroyed

by Charlemagne in 772. The importance of the axis mundi to the Germans is

perhaps demonstrated by the occurrence in English place-names of words

denoting a sacred pillar, by the location of yews in churchyards, and so on.

A variety of sources reveal that they shared the Scandinavian belief in

supernatural creatures such as elves, giants and dwarfs. However, evidence

for a structured mythical cosmos is, at best, sparse. Old English poems

indicate that the English had heroic figures in common with the

Scandinavians and continental Germans. Considering the Angles’
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connections with Denmark, and the later Viking influence, this is hardly

remarkable. Unfortunately for the mythologist, outside Scandinavia there

was no Snorri Sturluson or Saxo Grammaticus to collate and preserve

Germanic myth and cosmology for posterity. Studies of Anglo-Saxon

paganism, for instance, are invariably forced to rely on Norse tradition to

elucidate obscure references and to compensate for elements that are

obviously missing, presumed lost. Fortunately, there remains much that is of

value, and scholars and archaeologists are continually adding to the store of

knowledge [21].

From this brief account of the historical and cultural context, and the

magical world that sprang from it, let us now move on to the matter in hand,

the Germanic myths and traditions pertaining to the creation of the cosmos.
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THE EDDAS: TEXTS, DATES AND AUTHORSHIP

Norse creation mythology is preserved, often only in fragments and

sometimes in conflicting versions, in a number of Old Icelandic texts. There

is virtually nothing similar in the surviving texts of other Scandinavian

countries, so the immediate sources are more or less limited to those written

down in one place over a period of probably only three or four hundred

years. The most complete account – often suspected of being over-complete,

a scholarly amalgamation of several different accounts – is that given by the

thirteenth-century mythographer and historian Snorri Sturluson in the

Gylfaginning section of his Edda. This collection of mythological and poetic

studies is usually known as the Prose Edda or Snorra Edda to distinguish it

from that corpus of mythological and heroic poems called variously the

Elder Edda, Verse Edda, or Poetic Edda. Fragments of cosmogonic myth

are also to be found in Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál, which, with the Prologue,

Gyfaginning and Hattatál (List of Verse-Forms), completes the Prose Edda.

It is clear that Snorri drew heavily and deliberately upon the lore enshrined

in the Poetic Edda. He mentions a number of the poems by name and quotes

extensively from them. With regard to creation mythology, the most

important of the Eddic poems are undoubtedly Vǫluspá, Vafþrúðnismál and

Grímnismál, each of which is used by Snorri to support or illustrate his

rendition of the creation myth. These three poems, along with Gylfaginning,

constitute the greater bulk of what remains of the Norse creation myth.

Linguistic and textual evidence indicates that some of the poems in the

Poetic Edda are much older than Snorri’s works, although the earliest date

for the manuscripts from which existing versions are derived is thought to be

around 1200 [1]. But it seems more or less certain that they nearly all derive

from a poetic tradition that is significantly older than that. Excluding the
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Prose Edda the oldest surviving manuscript source for these poems is the

Codex Regius, dating from the late thirteenth century, fifty years or so after

Snorri’s texts were written down; but as Snorri quotes from the poems it can

be inferred that they were certainly written down in some form before he

composed his own Edda. The initial composition of Vǫluspá – as distinct

from later interpolations and amendments – has been roughly dated to the

late tenth century as have Vafþrúðnismal and Grímnismál. Various linguistic

features indicate that they were probably based on much earlier oral

versions, possibly from as early as around 850. In particular, Vafþrúðnismal

exhibits features that make the existence of an oral prototype a virtual

certainty. This would, in the Scandinavian context, place them firmly late in

the pre-Christian period. These dates are by no means certain: authoritative

opinions differ to such an extent that any concensus is sometimes difficult to

discern. It is certain, however, that they predate Snorri’s texts by a

significant number of years; that they existed, at least in part, in an oral form

before they were first written down; and that they and their contents are

therefore ultimately of heathen provenance [2].

Even a cursory reading of both Eddas is enough to show Snorri’s obvious

debt to the older poems. But what of those mythological themes and

adventures that appear in his Edda yet cannot be accounted for by referring

to elements in the Poetic Edda and other skaldic poems that predate his

works? It was once thought that Snorri simply invented material to fill in the

gaps left by the older mythological poems. But that idea must be largely

rejected. As will become apparent, if Snorri made up his own stories to

complete what would have otherwise been only a fragmentary legacy of

myth and tradition, then he unconsciously – not to say uncannily – predicted

the findings of comparative mythologists eight centuries after his own time.

Some of his possible innovations, such as the story of the cow Auðhumla,

agree with the surviving myths of other Indo-European peoples too closely

to be accidental or fortuitous. For him to have invented more than a minimal

amount of material would have been to defeat his purpose, which was to

provide a series of exemplary texts for poets and other writers, texts

designed to explain and illustrate the traditional rules, images and metaphors

of Icelandic literature. An alternative proposal, to the effect that Snorri may
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have based these unprovenanced motifs on ideas lifted from Classical texts,

or scholarly dissertations based upon them, is more attractive. But this fails

to account for the presence of genuinely mythological material that could not

have come to his attention in such a way. This important and potentially

significant proposition will be examined in greater depth at a later stage.

Snorri lived in an age when a Christian usually needed to exercise care when

discussing heathen beliefs and practices. While his interpretations are

sometimes wide of the mark, it seems reasonably safe to accept that he was

an honest man, one who would have been unlikely to invent material for the

sake of it, or to pretend to knowledge that he did not really possess. Those

parts of the Prose Edda not found elsewhere are, for the most part, coherent

and explicable in terms of what can be inferred from the comparative study

of Indo-European myth and cosmology. This is especially true of the

cosmogonic tradition. Snorri probably had access to more than one poem or

story that has not survived the ravages of time, either an oral tradition that

was current in his own time and only recorded by him, or material that was

already lost to oral tradition in his day, but available to him in a written form

that is now unknown – except, of course, for whatever parts of it have been

preserved for us by Snorri Sturluson himself.

Speculating on the authenticity and origins of Snorri’s source-material is a

fascinating pastime, but one that belongs more properly to the literary

historian. Happily, there have been many excellent scholars in that field, and

despite certain differences of opinion, they have made the mythologist’s

work that much easier. Although it will indeed shortly become necessary to

delve further into the provenance of Snorri’s sources, for the moment the

mythological detail that is not wholly derived from known earlier poems can

usually be shown have parallels elsewhere in Indo-European myth and

legend. A very small part of Snorri’s work cannot be accounted for in these

ways, it is true; but little of that is of concern here. On the whole, it is

probably safe to say that in his Edda Snorri mostly repeated what he knew,

and invented hardly anything. That does not preclude the possibility that

there are inaccuracies in what he has repeated, of course, nor does it deny the

likelihood of misinterpretation on his part; there is some evidence of both.

But Snorri’s essential scholarly integrity seems beyond reproach.
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The relevant chapters from Snorri’s Edda, and those verses from the Poetic

Edda, are given below, along with a brief account of the contexts in which

they occur. Chapters and stanzas are numbered according to standard

editions of the texts.

THE PROSE EDDA: GYLFAGINNING

Gylfaginning (The Deluding of Gylfi) is essentially a treatise on Norse myth,

a didactic text that seems designed as a deliberate echo of the many

mythological poems in question-and-answer style – or dramatic format, if

the poems were ever intended or used as religious plays, as some believe.

There are a series of answers given by three characters called Hár, Jafnhár

and Þriði – ‘High’, ‘Just-as-High’ and ‘Third’. These, to judge from their

names and the part they play in the narrative, are meant to be a triadic

personification of Óðinn. Gylfi, a Swedish king who travels to Valholl to

find out the secrets of the Æsir, has has adopted the pseudonym Gangleri. He

questions the threesome concerning the origins of the cosmos, the nature of

the gods and so on. His questions concerning the creation, and the replies

given by the enigmatic trio, occur in chapters 4-8 of Gylfaginning. The text

translates as follows:

(4) Then Gangleri said: ‘What did he [Óðinn] do before heaven and

earth were created?’

Then replied Hár: ‘He was among the frost-giants.’

Gangleri spoke: ‘What was the beginning? And how did it begin? And

what was before?’

Hár replied: ‘As it says in Vǫluspá:

In the beginning

then there was nothing.

There was no sand or sea

nor cool waves.

Earth was not,
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nor high heaven,

the gap a mighty chasm,

there was no grass.’

Then spoke Jafnhár: ‘It was many ages before earth was shaped that

Niflheimr was made, and situated in its midst is a well that is named

Hvergelmir, and from there flow the waters so named: Svǫl, Gunnðrá, 

Fjǫrm, Fimbulþul, Slíðr and Hríð, Sylgr and Ylgr, Víð, Leiptr; Gjǫll 

that is next to Helgrindum.’

Then spoke Þriði: ‘But first there was a world in the southern half

called Muspell. It is bright and hot. That region is fiery and burning,

and it is impassable for those who are foreigners and are not native to

the place. There is one named Surtr who sits at the border to defend the

land. He has a fiery sword, and at the end of the world he must go and

fight and be victorious over all the gods, and burn all the world with

fire. As it says in Vǫluspá:

Surtr comes from the south

with the destroyer of sticks.

From his sword shines

the sun of the god of the slain.

Mountains crash

as troll-wives ride.

Men tread the road to Hel,

as the sky splits apart.’

(5) Gangleri said: ‘What was the situation before there were families

and mankind became numerous?’

Then spoke Hár: ‘These rivers known as Élivágar, when they had come

so far from their source that the accompanying poisonous ooze had

solidified like the slag that runs from a furnace, it turned into ice, and

when this ice came to a standstill and ran no more, then the vapour

rising from the poison froze over it in the same direction and turned to

frost, and so one layer of ice formed upon another throughout

Ginnungagap.’

Then spoke Jafnhár: ‘Ginnungagap, that part of it that faces to the north,



35

filled with weight and the heaviness of ice and frost and in it drizzle and

wind. But the southern part of Ginnungagap became light with sparks

and molten embers that flew out of Muspellsheimr.’

Then spoke Þriði: ‘Just as coldness arose from Niflheimr and all things

harsh, so what was near to Muspell was hot and bright, but

Ginnungagap was as mild as a windless sky. And then when met the ice

with the warm breeze so it melted and dripped, life came from the

running drops with the power of that which sent the heat, and it was the

likeness of a man, and he was given the name Ymir. But the frost-giants

call him Aurgelmir, and from him come all the families of frost-giants,

as it says in Vǫluspá hinn skamma [3]:

All vǫlur [4] are

from Viðólfr,

all wizards

from Vilmeiðr,

but sorcerers

from Svarthǫfði, 

all giants

from Ymir have come.

But here is what the giant Vafþrúðnir says

whence Aurgelmir came,

with the sons of giants

originally, that wise giant:

“When from the Élivágar

sprayed drops of venom

and grew until they made a giant,

from there are our families

coming all the same;

so is it that this is ever all too terrible.”

Then said Gangleri: ‘How then did families grow, and become arranged

so that more men were, and do you believe that it was a good thing that

you spoke of just now?’
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Then spoke Hár: ‘By no means was he a god. He was evil and all his

progeny. We call them frost-giants. And so it is said that while he slept,

he fell into a sweat. Then there grew beneath his left arm a man and a

woman, and one of his legs got a son with the other. And from them

came offspring. These are frost-giants. That old frost-giant, we call him

Ymir.’

(6) Then said Gangleri: ‘Where dwelt Ymir and what did he live on?’

‘Next thing, when the ice dripped, was that from it came a cow called

Auðhumla, four streams of milk ran from her teats, and she fed Ymir.’

Then said Gangleri: ‘What did the cow feed on?’

Hár said: ‘She licked the ice-stones, which were salty. And the first day

she licked the stones there came from the stones by evening a man’s

hair, the next day a man’s head, the third day there was a whole man.

He was named Búri. He was fair of face, big and strong. He had a son

called Borr. He married a woman called Bestla, daughter of the giant

Bolþorn, and they had three sons. One was called Óðinn, the second

Vili, the third Vé. And it is my belief that this Óðinn and his brethren

must be the rulers of heaven and earth; we think that so he must be

called. It is the name of the man we know to be the greatest and most

renowned, and well you might call him the same.’

(7) Then spoke Gangleri: ‘ How did they get on, and which were the

more powerful?’

Then Hár replied: ‘The sons of Borr slew the giant Ymir. And when he

fell, there flowed so much blood from his wounds that with it they

drowned all the family of frost-giants, except one that escaped with his

household. The giants call him Bergelmir. He went up on to his lúðr [5]

with his wife and was saved there, and from them come all the families

of frost-giants, as it says here:

Many winters

before the earth was shaped,

then was Bergelmir born;

that is my first memory
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when that wise giant

was laid on a lúðr.’

(8) Then replied Gangleri: ‘What then did Borr’s sons do, if you believe

that they were gods?’

Hár said: ‘There is not a little to be said of that. They took Ymir and

carried him into the middle of Ginnungagap, and from him made the

earth, from his blood the seas and lakes. The earth was made of his

flesh and the mountains from his bones, stones and scree from his teeth

and molars and from those bones that were broken.’

Then spoke Jafnhár: ‘Out of the blood that ran from his wounds and

flowed freely, from that they made the sea with which they girdled and

contained the earth, and laid this sea in a ring outside it, and nearly

everyone must think it impossible to cross over.’

Then spoke Þriði: ‘They also took his skull and from it made the sky

and set it up over the earth with its four sides, and under each corner

they placed a dwarf. They are called so: Austri, Vestri, Norðri, Suðri.

Then they took the sparks and embers that flew about after they had

been cast out of Muspellsheimr, and set them in the middle of

Ginnungahimin [Great Sky?] both above and below to give light to

heaven and earth. They gave places for all the flames, some in the sky,

some roamed loose in the sky, and they set them in place and shaped

their paths. So it is said in ancient lore that from them days were

divided and reckoned, as it is said in Vǫluspá:

The Sun did not know

where her hall was.

The Moon did not know

what might he had.

The stars did not know

where their places were.

So it was above the earth before this.’

Then spoke Gangleri: ‘These are mighty tidings I have just heard. That

was a mighty construction and skilfully made. How was the earth

arranged?’
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Then replied Hár: ‘It is circular, and around it lies the deep sea, and

along the shore of the sea they gave land to the families of giants to

dwell in. But inland they made a fortress around the earth because of

the hostility of the giants, and for this fortress they used the giant

Ymir’s eyebrows, and called this fortress Miðgarðr. They also took his

brains and cast them into the sky and made from them the clouds, as it

says here:

From Ymir’s flesh

the earth was shaped,

and from his sweat [or: blood] the sea,

mountains from his bones,

trees from his hair,

and from his skull the sky.

And from his eyebrows [or: eyelashes]

the friendly gods made

Miðgarðr for the sons of men,

and from his brains

were all the stern

clouds shaped.’ [6]

THE PROSE EDDA: SKÁLDSKAPARMÁL

Snorri sets Skáldskaparmál (Poetic Speech) in the context of a meeting of

the Æsir at Asgarðr. A visitor named Ægir or Hlér, said to be a skilled

magician, is welcomed by the assembled gods, who hold a banquet. The

visitor is seated next to Bragi, a god of poetry. Bragi tells Ægir a number of

stories concerning the gods and their adventures, and relates them to the

kennings used by the Norse poets, giving examples of their use and quoting

liberally from a number a poems. The creation myth itself is not actually

given, but fragments occur in references scattered throughout the text. These

are mainly concerned with describing cosmological features in terms of

Ymir’s dismembered body. A short selection is given below.
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(23) How shall the sky be referred to? By calling it Ymir’s skull and

hence giant’s skull and toil or burden of the dwarfs or helmet of Vestri

and Austri, Suðri, Norðri…

(24) How shall earth be referred to? By calling it Ymir’s flesh…

(25) How shall sea be referred to? By calling it Ymir’s blood…

(75) A cow is called heifer, quey and lower and Auðhumla; she is the

noblest of cows. [7]

VǪLUSPÁ

Völuspá (The Prophecy of the Seeress) is invariably accorded first place in

Poetic Edda. Despite obvious Christian influence, its setting and content are

heathen. Any Christian motifs have been absorbed into the fabric of a poem

that probably already existed, if Völuspá’s formulaic echoes of other

Germanic cosmogonic poems are any guide. The poem tells of Óðinn’s

interrogation of the shade of a vǫlva, the seeress of the title. Óðinn’s aim, as

ever, is to discover knowledge that will help him in his attempt to avert the

terrible destiny in store for himself, the gods, and the established order of

things: the great battle against the forces of chaos at Ragnarǫk. The poem, 

crammed with powerful and moving images, consists of the vǫlva’s account

of the world, from the very beginning to the final conflict of Ragnarǫk, and 

the renewal of the cosmos that will follow. She refers to the creation of the

cosmos in stanzas 3-6.

(3) In ancient times

when Ymir dwelled

there was neither sand nor sea

nor cool waves,

earth was not

nor heaven above,

the void was vast,

and nowhere green.
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(4) Until Bur’s sons

lifted up the lands,

Miðgarðr they

gloriously shaped;

the sun shone from the south

on halls of stone,

there on the ground grew

green grass.

(5) The sun rushed southward,

the moon’s companion,

at the right hand

of heaven’s edge;

the sun did not know,

where her hall was,

the stars did not know,

where their places were,

the moon did not know,

what might he had.

(6) Then went all the gods

to their judgement seats,

the most holy gods,

and took their counsel;

night and her children

names they gave,

named morning

and mid-day,

mid-afternoon and evening,

to tell the time. [8]

VAFÞRÚÐNISMÁL

Vafþrúðnismal (The Sayings of Vafþrúðnir) is yet another dialogue involving
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Óðinn, this time in conversation with the giant of the title, Vafþrúðnir, who

is famed for his wisdom. Against the advice of Frigg, Óðinn travels to

Vafþrúðnir’s home, where he gives the assumed name Gagnrád, and tests the

giant’s knowledge with a series of taxing questions. At the end, Óðinn is

forced to acknowledge that Vafþrúðnir’s reputation is deserved. The giant

responds to Óðinn’s grudging praise by unmasking the god. Along the way,

in seven of his many verses, Vafþrúðnir reveals his knowledge of the Norse

cosmogony.

(21) Vafþrúðnir said:

‘From Ymir’s flesh the earth was shaped,

and from his bones the mountains;

the sky from that frost-cold giant’s skull,

and from his sweat [or: blood] the sea.’

(23) Vafþrúðnir said:

‘Mundilfœri he is called, the moon’s father,

and of the sun the same;

they travel the sky each day

for men to tell the time.’

(25) Vafþrúðnir said:

‘Delling he is called, the day’s father,

but night was born from Nǫrvi; 

waxing moon and waning moon the able gods shaped,

for men to tell the time.’

(29) Vafþrúðnir said:

‘Countless winters before the earth was shaped,

then was Bergelmir born;

Þrúðgelmir was his father,

Aurgelmir his grandfather.’

(31) Vafþrúðnir said:

‘From the Élivágar sprayed drops of venom;

so it grew until out of it came a giant.’

(33) Vafþrúðnir said:



42

‘Beneath the frost-giant’s arms there grew, they say,

a girl and boy together;

one foot with the other, that wise giant begot

a six-headed son.’

(35) Vafþrúðnir said:

‘Countless winters before the earth was shaped,

then was Bergelmir born;

that is the first I remember, when that wise giant

was laid on a lúðr.’ [9]

GRÍMNISMÁL

Grímnismál (The Sayings of Grímnir) is basically a monologue delivered by

Óðinn to a king named Geirroðr. Óðinn, disguised as Grímnir, has been

captured by Geirroðr and is tortured by being placed between two fires for

eight nights. Geirroðr’s son Agnarr, declaring that his father had treated the

stranger badly, gives Grímnir a drink. At that moment, the captive’s cloak

catches fire, whereupon he launches into an impressive and portentous

speech that amply demonstrates his great knowledge. At the end he reveals

his true identity. Geirroðr stumbles and falls on to his own sword, and

Agnarr, blessed by Óðinn, becomes the new king. Stanzas 41 and 42 reveal

how the world was created.

(41) From Ymir’s flesh

the earth was shaped,

and from his sweat [or: blood] the sea,

mountains from his bones,

trees from his his hair,

and from his skull the sky.

(42) And from his eyebrows [or: eyelashes]

the friendly gods made

Miðgarðr for the sons of men,

and from his brains
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were all the stern

clouds made. [10]

THE INTEGRITY OF EDDIC MYTHOLOGY

The two verses from Grímnismál are exactly the same as those which round

off the extract from Snorri’s Edda; and several important lines from ð have

been adapted to suit the poem’s needs – or perhaps the adaptation was the

other way around. This underlines the strength and significance of the

imagery, and indicates the importance of the dismemberment theme to Norse

heathenism. Vafþrúðnismál may well be one source of Snorri’s description

of the coagulation of the rivers known collectively as the Élivágar; but his

list of their names is patently a shortened version of that given elsewhere (in

Grímnismál). Snorri also seems to have altered the Vafþrúðnismál version of

how Ymir produced his offspring, possibly because he failed to understand it

fully, or perhaps because the version that has survived may have been

corrupted – although the Vafþrúðnismál account is paralleled in Iranian

myth.

In spite of these differences, the tradition represented by this collection of

extracts is broadly coherent, and, arguably, wholly pagan. There is no real

attempt on Snorri’s part to belittle the old gods and nothing to suggest that

he either diluted the heathen mythology or intended to ridicule the

cosmogonic myth in favour of the Judaeo-Christian version. The mythology

of Snorri’s Edda appears not to have been subjected to untoward tampering

in order to bring it into line with Christian orthodoxy, apart from the

Prologue, in which his stab at incorporating the mythical Óðinn into Biblical

genealogy seems to be as much a sop to the Church as an attempt to

reconcile traditional royal genealogies with the generations of Israel; and the

presence of some rather incongruous kennings taken from Christian tradition

in the middle of Skáldskaparmál. Snorri has, on the whole, been content to

preserve rather than pass judgement. Comparing Snorri’s Edda with his

other great work Heimskringla, we can discern a complete difference in

purpose. Heimskringla contains a section based on myth, the part known as
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Ynglinga Saga; but there (as they are in the Prologue to Gylfaginning) the

gods are wholly transformed into historical figures, who have become gods

only to the foolish. Heimskringla, in contrast to the tone of the main body of

the Prose Edda, is meant as a history of the Norse kings. So the gods –

especially Óððinn, the divine ancestor of royal lines – must of necessity be

presented as real people, who in Snorri’s view have been misguidedly

deified, but are still ordinary mortals. The Prose Edda, a mythological and

poetic handbook, had an entirely different purpose, as a kind of skeleton key

to Norse poetic imagery [11].
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THE ICELANDIC CREATION CYCLE

In the early part of Gylfaginning, Snorri Sturluson uses the characters Hár,

Jafnhár and Þriði to tell the reader how the world – or properly the cosmos,

as the creation of the heavenly bodies is included in the myth – was formed.

Responding to the questions asked by Gylfi, they tell how its main physical

features and inhabitants, both human and supernatural, came into being.

Snorri’s account of the Norse myths is to a large extent made up of

quotations from earlier poems and retellings of the material they contain. In

particular, the creation mythology Snorri relates is drawn mainly from the

poems Vafþrúðnismál, Grímnismál and Vǫluspá. However, he also gives

certain details that cannot be found in any of the surviving poems or related

tales. Chief among these is the cow Auðhumla, whose milk nourishes Ymir,

and who is instrumental in the emergence of Búri from the primal ice. The

much neglected Auðhumla will be discussed in some detail later, as she

really does deserve a chapter all to herself. And indeed, so do each of the

major themes that can be discerned in this myth. But the first thing that

needs to be done is to take a brief look at each of the different sources and

the ways in which they relate to one another.

Grímnismál and Vafþrúðnismál are relatively easy to deal with. Internal

evidence suggests that Vafþrúðnismál is probably the older of the two, but

perhaps not by very much. It cannot be said with any certainty that the final

redactor of Grímnismál took the older poem as a direct source, or if both

poets had access to an even older poem or cycle of poems that included the

relevant stanzas, or something close to them in style and wording. Having

said that, the marked similarity of the stanzas relating to the dismemberment

of Ymir can reasonably be taken to indicate that the one was indeed taken

from the other, or that both came from the same source.
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As it is, the chronological precedence of one poem over the other has no real

bearing on the issues to be discussed here. It is virtually certain that both

poems are older than Snorri’s Edda, and fairly certain that they are

authentically heathen in intent and origin, and probably not late renderings

of pagan verse by a Christian poet. In other words, they are very likely the

product of a living tradition, and not merely literary fossils preserved by a

culture that no longer understood their nature.

This is an important point. Vǫluspá shows various traces of Christian

influence, especially with regard to its account of Norse eschatological

traditions [1]. And it may therefore be significant that Vǫluspá contains no

account of Ymir’s dismemberment, which three other sources give as a

central feature of the cosmogonic process. That does not completely

invalidate Vǫluspá as a pagan text. Rather, it demonstrates what many

scholars have remarked, namely that the poems of the Poetic Edda are

derived from an oral tradition that was still evolving at the time their verses

were first committed to writing. In any case, as the remainder of this study

will show, most of the Norse creation mythology has clear affinities with

other Indo-European mythologies, and is part of a tradition that was already

very ancient when Christianity came into existence, and long before any part

of the Judaeo-Christian worldview reached Germanic Europe.

Comparing the cosmogony of the Prose Edda with cosmogonic references in

the three poems discussed above, we can account for much of Snorri’s

material. Vafþrúðnismál includes the formation of Ymir in the toxic ice

coming from the Élivágar, and mentions that giant’s curious mode of

reproduction. It contains part of Snorri’s episode of Bergelmir and his

escape from the deluge on his lúðr; and tells of the dismemberment of Ymir.

Other themes, not included in the extracts given in the previous chapter, are

of great interest, and will be mentioned later; but they are not relevant at this

stage.

Grímnismál, on the other hand, gives many more cosmological details, but

otherwise contains little that relates directly to the creation of the cosmos.

Apart from the dismemberment of Ymir, and the bare fact of the gods’ use

of his bodily parts to make the world, there is no cosmogonic information at

all, although the extensive list of rivers – which may or may not have been
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intended to be of the same nature as the Élivágar listed in Gylfaginning –

may be compared to the one given by Snorri.

That leaves the poem called Vǫluspá. In this poem we are told that nothing

existed at the very beginning, except for Ginnungagap. Then the gods made

Miðgarðr. It does not say how, other than to tell us that they raised Miðgarðr

up and put the sun, moon, and stars in order. The poem also tells how the

first human couple came into being. We shall see later the relevance of that

myth, which can be linked to the story told in the poem Rígsþula la, of how

the social classes were sired by Rígr (the god Heimdallr travelling incognito,

according to the poem’s prose prologue) on three women of different

circumstances.

In short, in these three poems there is precious little concerning the creation

that does not also occur in the Prose Edda. Minor differences can be found,

such as the obscure six-headed son attributed to Ymir in Vafþrúðnismál, and

the number of rivers that make up the Élivágar. But the poems contain no

cosmogonic information as unique as Snorri’s story of the cow Auðhumla,

or his tale of how the frozen waters of the Élivágar reacted with the heat of

Muspell. Nor do they even hint at the murder of Ymir by Óðinn and his

brothers.

However, Auðhumla belongs to a wider tradition of primordial cattle, as we

shall eventually see; Ymir’s death requires a murder that is just as ancient as

the cow; and the primordial meeting of fire with water is as old as Ymir

himself. If it is useful for nothing else, a demonstration of the extremely

archaic nature of these themes provides a persuasive argument in favour of

Snorri having had access to at least one major mythological poem that is

now lost to the world. It is still possible that a complete poem dealing solely,

or mainly, with the creation myth will one day come to light somewhere in

the libraries of Scandinavia, or even elsewhere. But that is only a very faint

hope.

H.R. Ellis Davidson thinks that Snorri knew ‘at least three different

accounts’ of the creation myth [2]. She takes these to be, firstly, the

formation of ice in Ginnungagap, with the appearance and dismemberment

of Ymir. Second, the sons of Búri being licked out of the primordial ice by
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Auðhumla. Third, the story of Bergelmir and the deluge of blood from the

wounds of Ymir. However, it seems clear enough that these three are not

unconnected. Apart from anything else, it is not the sons of Búri who are

licked out of the ice, but Búri himself. It also seems abundantly clear that

Snorri is saying that Auðhumla, Ymir and Búri were all born from the ice, at

more or less the same time. This does not, therefore, constitute a separate

myth, but is part and parcel of the first account identified by Davidson. The

same is true of the story of Bergelmir. The tale is first told in Grímnismál,

where it occurs together with the dismemberment of Ymir. Instead of

amalgamating three distinct accounts, Snorri actually presents us with a

coherent, logical and mythologically correct sequence of events, one that has

been either deliberately drawn together from Vǫluspá, Grímnismál and

Vafþrúðnismál. This would imply that Snorri knew what he was doing and

why it was correct. Or perhaps a similarly wide-ranging poem has not

survived the ravages of time (perhaps a now-lost poem dealing with a

complete cosmogony, as suggested above).

Snorri’s creation myth actually can be divided into three clearly-defined

phases, but not quite in the way that Davidson proposes. The first phase is

the meeting of the frozen waters of the Élivágar and the heat of Muspell in

the void of Ginnungagap, with the formation of the three primordial beings

therein. The second is the dismemberment of Ymir, the drowning of the

giants, and the use of Ymir’s body to create the physical cosmos. The third

phase is the divine ordering of the heavenly bodies, the initiation of night

and day, and the beginning of time; perhaps also the creation of humanity.

These phases are interconnected, sequential and logical. There is no real hint

of an attempt to reconcile contradictory or competing cosmogonic myths.

All that can be said in that regard is the evidence points to a complete and

coherent cosmogony encompassing all or most of Snorri’s account, and –

working on that assumption – different poems utilise different parts of it, as

their individual purpose and context demand.
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CREATION MYTHOLOGY OF THE ENGLISH AND CONTINENTAL

GERMANS

The Scandinavian mythology, as represented by the Old Icelandic texts, is

closely related to the fragmentary mythologies of other Germanic-speaking

peoples. Exactly how closely related the Icelandic poems are to the

mythological poetry of their Germanic cousins is a matter of debate. In a

discussion of the age and origins of the Icelandic poems, E.O.G. Turville-

Petre remarks that

Some of the mythological lays found in the Icelandic manuscripts can be

little younger than the oldest heroic lays found there. Like the oldest heroic

lays, some of the mythological ones must be older than the settlement of

Iceland. But, while the heroic lays represent a branch of literature which

was, at one time, common to all Germanic peoples, there is nothing to show

that mythological lays comparable with those of the Edda were known

among Germanic tribes other than those of Scandinavia, and nothing to

suggest that those which we now possess originated among peoples other

than the Norwegians and Icelanders. [3]

That does indeed appear to be true of the poems themselves as literary

compositions, but what of their mythological content?

On the grounds that the early Germanic peoples ought at some point to have

had a peculiarly Germanic expression of an older Indo-European creation

myth, it might be possible to check this against the extant lore of the Anglo-

Saxons, the Goths or the continental Germans. Unfortunately, the pagan

traditions found in the extant texts of those other Germanic peoples are

sparse compared with the extensive and mythologically-rich texts that have

survived from medieval Iceland. At first sight they seem to offer little that

could be used to settle the situation one way or the other. The Old English

heroic poem Beowulf does refer to the creation, in a song attributed to

Hroðgar’s minstrel, his scop:

He spoke, he who could

relate the shaping of men in far-off times;

he told how the Almighty wrought the earth,

a bright-faced plain, which the waters encircle,
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triumphantly set the sun and moon

radiant light for land-dwellers,

and adorned the surface of the earth

with branches and leaves, shaped the life of all

kinds of thing that live and move. [4]

Here we may detect a vague echo of the creation episode of Vǫluspá, but

basically the minstrel’s song contains little useful cosmogonic information.

Another Old English poem telling of the creation is Cædmon’s Hymn,

composed by a visionary Northumbrian churchman of the seventh century:

Now we must praise the heavenly kingdom’s guardian,

the might of the measurer and his purpose of mind,

the work of the glorious father, as he each wonder,

the eternal lord, first made.

He first shaped for the sons of men

heaven as a roof, the holy creator.

Then the middle enclosure mankind’s guardian,

the eternal lord, afterwards made

the world for men, almighty lord. [5]

In this case, the context is assuredly Christian, but some key elements of

both imagery and vocabulary are significantly heathen in tone. It would be

understandable for the casual reader to mistake Cædmon’s use of the term

(frea, ‘lord’) for the Norse god of that name, Frey, but other images are

interesting. Cædmon’s ‘middle enclosure’, for instance, is middungeard, the

Old English (Northumbrian) equivalent of Old Icelandic miðgarðr. The

same kind of thing can be observed in an early German religious poem, Das

Wessobrunner Gebet, part of which has a striking resemblance to the

cosmogonic verse of Vǫluspá:

earth was not nor high heaven,

nor tree… nor mountain there was,

nor any [?], no sun shone,

no moon gave light, there was no glorious sea. [6]
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While these Old English and Old High German poems all stress the glory of

God as creator, there is enough pagan imagery here to make one wonder

exactly which divinity they are praising. It is not at all unusual to find pagan

resonances in Old English and medieval German literature of an avowedly

Christian nature, but in these poems there are strong indications that the

poets are harking back, consciously or otherwise, to a pre-Christian

cosmogony. Obviously, poetic conventions must be taken into account; and

the echoes of Vǫluspá must also be treated cautiously, as that poem does

display Christian influences. But the general tone is altogether heathen,

rather than Biblical.

Heathen imagery also seems to have found its way into the Old English

rendering of Genesis, as preserved in the Junius Manuscript [7]. This is an

elaborate and selective retelling of events in the first book of the Old

Testament, rather than simply a straightforward vernacular translation. It

tells of ‘mansions in the sky’ where God dwells with his angels, and of the

‘abysmal joyless house of punishment’, enveloped in night and filled with

‘fire and fearful cold’, that existed prior to the Creation proper. The Creation

itself is described in terms very similar to those used in Beowulf and some

of the Norse texts. God ‘willed by his plenteous power that under the circle

of the firmament the earth should be established, with sky above and wide

water’. He ‘put forth the firmament and with victorious might established

this ample world’, just as in Vǫluspá Búri’s sons are said to have raised up

the earth. The newly-created world is said to be lacking in vegetation, again

just as it is told in Vǫluspá.

None of this proves the existence of a standardised Germanic creation myth,

but it is enough to suggest an underlying unity of tradition. There are also

enough stylistic and formulaic similarities to cast some doubt upon Turville-

Petre’s view that the mythological poems were not common Germanic

property at some point. At the very least they hint at a common

conceptualisation of the beginning of the world and its primordial

organisation. It is a pity that the remaining non-Scandinavian Germanic

sources are so sparse and lacking in detail.

On the other hand, there are other useful pointers from the early Germanic

world. Straightforward and easily recognisable creation mythology may be
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rare, but there are enough scraps to be gleaned from the likes of Tacitus, Old

and Middle English texts, and Old High German poetry to support the view

that the early Germans did have a coherent and distinctive cosmology as an

integral part of a uniquely Germanic mythic and magical tradition. In

particular, they have a good deal to say concerning the creation of humanity

and the ways in which humanity relates to the greater cosmos, a relationship

that has a significant bearing on the creation of the cosmos itself.

However, even if those Germanic traditions outside medieval Scandinavia

do have comparatively little to say of the creation of the world, there are

other Indo-European myths and legends that resemble the Scandinavian

cosmogony closely enough, in whole or in part, to enable us to postulate that

the Germans, as a whole, did have a coherent and deeply-rooted tradition of

the creation. This tradition must surely have resembled the version

constructed by Snorri Sturluson, and the fragments preserved by those poets

who came before him, although probably not identical in every respect.

Going further back in time, we can suppose a unified Indo-European

cosmogony, and reconstruct a putative original from the surviving myths of

a number of Indo-European-speaking peoples. As will be shown, by

comparing the Norse version with those other traditions, and with the Proto-

Indo-European cosmogony as it has been reconstructed by the likes of Bruce

Lincoln and Jaan Puhvel [8], the account given by Snorri is both consistent

and coherent; and most ancient indeed.
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NIFLHEIMR, MUSPELL AND GINNUNGAGAP

What, according to Norse myth, was the state of things prior to the

beginning of the world, and what happened that enabled the process of

creation to occur? The Prose Edda tells us that, before the cosmos was

created – that is, the earth, sea, sky and their diverse physical features – there

was nothing whatsoever in the place where it was eventually to be located.

The site was an empty, featureless space, as the poem Vǫluspá agrees:

When Ymir lived, long ages ago,

before there where seas, chill waves or shore,

Earth was not yet nor the high heavens

but a great emptiness nowhere green.

This ‘great emptiness’ is Ginnungagap, the primal void. The name is often

translated as ‘Yawning Gap’, which is both evocative and apposite, but

almost certainly inaccurate from an etymological point of view. The first

element is most probably derived from either the verb ginna, ‘to deceive,

beguile, enchant’, or perhaps a homophonic adjective meaning ‘great,

mighty’, rather than from gina, ‘to yawn’; while the last is straightforwardly

‘gap’. The equivalent image from ancient Greece is Chaos, which does

actually mean ‘Yawning’, a factor that doubtless influenced modern

interpretations of the Old Icelandic name. But whichever etymology we

choose, the name Ginnungagap is obviously meant to describe a state of

utter nothingness, a great space imbued with magical, creative potential; a

kind of cosmic womb just waiting to be filled. That the void is totally filled

by the newly-created cosmos is confirmed by Snorri later in Gylfaginning

(chapter 14), where one of the roots of Yggdrasill is said to reach to the land

of the frost-giants, ‘where Ginnungagap used to be’ [1].
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However, according to the creation story told by Snorri in Gylfaginning, the

void Ginnungagap is not the only thing that exists – if a void can strictly be

said to exist at all – prior to the creation of the world. In fact, the world in

which our own realm of Miðgarðr lies is only the last of three main worlds

to come into existence. Two worlds, or rather locations in which are

contained certain qualities or substances necessary for the creation, already

exist prior to the creation of Miðgarðr and its surrounds, and are

instrumental in the process by which the cosmos containing the world of

men is made – although no account is given of how these older worlds came

into being. The first ‘world’ to appear is Muspell (sometimes called

Muspellsheimr, literally the ‘Abode of the World-Destroyer’; Muspell is

also the name of a giant) located in ‘the south’, a region of light, flame and

heat, guarded by an enigmatic being named Surtr, who wields a fiery sword.

The next oldest world is Niflheimr (the ‘Abode of Mist’, which is sometimes

confused, not unreasonably, with Niflhel, the dismal realm of the dead ruled

by the grim goddess Hel, which lies below the earth), situated in ‘the north’,

a cold region in the midst of which lies the well Hvergelmir, the ‘Screaming

Cauldron’, the source of eleven rivers (eleven according to Snorri, that is;

though many more are listed in the verses of Grímnismál [2]). The rivers are

known collectively as the Élivágar, which can best be rendered as the

‘Stormy Waters’.

Ginnungagap thus lies between the hot south and the cold north. According

to Snorri, the Élivágar exude a poison that hardens like slag in a furnace and

then turns to ice when the rivers have flowed far enough from their source,

into the void of Ginnungagap. This venom, having solidified and stopped

flowing, gives off a drizzle-like vapour that freezes in layers across the

northern part of Ginnungagap, which is thereby made wet, cold and windy.

Meanwhile, the sparks and glowing embers emitted from Muspell make the

southern part of Ginnungagap warm and light. The heat of Muspell warms

the layered ice that fills the northern region of Ginnungagap, causing it to

thaw, and infusing life into the melting ice, in which grows a human shape,

as Vafþrúðnismál says:

From the Élivágar sprayed drops of venom;

so it grew until out of it came a giant.
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This is Ymir, who is the first jǫtunn, or giant – indeed, the first of a triad of

primordial beings. The primordial cow Auðhumla is also formed in the ice,

it would appear, simultaneously with Ymir. By licking the salty ice she gives

form to – or uncovers, Snorri’s exact intention is unclear at this point – Búri,

another giant, who will eventually become Óðinn’s grandfather.

We have already seen that the primal void of the Norse myth is echoed in the

early German Christian prayer, Das Wessobrunner Gebet:

The earth was not nor high heaven,

nor tree… nor mountain there was,

nor any [?], no sun shone,

no moon illuminated, there was no famous sea.

Meanwhile, the Old English rendering of Genesis preserved in the Junius

Manuscript tells us that, before the Creation, there existed an ‘abysmal

joyless house of punishment’ surrounded by darkness and filled with ‘fire

and fearful cold’; which is not quite in keeping with orthodox Biblical

imagery. Even in this Judaeo-Christian context the primal state of heathen

Germanic cosmology has survived, reminiscent as much of Vǫluspá or

Snorri’s Edda as it is of the Wessobrunner Gebet: before the creation of the

cosmos, there existed a void, into which came the physical manifestations of

heat and coldness.

THE PRIMAL STATE IN GREEK AND ROMAN TRADITION

The pre-creation state recounted in Norse myth and these other Germanic

texts has close parallels in a number of other Indo-European traditions. In his

Metamorphoses, the Roman poet Ovid, for instance, writing in the first

century BCE, describes the primal state of the cosmos in the following

terms:

Before there was any earth or sea, before the canopy of heaven stretched

overhead, Nature presented the same aspect the world over, that to which

men have given the name of Chaos. This was a shapeless uncoordinated
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mass, nothing but a weight of lifeless matter, whose ill-assorted elements

were indiscriminately heaped together in one place. There was no sun, in

those days, to provide the world with light, no crescent moon ever filling out

her horns: the earth was not poised in the enveloping air, balanced there by

its own weight, nor did the sea stretch out its arms along the margins of the

shores. Although the elements of land and air and sea were there, the earth

had no firmness, the water no fluidity, there was no brightness in the sky.

Nothing had any lasting shape, but everything got in the way of everything

else; for, within that one body, cold warred with hot, moist with dry, soft

with hard, and light with heavy. [3]

Ovid’s cosmogony is patently a relatively late concoction, influenced by a

number of less traditional ideas taken from Greek and Roman natural

philosophy. Yet it has a definite affinity with the creative process recounted

by Snorri and with earlier accounts. We can compare Ovid’s account with

that of a Greek text of about the eighth century BCE, the Theogony of

Hesiod:

Chaos was first of all, but next appeared

Broad-bosomed Earth, sure standing-place for all

The gods who live on snowy Olympus’ peak…[4]

Unlike Ovid, Hesiod gives no hint as to the process through which the earth

came into being. In particular, there is no mention of the primal interaction

of fire and water that looms large in Snorri and is implied by Ovid. Another

Roman, the philosopher-poet Lucretius who flourished just before Ovid, puts

a more scientific slant on the creation of the world, in his lengthy didactic

poem De Rerum Natura. However, his relatively materialistic interpretation

is still swayed by the ancient elemental reaction. Lucretius tells us that the

sea, sun, moon and stars are made from ‘a newly congregated mass of atoms

of every sort’ that separated out into three layers: sea, earth and sky. The

earth generated etheric fire, and the sun and moon were born. Then,

according to Lucretius,

When these elements had withdrawn, the earth suddenly caved in,

throughout the zone now covered by the blue extent of the sea, and flooded

the cavity with surging brine. Day by day the encircling ethereal fires and
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the sun’s rays by continual bombardment of the outer crust from every

quarter compressed the earth into an ever narrower compass, so that it

shrank into itself in its middle reaches and cohered more compactly. So even

ampler floods of salty fluid were exuded from its body to swell the billowy

plain of ocean. Ever fresh contingents of those particles of heat and air of

which I have spoken slipped out to reinforce the sparkling vault of heaven

far above the earth. [5]

So far, Snorri’s story of the cosmogonic reaction is borne out by two rather

different Roman views – one mythological, the other philosophical – and a

Greek tradition of a primal void, although this last does not include the

meeting of fire and water in that gulf. The origin of matter in such a reaction

was also espoused by the Stoic philosophers; although Lucretius at least was

a fervent follower of Epicurus, who lived from about 342 to 270 BCE.

Stoicism and Epicureanism came into being at roughly the same time, the

third century BCE. A century earlier, Plato gave his version of the creation

in his Timaeus. In his account, the cosmos is the workmanship of a lofty and

enigmatic creator who copies from an idealised model that exists in

archetypal form. Plato’s cosmogony is based on geometric harmonies which

greatly overshadow the primordial elemental reaction found in other

accounts. The cosmogony according to Plato is a complex affair: the creator

made the universe of fire and earth, bonded by geometrical proportion, and

given substance by the addition of air and water, placed in proportion and in

such a way as to keep the other two elements separated [6]. Evidently, Plato

owes rather less to the Hesiodic cosmogony than do the Stoics and

Epicureans but all are based on a cosmogonic myth that is older by far than

any of the familiar philosophical movements, as we shall shortly see. The

same motif occurs in the traditions of India, pre-Islamic Iran, and medieval

Ireland; lesser traces are discernible in other Indo-European traditions.

THE ZONE OF CREATION

This reaction of fire and water in the primal void is the first stage of the

Scandinavian cosmogony. The creation of the primal giant Ymir does not



60

take place in an absolute void, nor is he created out of nothing. Niflheimr

and Muspell are already in existence, but seem to represent polarised

qualities – hot and dry in opposition to cold and wet, analogous to the four

qualities defined in Iranian and Greek thought – rather than actual, existing

places. They are, in effect, analogues of the opposing elements fire and

water, and it is in the void that initially separates the two that life and matter

are formed by their interaction. This is patently a mythological rendering of

an inference drawn from experience and empirical observation. The north is

perceived as being cold and wet, while the south, the place of the sun, is

seen as hot and dry. Between the two, in the temperate region inhabited by

the early Indo-Europeans and their descendants, is the optimal region where

life can develop and flourish, in conditions analogous to the merging of heat

with cold in what we might call the temperate zone in the middle of

Ginnungagap. The possible origins of this polarity in memories of a

geographical reality are hinted at, again by Snorri Sturluson, in the first

chapter of his Ynglinga Saga:

To the north of the Black Sea lies Svíþjóð the Great, or the Cold

[‘Greater Sweden’ = Scythia Major: Russia]; the Great Svíþjóð is said

by some to be no smaller than the Great Serkland [North Africa, Spain,

Asia Minor: the Arab lands]; some compare it to Great Bláland

[‘Blueland’: Black Africa]; the northern part of Svíþjóð lies uninhabited

because of frost and cold, in the same way that the southern part of

Bláland are waste because of the burning of the sun. [7]

Once again Snorri gives us a thermal or climatic opposition and this time his

location of these zones of extreme heat and utter cold leaves no room for

doubt. It does seem that his portrayal of Niflheimr and Muspell are based on

an overlaying of myth onto physical reality. Coincidence or not, the parallel

location of Muspell and Bláland in the hot south may just explain the

presence of the demonic being who guards Muspell, the fiery Surtr, whose

name means ‘the Black One’. Of course, the south is the direction of the sun,

the source of light and heat, which gives its name to the direction in many

languages. However, this primal polarisation is not simply a matter of

geography. Niflheimr and Muspell are, first and foremost, lands that exist in
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a mythic reality, one that mirrors this world but which remains distinct from

it. Muspell is a fiery land and it is assimilated to the south, the place of the

sun; while Niflheimr is associated with the damp and chilly north, a realm

whose nature is akin to that of the land of the dead. Like the mortuary lands

of other Indo-European traditions, it has rivers and is dark and cold as the

grave.

THE PRIMAL WATERS

According to Grímnismál, in a series of stanzas believed to be relatively late

interpolations, the well Hvergelmir is the source of forty-one rivers that flow

variously to Ásgarðr, Miðgarðr and Niflheimr. The names of eleven of these

agree with those said by Snorri to be the Élivágar. This may be linked to

Snorri’s description of three wells – Hvergelmir, Urðarbrunnr and

Mímisbrunnr – that lie at each of the three roots of Yggdrasill, the World

Tree. The three roots go towards Asgarðr, Niflheimr and Jǫtunheimr 

respectively. As Urðarbrunnr and Mímisbrunnr are revealed to be one and

the same, probably Hvergelmir is probably the third name of a single well,

multiplied to accommodate the plurality of worlds. These mythological

fragments are consistent with a traditional Indo-European motif, the central

spring that is the source of all the world’s rivers [8]. Indeed, Grímnismál

tells us that from Hvergelmir ‘thence wend all the waters their way’. One

attractive theory holds that the river-names of Grímnismál are all references

to actual bodies of water in Scandinavia and Germanic Europe [9]. If correct,

this view would support the idea of Hvergelmir as the mythical central

source of rivers and associated bodies of water.

One such well in Irish tradition is the Well of Segais, also known as

Connla’s Well, the source of inspiration and knowledge, which only

Nechtan and his three cup-bearers can visit. Over it grow the nine cuill

Chrínmond, the hazels of wisdom, and it is their nuts that give the water its

illuminating and inspiring qualities. Despite being located in the

otherworldly land of Tír Tarngire beneath the sea, the well was said to be the

source of the rivers Boyne and Shannon [10]. The Well of Segais has a
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strong resemblance to the well of Urðr/Mímir: numerically and functionally,

Nechtan and his cup-bearers parallel the three Nornir and Óðinn (or Mímir?)

who frequent the Norse spring, which is known to be one source of Óðinn’s

wisdom [11].

Another interesting Irish well is that of Uisnech, a place traditionally held to

be the druidical centre of Ireland. The well at Uisnech – said to be ‘white-

rimmed’, echoing the bleaching property of the water of Urðarbrunnr, from

which the Nornir sprinkle Yggdrasill with white mud – becomes, after a

great hailstorm, the source of the twelve chief rivers of Ireland [12]. It is

tempting to see this hailstorm, a shower of ice, as a variant of the Élivágar, a

distorted allusion to those rivers as they are imagined frozen in

Ginnungagap; or to see both as divergent treatments of an earlier theme

common to both Celts and Germans.

Given the extensive contacts, both peaceful and hostile, between Ireland and

Scandinavia during the Viking Age, there is always the possibility that one

tradition has influenced the other. On the other hand, Bruce Lincoln [13] has

linked these springs firmly with the waters of memory and forgetfulness that

occur in other Indo-European mythologies – most notable are those of

ancient Greece, whose infernal rivers Styx and Lethe are proverbial images

of darkness and amnesia – and which are usually situated in the realm of the

dead. Snorri locates Hvergelmir to the north of Ginnungagap, in the misty

land of Niflheimr. One of the rivers that issue from Hvergelmir, Gjoll, is

said to run by the gates of Hel. The Élivágar are therefore cognate with the

infernal rivers of Greek myth and are at the same time an abbreviation of all

the rivers of the mortal world. They also appear to be akin to the waters

released as a consequence of Indra’s victory over the demonic Vrtra, an

Indian myth that has a cosmogonic aspect, as will be discussed later.

The Élivágar are also equivalent to the primal waters found in various non-

Indo-European creation myths from all over the world – the watery abyss

Nun of ancient Egypt, the primordial waters of Genesis, and the Sumerian

Abzu, from which the word abyss is itself derived [14]. Most cultures seem,

at some stage in their development, to have envisaged the world as being

surrounded by water, or even floating upon a vast ocean. They also

commonly share the idea of a primal spring or river, often located in a
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subterranean region or located at the cosmic centre, from which all all others

derive. In many parts of the world this is resolved without recourse to an

imagined elemental reaction of the type discussed here. One example is the

‘earth-diver’ motif, which involves a bird or some other creature creating

land by bringing mud up from the sea-bed. This type of cosmogony has

found its way into Indo-European mythologies – in the folklore of Lithuania,

Moldavia, Bulgaria and Romania, for instance, where the diver is usually the

Devil. However, there is good reason to suppose that this motif was

introduced into these regions from eastern Siberia or Central Asia [15]. The

more usual cosmogonic process is the elemental one described here.

ELEMENTARY CREATION IN INDO-IRANIAN MYTH

That this is an especially ancient Indo-European concept can be seen by

comparing the Eddic and other accounts examined above with the much

older Nāsadîya, a creation hymn of the Rig Veda (X.129):

1. Then was not non-existence nor existence: there was no realm of air,

no sky beyond it.What covered in, and where? and what gave shelter?

Was water there, unfathomed depth of water?

2. Death was not then, nor was there aught immortal: no sign was there,

the day’s and night’s divider.That One Thing, breathless, breathed by

its own nature: apart from it was nothing whatsoever.

3. Darkness there was: at first concealed in darkness this All was

indiscriminated chaos.All that existed then was void and formless: by

the great power of warmth was born that Unit. [16]

Once again – this time in the text of a myth that may antedate the Norse ones

by around two millenia, and the Greek philosophers by several hundred

years – we find matter created from the action of heat on water. In the

Scandinavian myth, the giant Ymir, from whose body the world is made,

springs directly from this powerful meeting of opposites. This reflects a

multi-layered dualism that pervades Indo-European myth and religion,
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attaining what is arguably its most formal state in Iran during the Avestan

period. The concept can even be seen in the heavily Islamicised medieval

Iranian epic Shah-Nama. The author, Ferdowsi, tells how the elements

interacted to give form and substance to the world:

Of these elements one was fire, which arose shining; then the wind and

the water came, above the dark earth. First the fire was stirred into

motion and so dryness appeared because of the heat of fire. When it was

still again, cold manifested itself, and then, out of cold grew moisture.

When these four elements were once in existence they came together to

form this fleeting abode of the world [17].

The mythological interaction of the elements fire and water was, as so many

disparate sources indicate, certainly seen as the primordial creative reaction,

through which solid matter was born from contrasting fluids. The wide

distribution of this notion in Indo-European lore indicates that it was an

important aspect of that tradition, as Jaan Puhvel notes:

Fire and water are archetypally antithetical in the physical world and in

human perception alike. In the former their incompatibility is relentless,

but in the mind of mythopoeic man it has created its own dialectic of

conflict resolution that is reflected in ancient tradition. Fire and

ice/water were both present in Norse cosmogony and eschatology alike.

‘Fire in water’ is a theme that recurs in Indo-Iranian, Irish, and Roman

lore, in a complex mythologem of clear Indo-European significance

[18].

The elemental process of the Shah-Nama account is related to the idea of

four ‘humours’ or essential bodily fluids recognised in Aristotelian and

Hippocratic writings and in religious texts such as the Middle Persian text

Zad Spram. These essences are classified according to their qualities:

hot/cold, and dry/moist. These qualities represent a subdivision of fire (hot

and dry) and water (cold and moist). In other words, heat and dryness are the

twin qualities of fire; coldness and moistness are the twin qualities of water.

The humours themselves possess attributes that refer to the combinations of

these four qualities:
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Blood: hot and moist

Phlegm: cold and moist

Red Bile: hot and dry

Black Bile: cold and dry

Together, these make up the basic qualities of the human body, as well as

contributing to an early classification of personalities into four basic types,

each corresponding to one of the humours [19]. This, in terms of Indo-

European cosmological tradition, is no accident. Just as the world was

constructed from a primordial, anthropomorphic being, so the human body is

formed of the same substances as the world; each reflects the other. The

Iranian recognition of a fifth essence, semen, rounds off the whole sequence.

Semen was seen as containing the attributes of all four humours, and was

conceived as the ruler of them all, just as a king was both the ruler of his

people and a representation of the entire social body, which was in turn

thought of as an extension of the royal body. In Indian tradition, the creation

of the gods is sometimes imagined as an act of masturbation by the supreme

deity, an ejaculation of semen. The ‘golden seed’ of Brāhma – the 

embodiment of his tapas, ascetic heat – is imagined as a person,

Hiraṇyagarbha, the ‘Golden Embryo’, whose name denotes the seed and also 

its receptacle, the Womb. As Book I of the Mānavadharmaśāstra (The Laws

of Manu) puts it:

(9) That (semen) became a golden egg, as bright as the sun with his

thousand rays: Brāhma himself, the grandfather of all people was born 

in that (egg). [20]

In the Linga Purāna I.20, Śiva replaces Brāhma as the divine cosmogonic 

force, but the mechanism is exactly the same:

Śiva is the seed of everything. During the primeval creation, the seed 

arising from his linga was placed in the womb of Viṣṇu, and in the 

course of time that golden seed became an egg and floated in the

cosmic waters for a thousand celestial years. Then a wind split it into

two, and the top half became the sky, the lower half the earth, and the
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yolk the golden mountain. [21]

FIRE IN WATER

Mahābhārata XIII.17 also attributes the ejaculation of the golden seed to

Śiva, but in that instance he is in the form of Agni, the god of fire [22]. 

While it is a fluid, semen is here homologised with fire. The Rig Veda and

other Indian texts also look upon the making of fire as a sexual act, with the

rubbing together of the fire-sticks likened to the motions of copulation; the

fire-making paraphernalia are seen as representations of the sexual organs.

Sometimes, Brāhma creates fire/semen by rubbing his hands together, so 

that these too are equated with the fire-sticks [23].

However, a passage in the Aitareya Upanishad, describing how the first man

was transformed into the cosmos, equates semen with water, while speech is

the source of fire [24]. Later, where the creative act is reversed to account

for the existence of humanity, the two substances enter the first man’s body

through the penis and mouth respectively. This apparent contradiction can be

resolved by pairing the two: semen is the sign of the physical creative

principle and speech is the sign of mental creativity.

Ymir and Búri, the primal giants coalesced from the elements in the primal

void, are analogous to the bipartite Golden Embryo, both semen and

ejaculator, which also combines the different rôles of creator (Brahma),

sacrificer (Agni), and sacrificial victim (the egg-like golden seed itself, an

analogue of Purusa). In this, the divine semen is equivalent to the venom

(eitr) that forms on the frozen waters of the Élivágar. Ginnungagap is the

womb in which this seed comes to fruition, and the place in which it is first

destroyed, then reconstituted in a different form. As we shall see in the next

chapter, the instigator of the cosmogonic slaughter of Ymir is Óðinn, who

has one particularly important attribute that connects him to the ‘fire in

water’ theme: he is credited with stealing the mead of poetry from the giants,

and is the patron and inspiration of poets.

Liquid intoxicants, such as mead and wine, are almost invariably associated
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with poetry and speech in Indo-European myth and folklore, and are

frequently homologised with blood, which is often in turn a manifestation of

fire, or ‘fire in water’ [25]. Alcoholic beverages are, as a rule, fermented. In

other words they are water turned into an intoxicant through its own internal

heat, or by an agent contained within it. Usually the hotter the drink (or the

rougher it is on the throat) the greater its strength and the more noticeable

the effect. In Irish tradition, one of the characteristics of a poet is teinm

laeda, glossed as ‘the shining (or burning) of brilliance’, while another is

imbas forosnai, ‘wisdom that burns (or illuminates)’, which was associated

with bodies of water. There is no suggestion that these ecstatic conditions

were alcohol-related, only that the waters linked to them had an intoxicating

quality. But, as fluids, blood and alcoholic beverages are also akin to water:

the sea was made from Ymir’s blood, as we shall see; mead from the blood

of Kvasir [26].

Agni, the Indian fire-god, also manifests as Apam Nápāt, the ‘Child of the 

Waters’. He is a personification of lightning and the sacrificial fire, a radiant

being who dwells in water: ‘Thou who shinest without fuel amidst the

waters’, according to the Rig Veda [27]. This being also occurs in Iranian

tradition, as Apam Napāt, where he is associated with the fiery xvarenah.

This translates literally as ‘solar matter’, a fiery radiance associated with

kingship, which occurs in later Persian contexts as farina, and later still is

shortened to farr. Apam Napāt hides xvarenah – who he hides away at the

bottom of a lake. Xvarenah’s watery abode, like the Well of Nechtan in a

parallel Irish story, emits powerful waves that appear also to be bursts of

radiant light [28]. Apam Nápāt and Nechtan are derived from a single Indo-

European source, which also gave rise to the Roman god Neptunus [29]; and

the Irish texts make it perfectly clear that the Well of Nechtan is the same as

the Well of Segais, a major source of imbas forosnai. The creative function

of the fusion of the two elements is constantly reiterated.

The emphasis placed on ancient Indian tradition here is both important and

unavoidable. The reactive meeting of fire with water, its opposing element,

in the void of Ginnungagap, is part and parcel of an extremely ancient Indo-

European cosmological tradition, not restricted to one continent. This view

is supported by evidence from Iran, Ireland, and the Graeco-Roman world.
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In this scheme of things, the human body, like the world itself, is made up of

various combinations of the qualities of fire and water, the elements that are

the raw materials of the creative process. The two elements react, sometimes

explosively, but rarely without effect. In reality, water is the passive

element: it is transformed, with fire as its energiser, from one form into

another; it can contain fire, as heat. Traditional cosmology both reflects and

presages scientific truth – for example, it is constantly acknowledged that

fire must be made from something, and it is consistently presented as an

essential energy that is liberated from other substances – what we would

term combustion. Yet it is also a force that can exist without those other

substances: it is the energy that gives form to matter, and it is a light that is

synonymous with wisdom. As a number of our sources indicate, fire (or

heat) is the quintessential dynamic force, but it rarely has any creative rôle

on its own. The creative potential of fire is reiterated in the Old Saxon poem

Heliand, where the first utterance of the Creator seems to have been a

particular inspiration to the author: it involves light, which is the radiant

aspect of fire, and speech, that magical faculty which is itself homologised

with fire, as we have seen [30].

Water, its physical opposite, is just as necessary as fire to the cosmogonic

equation and its many echoes. If fire gives matter its form, then water is the

substance. In a sense, matter is nothing more nor less than the taming of fire

by water, and the expression of fire in water. Several of the non-Norse texts

cited here allude to the catalysing effect of air or wind upon the combination

of fire and water; the Eddic cosmogony has not retained this particular motif,

but otherwise accords with the general Indo-European cosmogonic scheme.

IN THE END AS IN THE BEGINNING

The dichotomy is further emphasised in Norse myth by the mythical places

responsible for providing the raw forces that gave rise to Ymir. Niflheimr,

the ‘place of mist’, has connotations of cold, damp and darkness. Muspell is

the place of heat, light and dryness. Creatures from these places, or those

descended from them, will come forth at Ragnarok to do battle with the gods
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and destroy the world created by them. Indeed, an Old High German poem

of the ninth century, known as Muspilli, uses the word muspille to denote the

end of the world by fire in what is otherwise a Christian eschatological text

[31]. According to Snorri, the Ragnarok is characterised as þá er Muspells

synir herja, ‘when the sons of Muspell go to battle’. The fiery giant Surtr is

the leader of Muspell’s sons, who also appear in the Heliand as Mûdspelles

megin (comparable to the Muspells megir mentioned elsewhere in

Gylfaginning) [32]. Surtr destroys the whole world with flame and the earth

sinks into the ocean.

The cycle of creation and destruction will thus be complete: the elemental

powers that caused the world to come into being – and which continue their

creative interplay as the world goes on – are the same forces that will preside

over its destruction. But, just as the destruction of Ymir preceded the

creation of the world, so Ragnarok prefigures the appearance of a new world

out of the flooded ashes of the old. A new world, made pure by the

elemental holocaust, rises from the sea and the remaining gods gather at

Iðavollr [33] where Ásgarðr stood before the old world was destroyed. The

imagery used to describe the Ragnarok has undoubtedly been influenced by

Christian teaching – especially the Book of Revelations – but the way in

which it uses a reversal of the pagan cosmogonic process to effect the end of

the world suggests that less has been borrowed than is usually supposed

[34].

Clearly the popular view of this primordial cosmogonic action is erroneous.

The origins of the world were not in ice and fire – a theme so closely

associated with Nazi ideology – but in water and fire, as Snorri’s Edda

makes plain. Certainly, the water became ice in Ginnungagap; but its source

was first Hvergelmir, then the Élivágar – a spring and its rivers, not the

arctic ice-plains, although that image may well have influenced the idea of

the waters freezing in Ginnungagap. Cosmogonic myths and related beliefs

from other Indo-European traditions, sprung from the same source as the

Scandinavian creation myth, show the underlying theme. Inevitably, the old

mythology has been modified to reflect the environment in which the Eddas

were developed, but the primal ice remains a temporary state of the primal

waters, and not their primordial state.
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YMIR AND BÚRI

The primordial convergence of fire and water is, according to the broad

spectrum of Indo-European tradition, the event in which solid matter has its

origins. This is the base material of the cosmos, which requires a further

transformation before the familiar, physical cosmos can come into being.

The major Indo-European mythologies attribute this secondary shaping to

the rearrangement of the bodily parts of a primal being, a semi-divine

anthropoid creature who is killed and dismembered to provide the cosmos

with its physical features and characteristic essences. This cosmogonic act is

most graphically and powerfully expressed in the mythological texts of

medieval Iceland.

The two giants Ymir (who is also known by the name Aurgelmir, according

to the poems) and Búri, after being born from the ice in Ginnungagap, set

about generating offspring. Búri’s method of reproduction is not specified,

but it seems to have been conventional enough, according to the Prose Edda,

which states that he is the father of Borr (or Burr), who in turn is named as

Óðinn’s father. The two Eddas each imply that the only other giants around

in Ginnungagap were Ymir’s own offspring. According to Vafþrúðnismál,

Ymir slept and fell into a sweat; he produced a son and a daughter under his

arms, and his legs produced a son between them, a rather odd child with six

heads [1].

The Eddas do not make clear how (or even if) the offspring of Ymir relate to

Búri, but it is certain that Borr mated with Bestla, the daughter of Bǫlþorn, 

in order to beget Óðinn and two other sons. Assuming that Borr would

probably not have coupled with a member of his own family – although the

social customs of the jǫtnar are a complete mystery – then Bestla and

Bǫlþorn ought probably to be numbered among Ymir’s progeny. Búri is said 
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at one point to be Óðinn’s grandfather, so it seems fairly certain that the

god’s mother or both grandmothers came from Ymir’s branch of the jǫtnar.

But there is more than a suspicion that Búri and Borr were once one and the

same, and that the relationship has been confused by the poets.

Óðinn is said to have two brothers – they are Vili and Vé, according to

Snorri, but it is Lóðurr and Hœnir who are his co-creators in Vǫluspá – and

Snorri tells us that it is these three who are responsible for Ymir’s demise. It

is clear, however, that the giants have multiplied and are numerous by the

time Ymir dies. According to Snorri, Ymir’s blood flows so copiously that

all the giants are drowned in it, except for Bergelmir and his family. This

inundation is partly confirmed by details in Vafþrúðnismál, which mention’s

Bergelmir’s escape on his mysterious lúðr. If one family of giants are said to

have survived the sanguine deluge, then it seems logical to presume that

there were supposed to have been others that were less fortunate.

THE DEATH OF YMIR

Snorri relates that Óðinn, Vili and Vé killed Ymir and then carried his body

into the middle of the void Ginnungagap, where it was taken apart and the

pieces rearranged to make the cosmos and its constituent parts.

They took Ymir and carried him into the middle of Ginnungagap, and

from him made the earth, from his blood the seas and lakes. The earth

was made of his flesh and the mountains from his bones, stones and

scree from his teeth and from those bones that were broken.

…Out of the blood that ran from his wounds and flowed freely, from

that they made the sea with which they girdled and contained the earth,

and laid this sea in a ring outside it…

…They also took his skull and from it made the sky and set it up over

the earth with its four sides…

No reason is given in Gylfaginning for this sequence of events, nor are

Vafþrúðnismál and Grímnismál helpful in this respect; indeed, neither poem
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mentions Ymir’s actual death. If the Norse myths ever gave a reason for the

murder it is now lost, except for what can be reconstructed through

comparison with similar stories in other Indo-European traditions. However,

all three sources agree upon the fate of Ymir’s body. Grímnismál gives the

most succinct account, in verses repeated by Snorri in the Prose Edda and

also given, in a slightly different form, in Vafþrúðnismál:

From Ymir’s flesh

the earth was shaped,

and from his sweat [or: blood] the sea,

mountains from his bones,

trees from his hair,

and from his skull the sky.

And from his eyebrows [or: eyelashes]

the friendly gods made

Miðgarðr for the sons of men,

and from his brains

were all the stern

clouds made.

Ymir’s body was cut up and used by Óðinn and his siblings to create the

cosmos. His flesh became the earth. His sweat – or blood, as Snorri uses the

phrase af blóði hans sæinn ok vǫtnin, ‘from his blood the seas and lakes’, to

paraphrase the poem’s en ór sveiti sjár – became the salty seas. His bones

became the mountains. From his teeth and broken bones, Snorri tells us,

were made stones and scree. Ymir’s great skull became the vault of the sky,

supported at each corner by dwarfs representing the four cardinal directions.

From his hair the gods made the trees. His eyebrows or lashes were used to

fence off Miðgarðr, the ‘Middle Enclosure’ given over to humanity, so

protecting it, rather ironically, from his own gigantic descendants, whose

hostility toward humankind was proverbial in medieval Scandinavia. The

giant’s brains, meanwhile, were made into clouds.
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COSMOGONIC METAMORPHOSIS IN OTHER INDO-EUROPEAN

TRADITIONS

Some counterpart of this cosmogonic dismemberment is found in every

major branch of Indo-European myth. Sometimes occuring only in vestigial

or corrupt form, in other instances as complete and unequivocal as the Norse

version. Perhaps the most interesting parallels are to be found in India,

where Ymir’s part is taken by Purusa, the first man, whose death is held to

be a form of sacrifice, as it is said in the creation hymn known as

Purusasukta (Rig Veda X.90.11-14):

When they divided Purusa how many portions did they make?What do

they call his mouth, his arms? What do they call his thighs and feet?

The Brahman was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rajanya

made.His thighs became the Vaisya, from his feet the Sudra was

produced.

The Moon was gendered from his mind, and from his eye the Sun had

birth;Indra and Agni from his mouth were born, and Vayu from his

breath.

Forth from his navel came mid-air; the sky was fashioned from his

head;Earth from his feet, and from his ear the regions. Thus they

formed the worlds. [2]

The Purusasukta is a relatively late hymn, by Vedic standards, but even so it

is older by far than the Norse cosmogony and the resemblance is still clear

enough to enable us to classify it as a branch from the same tree. The main

difference is that Purusa is divided in such a way that from his body come

the three varnas, the early version of the castes of Brahmin, Ksatriya ( or

Rajanya), and Vaisya.These correspond to Dumézil’s three functions of

priest, warrior and farmer/artisan – plus the strictly non-caste Sudras, who

seem originally to have comprised the aboriginal, non-Indo-European

inhabitants of the Indian sub-continent, whose tasks (generally of a menial

mortuary or sanitary nature) traditionally fall outside the sacralised, tripartite

social organisation characteristic of the Indo-Europeans. The theogonic

aspect of Ymir’s myth, the descent of the gods from his and Buri´s offspring,
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is equivalent to the birth of Indra, Agni and Vayu from Purusa’s mouth and

breath.

Ymir’s curious means of reproduction has another parallel in Indian

tradition, where the major divinities are said to be created by Brahma by

masturbation or through his ascetic heat, tapas. The sweaty sleep of Ymir

produces just such a theogonic heat, and so the ancestors of the Norse gods

are generated from his body, as the devas and asuras come from the essence

of Brahma. A similar heat – the metaphor used is that of the warmth

generated by a brooding hen – is attributed to Purusa in the Aitareya

Upanishad I.4, where it is said to be instrumental in his dismemberment:

When he had been brooded upon, his mouth was separated out, egg-

like; from the mouth, speech (vac); from speech, Agni (Fire).

Nostrils were separated out; from the nostrils, breath (prana); from

breath, Vayu (Wind).

Eyes were separated out; from the eyes, sight (caksus); from sight,

Aditya (the Sun).

Ears were separated out; from the ears, hearing (srotra); from hearing,

the quarters of heaven.

Skin was separated out; from the skin, hairs; from the hairs, plants and

trees.

A heart was separated out; from the heart, mind (manas); from mind,

the moon.

A navel was separated out; from the navel, the out-breath (apana); from

the out-breath, death (mrtyu).

A virile member was separated out; from the virile member, semen;

from the semen, water (ap). [3]

Here, the body of Purusa is rendered down in a more subtle manner. Each

part of the body breaks off, is separated out from the rest, and is converted

into its essence or emanation – the senses are treated as active forces, rather

than receptors – which in turn become the appropriate cosmological feature:

fire, wind, sun, moon, vegetation, death, water. In one sense this is an
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incomplete cosmogony, concerned more with elements and a cosmic

regulatory apparatus than with the mundane, physical world. A more

straightforward transformation is given in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Atlas,

that famous supporter of the world, ‘surpassed all mortal men in size’ – he

was a giant, in other words. Ovid tells us that he was ‘the lord of earth’s

furthest shores, and of the sea which spreads its waters to receive the panting

horses of the sun’. That is to say, he ruled an island realm situated in the

western ocean, which is effectively outside the earth itself. According to

Ovid, Perseus changed Atlas into a mountain by exposing him to the

petrifying influence of Medusa’s head.

His beard and hair were turned into trees, his hands and shoulders were

mountain ridges, and what had been his head was now the mountain

top. His bones became rock. Then, expanding in all directions, he

increased to a tremendous size – such was the will of the gods – and the

whole sky with its many stars rested upon him. [4]

Atlas has much in common with Ymir and Purusa. Ovid’s account is explicit

enough: Atlas supports the entire sky, and expands in all directions. His head

is the peak upon which the sky rests. He is thus a Greek

anthropomorphisation of the axis mundi, a support for the sky and a

mainstay of the cosmos. Like other versions of the axis mundi, he embodies

the totality of the world and is thus identical with it [5]. This story –

apparently Ovid’s expanded retelling of a less detailed Greek original –

brings the cosmogonic Titan forward in time, so that the cosmos is already

in existence prior to his transmogrification. In the main, Greek cosmogonies

owe as much or more to Near Eastern religious concepts than they do to the

Indo-European tradition [6]; but the story of Atlas shows that the ancient

Indo-European cosmogony was not entirely forgotten by the Greeks.

From ninth-century Iran, the Pahlavi text Skend Gumanig Wizar XVI.8-13

tells how the world is created from the substance of demons:

the worldly existence is a bodily formation of rudiments of Aharman…

a repetition of that statement is this, that the sky is from the skin, the

earth from the flesh, the mountains from the bones, and the trees from
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the hair of the demon Kunî… [7]

This Iranian cosmogony is really the old Indo-European creation myth

filtered through the Zoroastrian and Manichean traditions. The material

world, according to these teachings, is the workmanship of the Ahriman, the

evil one, and so is demonic in its essence and in its origins. But even this

idea goes back to an older tradition. The demons of pre-Islamic Iran are

equivalent to the asuras of Indian myth – although by a complex reversal of

terminology the Iranian demons are called devas, which in India refers to the

familiar gods; while Ahura, a word related to Old Norse Æsir (who are also

known as tivar, a word for the Norse gods that is cognate with Indian deva)

and Indian asura, is the first element of the old name of Ormazd (Ahura

Mazda), the beneficent deity of Zoroastrian theology. The Indian asuras,

like the Norse jǫtnar and Greek Titans, are those who are traditionally

supposed to have preceded, and are ancestors of, the ‘true’ gods. Ymir, of

course, belongs to this class of primordial, semi-divine entity, as does Atlas

[8].

The cosmogonic dismemberment is, as Bruce Lincoln has shown [9], crucial

to Indo-European cosmology as a whole, its importance by no means

confined exclusively to cosmogonic ideas. From it has grown a system of

morphological correspondences involving what Lincoln calls alloforms,

alternative shapes of things that allow what we would otherwise see as

radically different objects or substances to be conceptualised as one and the

same thing. These correspondences are based on the analogies and

homologies that arise from the transformation of the primordial giant’s

bodily parts into the substance and features of the cosmos. They provide

structure and shape to many aspects of Indo-European belief: fate, magic,

medicine, sacrifice and ritual; and the all-important social structure.

Dumézil’s idéologie tripartie must be included in this multi-layered

conceptual edifice. His institutional triad of priest, warrior and farmer – the

three ‘functions’ – are certainly in evidence in the Purusasukta, created from

the body of the giant Purusa.
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THE CREATION OF HUMANITY

This ancient cosmogonic process is also invoked in a number of accounts of

the creation of humanity. More precisely, the first human being, invariably a

man, is created through a scaled-down reversal of the cosmogonic

dismemberment. Anthropogony and cosmogony are processes that utilise the

same raw materials to different ends that are, paradoxically, thematically

identical for, if the cosmos is the body magnified, then the body is the

cosmos in miniature. The Aitareya Upanishad II.4 illustrates this by

following its telling of the cosmogonic dismemberment with this account of

how the resulting substances came together again to form the human body:

Fire became speech, and entered the mouth

Wind became breath, and entered the nostrils.

The sun became sight, and entered the eyes.

The quarters of heaven became hearing, and entered the ears.

Plants and trees became hairs, and entered the skin.

The moon became mind, and entered the heart.

Death became the out-breath (apana) and entered the navel.

Waters became semen, and entered the virile member. [10]

Almost exactly the same reversal of the cosmogonic dismemberment can be

seen in a number of Christian texts from medieval Europe, including several

from Germanic sources. These are much closer to the Norse creation myth in

time and space than the Aitareya Upanishad’s anthropogony. Among them

is a fifteenth-century manuscript of the Code of Emsig, a copy of an Old

Frisian text of the fourteenth century, which tells how God made Adam from

eight parts:

God shaped the first man, that was Adam, from eight changes: the bone

from the stone, the flesh from the earth, the blood from the water, the

heart from the wind, the thoughts from the clouds, the sweat from the

dew, the locks of hair from the grass, the eyes from the sun, and then he

blew in the holy breath… [11]

The manufacture of Adam from eight parts – in images that bear a closer

resemblance to the dismemberment of Ymir than they do to anything in the
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Bible or in orthodox Christian theology – also occurs in the Old Russian

Besʺ da Trexʺ Svjatitelej (Discourse of the Three Saints), in a twelfth-

century (Middle High German) poem on the four Gospels, and in one

medieval Irish manuscript; a partial rendering can also be seen among the

twelfth-century writings of Godfrey of Viterbo [12]. The Old English

Rituale Ecclesiae Dunelmensis, from the tenth century, tells us that Adam

was made of eight ‘pounds’:

Of eight pounds of these Adam is made. A pound of loam, of that is

made flesh; a pound of fire, of that blood is red and hot; a pound of salt,

of that are salt tears; a pound of dew, of that sweat is made; a pound of

blossoms, of that is the colour of eyes; a pound of clouds, of that is the

unsteadiness of thought; a pound of wind, of that is the cold breath; a

pound of grace, of that is man’s thought. [13]

An almost identical account can be found in the Old English Dialogue of

Solomon and Saturn. The transformations are not exactly the same in each

case. For instance, the type exemplified by Rituale Ecclesiae Dunelmensis

emphasises a more chemical or elemental construction than those typified by

the Code of Emsig, which places rather more stress on physical features,

although the former still emphatically retain the basic reversal of the

cosmogonic act. But the transformations are remarkably similar

nevertheless. That these are derived from a common Indo-European system

of correspondences between cosmological features and human physiology,

and not taken from the authentic Judaeo-Christian tradition, is abundantly

clear. Similar anthropogonies occur in the Old Irish Lebor Gabála Érenn

(The Book of Invasions) [14] – again with a Christian veneer – and in

various Indian and Iranian texts. As a final example, here is an extract from a

ninth-century Iranian text, the Greater Bundahišn, in a passage that may be

derived from an earlier religious text, probably of the seventh century:

(Each person has) skin like the sky, flesh like the earth, bone like the

mountains, veins like rivers, blood in his body like water in the seas,

and a belly like the ocean, and hair like plants… [15]

The underlying theme is, to reiterate, that the cosmos is imagined as the
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human body writ large, while the human body is a smaller version of the

cosmos – macrocosm and microcosm are identical in essence, differing only

in scale and outward appearance. In the same way, the social body mirrors

that of the human individual, a notion exploited to great effect by the

philosopher Plato in several of his philosophical dialogues, most famously

his Republic [16]. Indeed, Plato did little more than reiterate a model of

social organisation that was already ancient in his day, and which had

always insisted upon the essential parallel between the social and physical

bodies, both human and cosmic.

There are two Old Icelandic accounts of the creation of humanity, but they

do not, at first sight, seem to utilise the reversed cosmogony evident in the

anthropogonies cited above. The older of the two is found in the text of

Vǫluspá 17-18:

[Until] three came

from the company

powerful and benevolent

of the Æsir’s dwelling;

found washed ashore

of little strength

Askr and Embla,

purposeless.

Ǫnd [breath of life] they had not,

óðr [spirit, soul] they had not,

lá [blood; heat of life] nor voice

nor good appearance;

ǫnd gave Óðinn,

óðr gave Hœnir,

lá gave Lóðurr

and good appearance. [17]

The second, later rendering is given by Snorri Sturluson in chapter 9 of

Gylfaginning, following shortly after his retelling of the creation myth:

As Borr’s sons were walking along the sea-shore, they found two trees,
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and they took up the trees and shaped them into men. The first gave ǫnd

and life, the next intelligence and movement, the third a face, speech

and hearing and sight; they gave them clothing and names. The man

was called Askr, the woman Embla, and from them came all humanity

who were given a dwelling-place below Miðgarðr. [18]

While it is broadly similar to the Vǫluspá story, Snorri’s version adds a

significant detail: that the first human couple are made from trees. The first

thing to note is that the first man is Askr, ‘Ash-tree’. This brings to mind

Yggdrasill, the World Tree of Norse mythology, which is itself said to be an

ash. Bearing in mind that the axis mundi is at once the central point of the

cosmos and a representation, in microcosm as it were, of the cosmic whole,

then the first man’s name takes on a new significance; we have already seen

that Atlas is both cosmic support and the world in human shape.

Furthermore, trees are the hair of Ymir – so the first humans are made from

the physical substance of that primal giant. Neither Snorri nor the poet of

Vǫluspá tell us what objects or substances the three Æsir use to give the two

trees the qualities and semblance of humanity, but by looking more closely

at Vǫluspá, and recalling the anthropogonies already discussed, an answer

presents itself.

Óðinn gives ǫnd, the ‘breath of life’ [19]. Hœnir gives óðr, which can mean

‘spirit, mind, soul’ or ‘poetry’ [20]. Lóðurr contributes lá, rendered as

‘blood’ in the extract, but which more usually means ‘liquid, water’ or ‘vital

heat’ [21]. The gifts of these three can be boiled down to: breath; speech (the

physical emanation of intelligent thought; poetry); and bodily fluids,

following the argument of the last chapter. As we have seen, the Aitareya

Upanishad – like other Indo-European cosmogonies and anthropogonies

cited here – offers a series of two-way transformations based on the

cosmogonic dismemberment, including the pairs breath/wind, speech/fire

and semen/water. These are the gifts of the Æsir: fire and water, the very

elements from which Ymir is made, and the catalysing wind, the breath of

life. A man is created from the stuff of the cosmos, just as the cosmos is

created from the stuff of a man.

There is a minor discrepancy here, in that other Germanic texts do not have
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Adam and Eve created from trees, preferring instead to extend the familiar

Biblical image of Adam being created from clay, albeit in a typically Indo-

European manner. This could simply be due to a natural tendency for the

recently-Christianised Germans and English to relate the clay-born Adam to

the mud-born (for that is what it amounts to: compare Ymir’s alternative

name Aurgelmir, ‘Mud-Screamer’) cosmic giant of Germanic myth. The

supposed creation of human beings from trees or wood is not confined to

these Old Icelandic texts. It also occurs in Greek myth, for instance, but the

motif is usually used in a strictly metaphorical or proverbial sense [22]. The

standard Indo-European anthropogony involves a creation of the reversed

cosmogony type, and elsewhere most frequently involves the shaping and

animation of clay, mud or soil mixed with water [23]. There is a

resemblance between this and the birth of the Indo-European cosmic giant,

but it is important to note the functional distinction between the two.

COSMOGONIC DISMEMBERMENT IN NON-INDO-EUROPEAN

MYTH

The cosmogonic dismemberment, meanwhile, is not exclusive to Indo-

European tradition. For example, one strand of Chinese creation myth tells

of Pan Gu (or P’an-ku, depending on which style of transliteration is

favoured), who was born when ‘Heaven and Earth were a chaos resembling

an egg’. When Pan Gu dies, his head is transformed into a sacred mountain,

while his eyes become the sun and moon. Rivers and seas come from his fat

and his hair becomes trees and vegetation [24]. This recalls the typical Indo-

European cosmogony. Indeed, it is so similar that there is a distinct

likelihood that it was borrowed, like Buddhism, from India. The same is true

of similar cosmogonies found elsewhere in the Far East. But elsewhere there

are traditions of a world-creating dismemberment that are certainly not

derived from Indo-European myth.

Tablet V of the Enuma elis, the Babylonian Creation Epic, probably first

written down in something like its surviving form around the beginning of

the first millenium BCE, tells how the cosmos is created from the body of
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Tiamat, a vast, feminine being representing the primeval waters, who is split

apart by Marduk.

Then the lord paused to view her dead body,

That he might divide the monster and do artful works.

He split her like a shellfish into two parts:

Half of her he set up and ceiled it as sky,

Pulled down the bar and posted guards.

He bade them to allow not her waters to escape. [25]

The remainder of the relevant tablet is broken and many of the lines

fragmentary. But those parts that are still readable, or are

reconstructable, are very interesting indeed:

[Taking] the spittle of Tia[mat] Marduk created […]…

He formed the c[louds] and filled (them) with [water].

Putting her head into position he formed the[reon the mountai]ns,

Opening the deep (which) was in flood,

He caused to flow from her eyes the Euphr[ates (and) T]igris,

Stopping her nostrils he left…,

He formed at her udder the lofty m[ountain]s,(Therein) he drilled

springs for the wells to carry off (the water).

Twisting her tail he bound it to Durmah,

[…]…Apsu at his foot,

[…] her crotch, she was fastened to the heavens,(Thus) he covered [the

heavens] (and) established the earth. [26].

Mutilated as it is, this Akkadian text reveals a cosmogony which, while not

identical to its Indo-European counterparts, is certainly in the same spirit. As

in the Norse creation myth, the true cosmogonic event occurs in a timeless

realm, vague in some respects but clearly-defined in others, in which the

gods already exist. Mesopotamian myth gives the promordial elements as

personifications of fresh water (Apsu) and salt water (Tiamat), unlike the

Indo-European duality of fire and water. As in Indo-European tradition, the

younger gods – represented by Marduk – overthrow one of the primordial

beings and use its body to create the inhabitable cosmos. The Babylonian

cosmogony is one manifestation of a general Semitic creation myth. Many
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traces can be seen in the Bible – for example, in the creation accounts of

Genesis, in which the Hebrew god separates the waters and props apart

heaven and earth; and in references to Leviathan, a great marine creature that

is destroyed by Yahweh as a prelude to cosmic and temporal organisation,

according to Psalm 74. Indian myth attributes a similar cosmogonic

bisection to Indra, after he has slain Vrtra and released the pent-up waters.

According to Rig Veda V.29.4, for example:

Then heaven and earth he sundered and supported: wrapped even in

these he struck the Beast with terror. [27]

Much of Finnish tradition is collated in the epic poem Kalevala. There are

several known variations not given in the familiar redaction by Elias

Lönnrot, which give different creators (either the shaman-god Väinämöinen

or the water-mother Ilmatar) but are in agreement where the cosmogony

itself is concerned. In these variants the cosmos is born from an egg, heated

by the brooding of a great bird. The egg shatters in the sea. This also echoes

the fire/water reaction of Indo-European tradition.

From the cracked egg’s lower fragment,

Now the solid earth was fashioned,

From the cracked egg’s upper fragment

Rose the lofty arch of heaven,

From the yolk, the upper portion,

Now became the sun’s bright lustre;

From the white, the upper portion,

Rose the moon that shines so brightly;

Whatso in the egg was mottled,

Now became the stars in heaven,

Whatso in the egg was blackish,

In the air as cloudlets floated. [28]

Uralic and Altaic shamanistic traditions provide further close parallels to

Ymir’s dismemberment, although not in a strictly cosmogonic context. The

shaman’s initiatory experience often includes an otherworldly sequence in

which he is dismembered, sometimes boiled in a cauldron, and put back
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together again in an improved and altered condition by a supernatural smith

or some other magical being. Among the Yakuts there are a variety of such

beliefs. According to one of these, shamans are born from eggs in nests in

the branches of a giant fir tree that grows in the north. The shaman is

hatched by a Bird-of-Prey Mother, who dismembers him and distributes the

parts among the spirits of disease, who devour them. When the whole body

has been eaten, the Bird-of-Prey Mother restores the parts to life and

wholeness. The shaman then has the power to cure the ailments represented

by the various spirits [29]. Another Yakut account concerns a three-day fast,

repeated three times, during which the shaman is dismembered:

The candidate’s limbs are removed and disjointed with an iron hook;

the bones are cleaned, the flesh scraped, the body fluids thrown away,

and the eyes torn from their sockets. After this operation all the bones

are gathered up and fastened together with iron. [30]

Similar beliefs are to be found among the Tungus and Buryat, for example,

often involving immersion of the severed limbs, heating or cooking, burning

and so on. These are common metaphors for renewal, of death and rebirth

into a superior state. The underlying concept is patently the enactment of the

original creation, the reconstruction, in a different form, of the body of the

primordial being. Like that being, the shaman is born from an egg, and

dismembered in order that he may be identified with the fabric of the

cosmos, the stuff that he must manipulate in the performance of his duties as

healer, magician and spirit-traveller.

This idea of the world being created from a cosmic egg (assisted by the

presence of heat and water) is plainly related to the motif of Hiranyagarbha,

the Golden Embryo of the ancient Indian cosmogony. Variations in several

texts, including those which, like the Aitareya Upanishad, identify the

Golden Embryo with either Purusa or Prajapat/Brahma. Also related is the

Chinese giant Pan Gu, who was himself born from an egg. The division of a

cosmic egg also occurs in the Orphic tradition of ancient Greece, which

asserts that the first of all beings was Nyx (Night), a bird with black wings

who was impregnated by the Wind and laid a silver egg from which Eros

was born. The cosmos was also contained within the egg, and was revealed
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by Eros, the personification of sexuality [31].

It would be extremely difficult to attempt to trace the development of these

myths among the various peoples mentioned here. Was the Orphic

cosmogony taken from Vedic tradition, or was it adopted by some Greeks

following contact with the shamanic lore of Uralic or Altaic tribes, or

through Scythian intermediaries? Did the Uralic and Altaic myths of the

cosmic egg stem from ancient Indian tradition, or was the Vedic tradition

inspired by the shamanistic cosmology of the early Uralic peoples? Did the

story of Marduk’s dismemberment of Tiamat come from an Indo-European

source, or did the Proto-Indo-Europeans acquire this mythologem from the

Semitic-speakers? The answers to these questions, and many others, have

been obscured by the passage of time, and at this stage definitive solutions

are unlikely to present themselves. In any case, it seems clear enough that

there must at one time have been a common Eurasiatic cosmogonic tradition

based on the idea that the cosmos is constructed from the bodily parts of a

primordial being, no matter whether it was originally human, animal, or

simply an unborn creature, an egg.

The egg is an appropriate and obvious image to adopt as a cosmic symbol, as

its shape exactly corresponds to that once attributed to the cosmos – the

heavens as an inverted bowl, with a bowl beneath to contain the primal

waters and the solid earth they surround, as in Mesopotamian cosmology –

and so is the human body, with the heavens contained in the dome of a

gigantic skull, the earth constructed from flesh and bone, its waters from

bodily fluids. Furthermore, the egg is an unambiguous symbol of potential

life, and the process of hatching involves the breaking of the shell and the

emergence of a living creature from the undifferentiated mass within. The

ancients must also have noted the similarity between the embryo in an

eggshell and the foetus floating in the amniotic sac, and put two and two

together when observing and defining the structure of the world.

At present, linguistic historians are still exploring the links between the

language families of Europe and Asia, and their findings so far indicate that

there was probably once a single Palaeolithic language, whose dialects gave

rise, ultimately, to the major tongues of Europe, Asia, the Americas and

North Africa. It may well be, following this theory to its logical end, that
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some form of the cosmogonic dismemberment once formed part of the

earliest human mythology – a mythology that has diversified parallel with

the differentiation of languages and society.

However, it is certain that Ymir’s dismemberment derives from the very

earliest strata of Indo-European myth, a mythological theme that has echoes

in the sacrificial rites of the major branches of Indo-European tradition, and

in the institutions and social organisation relevant to them. A closer look at

Ymir, and further considerations of his fate, will show just how important

this myth is to the Indo-European worldview in general, and the Germanic

worldview in particular.
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SACRIFICE AND SOCIAL ORIGINS AMONG THE EARLY GERMANS

We can be absolutely certain that the dismemberment of Ymir was an

authentic part of Germanic tradition, neither an exotic import nor the

invention of medieval Norse poets or scholars, with a fortuitous resemblance

to other Indo-European cosmogonies. That much can be inferred from two

accounts given by the first-century Roman writer Tacitus in his Germania, a

broad survey of the Germanic tribes and their customs. Tacitus is an

extremely important source of information about the early Germans, even if

his reports are sometimes of doubtful veracity. One of the more reliable

ones, a passage in Germania 39, concerns the sacrificial rites of a Suebian

tribe, the Semnones. According to one translation, that made by Mattingly

and revised by Handford,

The oldest and most famous of the Suebi, it is said, are the Semnones, and

their antiquity is confirmed by a religious observance. At a set time,

deputations from all the tribes of the same stock gather in a grove hallowed

by the auguries of their ancestors and by immemorial awe. The sacrifice of a

human victim in the name of all marks the grisly opening of their savage

ritual. [1]

This passage is mildly contentious. A comparison with other renderings

indicates that, whether by accident or design, Mattingly and Handford –

whose English translation is the most readily available at the time of writing

– have toned it down somewhat. They certainly seem to have lost the spirit

of the original Latin. Bruce Lincoln points out that the word caeso that

Tacitus uses here to denote a sacrifice, literally means ‘dismemberment’,

from caedere, ‘to cut into pieces’. Lincoln himself renders the passage in the

following way:
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They say that the Semnones are the oldest and most noble of the Suebi.

This belief is confirmed in a religious ceremony of ancient times. At a

fixed time, all the people of the same blood come together by legations

in a wood that is consecrated by the signs of their ancestors, and by an

ancient dread. Barbaric rites celebrate the horrific origins, through the

sacrificial dismemberment of a man for the public good. [2]

Following on from this, Tacitus tells us that the Suebi regard the sacrificial

grove as the ‘cradle of the race and the dwelling-place of the supreme god’

[3]. In other words, the place where the human species began and an

example of the axis mundi, the ritual focal point of the Suebian world. The

‘horrific origins’ – horrenda primordia – of Lincoln’s translation, taken in

conjunction with the sacrifice that is performed at the spot, suggest

something other than the first appearance of human beings on the earth,

however. The ritual seems to have been nothing less than a dramatised

repetition of the cosmogonic dismemberment. Critically, this may be one of

the most accurate parts of Germania. It is a matter of record that one

Masyos, a ruler of the Semnones, visited Rome during the reign of

Domitian, late in the first century, accompanied by a seeress named Ganna.

This was shortly before Tacitus wrote Germania, and probably either the

king or his seeress compatriot was an informant. This gives a welcome air of

authenticity to his accounts of the Suebi in general, and of the Semnones in

particular.

In Germania 2, Tacitus recounts another important Germanic tradition, this

time one which purports to tell how their distinct tribal groups came into

being:

In the traditional songs which form their only record of the past the

Germans celebrate an earth-born god called Tuisto. His son Mannus is

supposed to be the fountain-head of their race and himself to have

begotten three sons who gave their names to three groups of tribes – the

Ingaevones, nearest the sea; the Herminones, in the interior; and the

Istaevones, who comprise all the rest. [4]
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THE PRIMORDIAL TWINS

This sociogonic tradition is extremely important. Except for this one

mention, the earth-born god Tuisto (or Tuisco, as the manuscripts have it) is

otherwise unknown in Germanic tradition, but the name is clearly related to

cognate Germanic stems meaning ‘two’ or ‘twice’ – including Old Norse

tvinnr, Old English twinn, Modern English twin and so on; and also twist and

twine. These would hark back to a Proto-Germanic *twisnaz and Indo-

European *dwisno-. Lincoln traces Tuisto back to a Proto-Indo-European

*dwis-to, ‘the doubled one, the twin’ [5].

Similarly, the name Ymir is from Proto-Germanic *Yumiyáz, which is in turn

from Proto-Indo-European *Yemo, both of which mean ‘Twin’. North

Germanic (Icelandic/Norse) tradition has preserved a memory of the

primordial giant under one name, it seems, while the West Germanic

(Suebian, in this case) tribes remembered him by another. But both names

mean more or less the same thing.

Recall that the Eddas give no reason for the slaughter of Ymir, or for his

subsequent dismemberment. Lincoln’s reconstruction of the Proto-Indo-

European cosmogony, pieced together from a number of different sources,

gives the context in which the killing took place. According to this scenario

[6], there are two primal beings, ‘Twin’ (*Yemo) and ‘Man’ (*Manu), who

are born from the elements along with an ox or some other bovine creature,

which becomes their companion. Twin is killed by Man as a sacrifice, and

his dismembered body is then used to manufacture the cosmos. This is the

origin of sacrifice, the first ritual act, and the first death. It is also the origin

of the two main sovereign institutions: Man thus becomes the initiator of the

priesthood, and primogenitor of humanity; while Twin becomes the first

king, the lord of the realm of the dead.

According to this structure, the original twins of Indian myth were Yamá

and Mánu. The former is indeed the first man to die, and becomes the king

of an otherworldly realm; while the latter is credited with the introduction of

sacrifice and the formation of both secular and religious law – if such a nice

distinction can be made in the Hindu context – and is said to have sacrificed

his own wife. Yamá’s Iranian counterpart is Yama Xsaeta (Yima), who
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commits certain sins for which his triple halo, the xvarenah, is taken from

him and distributed among representatives of the three social classes [7]. In

later Iranian theology, Yama Xsaeta becomes a virtual abstraction, renamed

Gayomart (‘Life that must die’; ‘Mortal’), who is slaughtered by the forces

of evil, and from whose corpse come the metals that are found in the earth,

and whose semen becomes vegetation [8]. Yama Xsaeta (later called Yima)

did survive under his own name, however, as Jamshid, the legendary fourth

king of Iran whose story is told in the Shah-Nama. Like his earlier

incarnation, Jamshid is stripped of his royal nimbus because of his sins [9].

In Roman tradition, the myth of the cosmogonic twins survived in a

euhemerised form as the legend of Romulus and Remus. Their legend

concerns the foundation of a city, rather than the entire cosmos, but the

archaic pattern is immediately discernible. The twins are nourished by the

milk of an animal, in this instance a she-wolf. One tradition has it that

Romulus (literally, ‘Man of Rome’) kills his brother Remus (probably

originally Yemos, but with the initial altered to alliterate with the city-name

Roma), when the city’s walls are half-built, as Livy reports in his Early

History of Rome [10]. According to chapter 27 of Plutarch’s Life of Romulus

[11], in a transposition of one element of the proto-myth, Romulus is

murdered in the temple of Hephaistos by the Roman senators, who

dismember his corpse and carry away the parts to be secretly buried around

the city.

These primal twins are mainly associated with the creation of the cosmos,

but it is obvious that they had other aetiological functions. It has already

been remarked that the dismemberment of Purusa is associated with the

appearance of the Indian castes. The same association is made in the case of

Yama Xsaeta, whose triple radiance is shared out among the three social

orders of ancient Iran. The dismemberment of Romulus involves burying his

parts around the city – so explicitly identifying him with the domain that he

and his twin created – but the burial also serves to unify the senators, the

representatives of Roman society, with his person. The sociogonic aspect is

stressed to a striking degree in a Celtic version of the primordial twins, the

tradition surrounding the legendary Irish king Lugaid Riab nDerg, who is

characterised as mac na Trí Find nEmna.
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As it stands, mac na Trí Find nEmna means ‘son of the three Fair Ones of

Emain’, a rendering seen by T.F. O’Rahilly [121] as being the most likely

original. But the Rennes Dindsenchas refers to Lugaid’s parents as the three

Find-eamna, the ‘three White Twins’ – emai being Old Irish for a set of

twins, a term that became applicable to any multiple birth [13]. Lugaid’s

nickname Riab nDerg, ‘of the red stripes’, is the result of his peculiar

conception. The Trí Find nEmna are three brothers – Nár, Bres and Lóthar –

who all lie with their sister Clothru on the same night. This serial incest

results in the birth of Lugaid, who has a red stripe around his neck and

another about his waist. From the neck upward he resembles Nár; his chest

and arms look like those of Bres; while from the waist down he favours

Lóthar. The names of the Trí Find nEmna, in the order given here, mean

‘holy, noble’ (nár); ‘combat’ (bres); and ‘washing-vessel, tub, trough’

(lóthar) [14]. These are, in the correct hierarchical order, characterisations of

the three functions of Dumézil’s idéologie tripartie.

The proto-myth has been subjected to yet another variation, but once again

the pattern is easy to detect. A set of twins give rise to the three social

categories, here represented by a single figure, although as a king Lugaid

embodies the totality of the social structure. The twins have become triplets,

probably to give further substance to Lugaid’s tripartite physique.

O’Rahilly’s assertion [15] that Trí Find nEmna refers to the Irish place-name

Emain does not weaken this conclusion, even if he is correct: the toponym

roughly means the ‘place of the twins’.

The Germanic descent from Tuisto falls into the same pattern. The three

peoples descended from the god are, according to Tacitus, the Ingaevones

(or Ingvaeones), Herminones, and Istaevones (or: Istraeones). The name of

the first group is undoubtedly related to Yngvi, another name for the Norse

god Freyr [16], which suggests family and reproductive matters; while the

second is akin to Jǫrmunnr, ‘Mighty One’, an epithet applied to Óðinn (but

which is also associated with Þórr), and Irmin, chief god of the Saxons [17].

The third name has so far defied explanation, but some conjecture can be

usefully made. The three peoples correspond to the triad worshipped at the

heathen temple of Uppsala in Sweden, according to Adam of Bremen’s

account – a sceptre-wielding Thor, Wodan (Óðinn) and an ithyphallic Fricco
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(Freyr) [18] – then the enigmatic third name may relate to either Óðinn or

Þórr, just as the Herminones may be linked to one or the other. The triad of

gods venerated at Uppsala would then be linked with the three sons of

Mannus as representions of the three Indo-European functions proposed by

Georges Dumézil: sovereignty/priesthood; war/strength; and wealth/fertility.

THE SOCIAL ORDER IN NORSE MYTH: RÍGSÐULA

If Tuisto and Mannus are the cosmogonic twins in their sociogonic aspect,

then we might expect Ymir and Búri to have a similar rôle in Norse

mythology. Unfortunately, the closest the Eddas come to a sociogony is in

the poem Rígsþula, where the social classes are fathered on three different

women by Rígr, who is identified in the poem’s prose prologue as the god

Heimdallr in disguise. However, the name Rígr is also given as one of

Óðinn’s many nicknames [19]. Rígr means ‘king’: it is generally accepted as

a word of Celtic origin, but it has an ancient Indo-European root – from

*reg-, which denotes kingship, straightness, legality, moral rectitude and

suchlike – and is related to other Germanic words for ‘straight’, ‘right’ and

so on, which seem always to have been in general use [20]. But similarly-

derived words relate to kingship and rule in Old Icelandic and Norse, Old

English, Old High German, Frankish and Gothic, suggesting that any such

borrowing from the Celts probably occurred at a time when the Germanic

tribes were still more or less linguistically undifferentiated. This could mean

a much more respectable pedigree for the sociogony of Rígsþula. The social

categories implied by the poem are closer to those of the early Germans than

the Celts. Rígr’s sons are Þræll, Karl and Jarl – ‘labourer, slave’, ‘farmer’,

‘warrior, nobleman’ – with Jarl’s youngest son Konr ungr (‘Young Son’)

representing kingship, almost as an afterthought, by a pun on konungr,

‘king’ [21]. This is rather different from the Celtic social stratification of

priests (druids), knights and commoners that Julius Caesar [22] attributes to

the Gauls, for example, but does accord broadly with what other Roman

authors have to say about early Germanic society: no priesthood, and no

kings other than those selected from among the warrior aristocracy by virtue
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of nobility and merit rather than heredity [23].

The application of Dumézil’s trifunctional model to Germanic tradition does

not meet with universal approval and a number of eminent scholars continue

to doubt its relevance. However, the divine triad described by Adam of

Bremen, and the social pattern of Rígsþula, argue for the usefulness of

Dumézil’s model in the analysis of Germanic myth. Traces of the tripartite

structure have been discerned in other Norse texts – in the Eddic lay

Volundarkviða, for example, which features the smith Volundr and his two

brothers in what may be a mutilated remnant of a trifunctional hieros gamos

or ‘sacred wedding’, signifying the conjoining of representatives of the three

functions with a threefold goddess who encompasses the functions in their

totality. However, the poem – probably one of the oldest in the Poetic Edda

– does not lend itself easily to detailed analysis [24].

The sociogonic mythology of Rígsþula appears to be authentically

Germanic, even if the name Rígr is accepted as being ultimately of Celtic

provenance. Heimdallr himself is, if he is not a straightforward

personification of the axis mundi (as he sometimes seems to be) certainly

closely associated with it [25]. As we have seen, the first human couple are

supposedly made from trees, with the man being named for the World Tree

itself, Askr. But there are other factors at work here. Óðinn is nicknamed

Alfoðr (‘All-father’), and in chapter 9 Gylfaginning Snorri claims that he is

so called because he is the father of the gods, humanity and everything else

created by him [26]. The gifts given to Askr and Embla by Óðinn and his

two brothers, meanwhile, are mildly suggestive of the triple paternity of

Lugaid Riab nDerg, discussed above. On the other hand, Heimdallr’s rôle as

father of humanity is also attested in Vǫluspá, and in other poems.

ÓÐINN AND SACRIFICE

On the whole, it would seem wise in the present context to ignore the

respective claims of Óðinn and Heimdallr to the status of sole progenitor of

humanity. For one thing, the Prose Edda makes clear that Óðinn and his
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siblings are themselves the offspring of Búri and Ymir. Furthermore, there is

a suspicion that Óðinn’s father, named as Borr, is actually the same as Búri

[27]. Like the sociogony given by Tacitus, the primal figure of Twin

(Ymir/Tuisto) has retained the status of firstborn, while Man (Mannus/Búri)

has become a second-generation ancestor (if Búri and Borr are one and the

same). Following the broad Indo-European pattern, Tuisto and Mannus are

the primordial twins, followed by the three ‘tribal’ gods of the Ingaevones,

Herminones and Istaevones – probably a spurious but ingenious

geographical distribution to explain an otherwise misunderstood or forgotten

functional differentiation. They correspond to Ymir and Búri, after whom

come Óðinn, with Hœnir and Lóðurr (or Vili and Vé, according to Snorri), a

triad that may or may not correspond to the Indo-European trifunctional

pattern, but a triad none the less. A similar displacement of generations

occurred in Iran, where Yima is succeeded as king by Fredon (Feridun). The

Ayadgar i Jamaspig states that Fredon divided the world among his three

sons: Salm, who desired material wealth; Toz, who wanted strength; and

Eric, who desired law and religion [28].

The Norse cosmogonic myth has plainly suffered a certain amount of

dislocation. As the bulk of Norse myth is enshrined in the Prose Edda,

Snorri Sturluson is the prime suspect. But the patterns remain clear enough

and there is little evidence to incriminate Snorri in anything but bland

euhemerisation and a number of minor adjustments designed to tidy up the

myths. One part of the creation myth that is obviously distorted – whether by

Snorri or by one of his sources remains obscure – is the death of Ymir.

Snorri names Óðinn as the perpetrator of this dastardly but necessary deed

but other Indo-European traditions either imply or state explicitly that the

killer of Twin is Man, his brother. Óðinn has been placed in this rôle, just as

he has become Alfoðr, by default. The verses of the Poetic Edda give no

clue as to the identity of Ymir’s killer so it is not surprising that his death,

which in other Indo-European myths is a creative act as well as a sacrifice,

should be attributed to Óðinn, the god of sovereignty, magic and death in

battle.

In one way, the assimilation of Óðinn to this rôle is quite appropriate. He is

the owner and wielder of the unstoppable spear Gungnir, which is a version
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of the lightning-weapon of Celtic myth, an instrument capable of killing

gods [29]. According to stanza 138 of the poem Hávamál Óðinn is sacrificed

to himself, by himself, an act that enabled him to acquire his knowledge of

the runes:

I know that I hung

on the windswept tree

for all of nine nights,

wounded with a spear

and given to Óðinn,

myself to myself,

on that tree

that no man knows

from what roots it runs. [30]

The meaning of this verse is clear: Óðinn is strung up in the branches of

Yggdrasill, pierced by his own spear, in a manner similar to human

sacrifices to Óðinn described in other Icelandic texts, such as Gautreks saga

[31], in which a king is simultaneously hanged and speared as an offering to

the god. Occasionally Óðinn’s ordeal is claimed to have been inspired by the

Crucifixion, but there is no evidence to support that view. Indeed, the

present analysis places the Hávamál account firmly within the context of

pre-Christian traditions. Óðinn’s self-sacrifice is a creative act, performed –

like the human sacrifices of the Semnones – at the axis mundi, and through

which the runes come into being. Is it, perhaps, a pure coincidence that the

Scandinavian runes were thought of as falling into three families, or ættir

[32]? Or were the medieval runemasters deliberately following a tripartite

division already firmly associated with the creative processes, one that had

been passed down from ancient times?
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THE ORIGINS OF ORDER

A major function of ritual, as the sociologist Emile Durkheim recognised

long ago, is to cement the ties that bind a society together, and to link the

society of the present to its past – to remind the group or tribe of its history,

and to locate each individual within the social and traditional context, thus

promoting solidarity and a linked group identity [1]. The ‘horrific origins’

celebrated by the Semnones fall into this category and they also constitute,

in essence, repetitions of the cosmogonic dismemberment. By cutting up a

human victim the Semnones were creating the cosmos anew by repeating the

cosmogonic event. The primordial slaughter is ritually identified with the

human or animal victim, so that the sacrificial dismemberment is of the same

nature and has the same effect. The sacrificial horse of ancient India was the

focus of a similar recreation on the cosmic scale, as the Brhadaranyaka

Upanishad (I.1.1) states:

Verily, the dawn is the head of the sacrificial horse; the sun, his eye; the

wind, his breath; universal fire (Agni Vaisvanara), his open mouth. The

year is the body (atman) of the sacrificial horse; the sky, his back; the

atmosphere, his belly; the earth, the under part of his belly; the quarters,

his flanks; the intermediate quarters, his ribs; the seasons, his limbs; the

months and half-months, his joints; days and nights, his feet; the stars,

his bones; the clouds, his flesh. Sand is the food in his stomach; rivers

are his entrails. His liver and lungs are the mountains; plants and trees,

his hair. The orient is his fore part; the occident, his hind part. When he

yawns, then it lightens. When he shakes himself, it thunders. When he

urinates, then it rains. [2]

The horse of sacrifice thus contains the whole cosmos within his body.
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When it is slaughtered and dismembered, each part renews the appropriate

cosmic feature.

The same Upanishad (I.2.7) later tells us that Prajapati (Brahma) becomes

the sacrificial horse and that after a year has passed he performs the horse-

sacrifice, the Asvamedha, to himself. In other words, Prajapati sacrifices

himself to himself just as in the poem Hávamál Óðinn offers himself to

himself upon Yggdrasill, the World Tree, which is characterised as Óðinn’s

steed. This self-sacrifice of the creator-god is repeated regularly as the

Asvamedha and the world recreated on an ongoing basis.

In pretty much the same vein are the Feriæ Latinæ or ‘Latin Rites’, the

annual sacrificial festival at which all the Roman cities were given an

appropriate share of the victims, a rite that served to cement their traditional

friendship and to redefine their positions within the regional hierarchy.

Likewise, the ritualised feasts described in numerous Irish tales are really

concerned with maintaining hierarchical structures. The animal used for

meat is divided into portions according to the status and prowess of those

present. The choicest cut is allocated to the best fighter, no mean position in

a society centred around and controlled by a warrior aristocracy.

Walter Burkert, commenting on ancient Greek sacrificial practices, stresses

the social significance of the rites:

In a sacrifice the circle of participants is segregated from the outside

world. Complicated social structures find expression in the diverse roles

the participants assume in the course of the ritual, from the various

“beginnings,” through prayer, slaughter, skinning, and cutting up, to

roasting and, above all, distributing the meat.

…each participant has a set function and acts according to a precisely

fixed order. The sacrificial community is thus a model of society as a

whole, divided according to occupation and rank. Hence, the hierarchies

manifested in the ceremony are given great social importance and are

taken very seriously. [3]

In other words, the cosmological associations of the original sacrifice, the

cosmogonic dismemberment, have become transferred from the body of the
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victim to the personnel involved in the rite. Greek sacrifice has become a

celebration of protocols, precedents and hierarchies. The ritual of

consolidates the social order, rather than the purely cosmic, like the great

feasts of the Irish hero-tales. The archaic cosmogony is only barely

discernible but the underlying theme of recreation and renewal – whether

cosmic, social or metropolitan – has remained more or less intact.

Among the heathen Scandinavians types and styles of sacrifice, both human

and animal, varied greatly [4]. A favoured method of human sacrifice was

hanging, sometimes accompanied or preceded by stabbing or spearing, as in

the case of the hapless King Víkar in Gautreks saga. As we have seen, this

method is exemplified by the fate of Óðinn, himself both hanga-Týr and

gálga farmr, ‘God of the Hanged’ and ‘gallows load’, epithets which have

been used to support the contention that the Germanic death-penalty

originated in a sacral context. However, while the Icelandic sagas often

speak of reddening altars or sacred objects with the blood of victims,

sprinkled by means of consecrated twigs, there is little evidence for ritual

dismemberment, either of humans or animals. Although animals were

necessarily carved up prior to the consumption of their flesh, this does not

seem to have been done in a ritualistic manner. On the other hand, the major

sacrifices do seem to have laid great emphasis on the social aspects. In

chapter 17 of his story of Hákon the Good in Heimskringla, Snorri remarks:

It was an old custom, that when there was to be sacrifice all the bonder

should come to the spot where the temple stood, and bring with them all that

they required while the festival of the sacrifice lasted. To this festival all the

men brought ale with them; and all kinds of cattle, as well as horses, were

slaughtered… and he who made the feast, and was a chief, blessed the full

goblets, and all the meat of the sacrifice. [5]

Snorri continues by telling how goblets were drunk in honour of Óðinn, for

victory and the king, and to Njǫrðr and Freyja, for peace and prosperity. 

Then toasts were drunk to consecrate oaths and in honour of the dead.

Here we have a number of familiar elements. All the free men are obliged to

attend and all contribute to a communal meal. The contributions represent a

cross-section of their produce. All partake of the slaughtered beasts. All



102

drink to the appropriate gods and to the departed. The feast is presided over

by the local chief, who acts on behalf of the king. The sacrifice is, in effect, a

microcosmic ingathering of the region, its crops, livestock and inhabitants.

The participants are organised according to the local hierarchy, so that social

staus and bonds are reinforced and sanctified anew. All that is missing is a

ritual dismemberment and a division of the flesh acording to rank, but Snorri

does not give any but the broadest of details concerning the religious aspect

of this feast.

DISMEMBERMENT AND FOUNDATION

As might be expected, the unificatory aspect of the cosmogonic

dismemberment does occur outside the Indo-European world, but it is

comparatively rare. One such instance is the death and subsequent

dismemberment of Osiris at the hands of his brother Set (known to the

Greeks as Typhon). There are many references to the dismemberment in

hieroglyphic texts, with the god’s body being divided into fourteen or

sixteen parts (one account gives eighteen) which are then scattered

throughout Egypt, each part being associated with a sanctuary. Budge gives

the traditional burial sites as follows:

The head was buried at ABYDOS, his left eye in LOWER EGYPT, his

eyebrows at PELUSIUM, his jaw-bones at FAKET, parts of his head at

HET-GAR, his neck in the Delta, an arm and the right leg at ATE-

RAUI SHEMA, his left leg at MEHET, his coccyx at HELIOPOLIS,

his thighs at HET-HER-ATEB, a foot at NETERT, his heart in

USEKH-MEHT, his phallus at HET-BENNU, and a part of his back at

PA-PEST-NETERU. [6].

The scattering of the god’s body is evidently seen as a unifying factor. By

distributing the parts around Egypt the god is identified with the land itself.

As in the Indo-European tradition, Osiris is the ruler of the realm of the

dead. It is hard to resist the temptation to speculate that elements of the

Osirian myth have been influenced by Indo-European traditions, perhaps



103

those of archaic Greece, or of the Hittites. It is generally accepted that Greek

myth and religion, like those of the Hittites, were shaped by ideas from the

non-Indo-European peoples of Asia Minor and North Africa. There is no

reason to doubt that ideas flowed in both directions. However, it is hard to

see where one ends and the other begins, especially where one tradition is

reported by someone belonging to a different culture. For instance, Plutarch

tells us that

there are many so-called tombs of Osiris in Egypt; for Isis held a

funeral for each part when she had found it. Others deny this and assert

that she caused effigies of him to be made and these she distributed

among the several cities, pretending that she was giving them his body,

in order that he might receive divine honours in a greater number of

cities… [7]

This is redolent of foundation mythology, the adaptation of cosmogonic

myth in the form of sacrifice to consecrate and so ritually define a political

boundary. Plutarch’s account is not dissimilar to the Romans’ treatment of

Romulus, as recounted by Livy. Perhaps influenced by his Indo-European

heritage, maybe Plutarch has put his own slant on a myth that, with its theme

of fratricide and dismemberment, already bore a strong resemblance to the

cosmogony of his own culture.

Ritual dismemberment and its mythical counterpart was a prominent feature

of the religions of the ancient Near East. Dismembered gods include Osiris,

Attis, Tammuz (Dumuzi), Adonis and the alternating Ugaritic vegetation-

gods Aleyin and Mot. Their deaths were associated with the seasonal cycle,

the annual death and resurrection of crops and vegetation. As with most

religious rites, the rituals associated with these gods are processes of

renewal, of recreating particular conditions according to traditional

formulae. These myths form the basis of the rites themselves. They are in

this way thematically similar to those sacrifices that reaffirm the Indo-

European cosmogony. But that is where, except for the Osirian tradition, the

likeness ends. Apart from Osiris, the dismembered gods of the Near East are

wholly representative of the yearly vegetation cycle and the propagation of

crops. The respective myths do not mention them as being connected, in any
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way at all, with the creation of the cosmos or the origins of gods and

humanity. Their sole function is to recreate the vegetation each spring and to

account for its regular disappearance. In this respect their sacrificial function

is more akin to that of the Indo-European primordial ox.

COSMOGONY AND GENDER

One interesting hypothesis concerning the Indo-European cosmogonic twins

is the suggestion that they were originally intended to represent a two-fold

being, possibly a hermaphrodite. The etymology of Tuisto does indeed hint

at such an idea, a pair of beings twisted or entwined together, or a singular

entity composed of two intertwined strands. Ymir’s unorthodox reproductive

capabilities also hint at a hermaphroditic nature. A similar notion seems to

be behind Leviathan, the great marine beast of Hebrew myth, who seems to

be identical with Tiamat – Leviathan means something like ‘bound in spiral

form’. It has been thought that the first human couple of Norse myth are an

echo of such a duality or hermaphroditism: Askr is ‘ash-tree’, a

straightforward meaning; but the name of his partner, Embla, is almost

certainly not ‘elm’, at least not without stretching a linguistic point well

beyond its limit. A meaning ‘vine’ has been proposed instead, based on a

Greek word for such a plant and a fairly common Germanic name of similar

construction to Embla. The image would then be that of a tree with a vine

twined about its trunk. But the proposal is by no means certain and has

found few supporters [8].

The absence of female figures in the Proto-Indo-European creation myth and

its descendants is puzzling, at least from the modern point of view, or from a

strictly rationalistic angle. But a hermaphroditic creature is not necessary to

explain the generation of gods or humans. The logic in each version is, after

all, internally consistent, if not always strictly normal in the biological sense.

In any case, we are essentially dealing with the creation of the cosmos here,

the appearance of animate beings in the primal matter, and the creation of

cosmic features – physical, social, and functional – from the body of one by

the actions of the other. The descendants of those created by the gods, and of
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the first gods themselves, are generally conceived in an ordinary, sexual

manner. Norse myth, like most other varieties, has its share of goddesses,

some of whom – like Jórð, who is synonymous with the earth, or Freyja –

have become divine mothers or goddesses of fertility.

At the risk of offending those who see the cult of a mother goddess, a

representation of the fertile earth, as the typical Neolithic or Bronze Age

religion in Europe and Asia Minor, there is little evidence of any worth that

could be used to suggest that such a goddess was ever given anything but a

minor rôle in cosmogonic myth, with the exception of Tiamat, the primordial

sacrificial victim of Babylonian myth, and her descendants Leviathan and,

perhaps, Gaia. Evidently the cosmos was, in Indo-European tradition, always

imagined as having been created from a male corpse. Of course, individual

lands and territories were identified with feminine deities, notably those of

the trifunctional type, like the Sovereignty of Ireland; but their creative

activities do not extend to the cosmic. Remember that we are here dealing

with the creation of the cosmos. At some point the earthly part of this

masculine cosmos becomes transformed into a fruitful, feminine earth. One

might even go so far as to say that Ymir’s flesh is eventually transformed

into Adam’s rib – a risky statement to make, but one that may yet prove to

embody a kind of truth. The change of gender has to be accounted for

somehow, and we are certainly told that a female figure is produced from

Ymir’s sweaty sleep. The reversed cosmogony of the Code of Emsig ends

with the statement that Eve was shaped from Adam’s rib. This may just be a

motif added to an old pagan notion to make it seem more orthodoxly

Christian – or it may refer to something already present in the heathen

system. In a mythology that allows Loki to turn himself into a mare and

become pregnant, and Óðinn to practise a form of magic, seiðr, reserved

exclusively for women, such a transformation is indeed possible. Other

Indo-European mythologies also allow gods and heroes to have transsexual

or transvestite episodes. The message seems to be that masculinity contains

the potential for femininity. Remember that myth is at issue here, not

mundane reality. In the magical realm of myth a different logic applies.
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ÓÐINN AS SACRIFICER AND VICTIM

The cosmogonic dismemberment is re-enacted with every sacrifice. Every

sacrificial victim represents the primordial twin and the priestly figure

presiding over the sacrifice is the victim’s brother. The sacrifice is not

carried out in thanks or in celebration. It is a creative act. The ritual

dismemberment and preparation of the victim, and the distribution of its

parts, parallel the mythical foundation of the cosmos and the construction of

its parts from Titan flesh and bone, blood and sweat. Each time the rite is

performed the cosmos is created anew, and its order and organisation too.

The Semnones’ remembrance of ‘horrific origins’ is explicit. But they were

not engaged in mere memory. The early Germans retained the notion of the

cosmogonic twins in their mythical ancestry. The Norse myths give one his

old name, Ymir – the twin. The primordial priest has been replaced by the

shamanic figure of Óðinn, who has also been given the rôle of victim, as

Hávamál shows and as his nickname Gautr suggests.

This name is controversial [9]: gautr has been supposed to mean ‘god’, but

that is almost certainly incorrect. More convincingly it has been seen as the

name given to the divine tribal ancestor of the Gautar, who gave their name

to the Swedish island of Götland. It is cognate with Geat, who is named as

Woden’s own ancestor in Old English royal genealogies, a name also used

as a heroic title in the context of the Geats of Old English cosmography and

poetry. Gapt (generally recognised as a scribal corruption of Gaut) is named

as the chief ancestral deity of the Amalani family who ruled the Ostrogoths

up to the early sixth century, and the mythical forebear of the Langobardi.

Gautr, then, is the Norse form of the name of a divine ancestor associated

with Angles, Saxons, Geats, Goths and Langobardi. As such, the name has

simply been interpreted as the personal form of the tribal or familial name.

But this still leaves the meaning open to debate. The name appears to derive

from a word meaning ‘pour’ and a number of ideas have sprung up to

account for it: the Goths are supposed to have coalesced as a people by the

Vistula; the name denotes their virility; it refers to their warriors

overwhelming enemies; and so on. The occurrence of Geat/Gapt in royal

genealogies may owe something to the conventions of medieval

genealogists, who always looked to further ennoble regal lines by adding
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heroic figures from myth and legend, especially those from Biblical or

Classical sources. It has been suggested that the name originally referred to

the Getae, who may or may not have been the same as the Goths. The

situation is not helped by a general uncertainty attached to the Goths

themselves: specifically, did they originate in Scandinavia or travel to that

part of Europe from what are now Poland and Russia; or even from Poland

to south-western Russia and then back north to Scandinavia [10].

Note that Óðinn is formally identified with Gautr in Scandinavia, but Woden

is not so identified in England or by the mainland Germans and Goths. In

this context also note that the English and the Goths embraced Christianity

long before the Scandinavians, and the Icelanders were the last Germanic

people to become converted. Gautr is certainly an ancient name, as the tribal

names and royal genealogies testify. It could well have been the older name

for Óðinn, becoming separated from him under the strain of Christianisation.

A recent glossary [11] defines gautr as a sacrificial victim, linking the word

firmly with the ordeal suffered by Óðinn in Hávamál. This is not far-fetched:

and it has the great advantage of reconciling gautr with the ‘pour’

etymology of the Gautar/Goth/Geat names. Sanskrit hotra- and Avestan

zaoXra-, both meaning ‘sacrifice’, have connotations of pouring, referring to

libation; and the related words hotar- and zaotar- both denote a priest,

literally a pourer of libations. All are plausible cognates of gautr.

If this etymology is correct then gautr could denote Óðinn as sacrifice or

sacrificer equally. The ‘pouring’ would originally refer to the spilled blood

of Ymir, or even the blood of Óðinn leaking from the wound he sustains on

the World Tree in Hávamál, which may also be a tangential reference to the

use of blood to colour runes for magical purposes. It would also cast doubt

on Óðinn’s supposed usurpation of the rôles and aspects of other, earlier

Germanic gods. As the myths have come down to us, Óðinn plays the part of

sacrificer as well as victim but there has clearly been some displacement of

attribute and function. Whatever the truth of the matter, certainly the

primordial twins are at the root of Germanic anthropogony and sacrificial

ritual, as reported by Tacitus. There is now at least a possibility that the

myth of cosmogonic sacrifice continued to exert a considerable influence

well into the Christian era in the north. The Germanic cosmogonies and
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anthropogonies discussed here are proof that it was an enduring popular

belief. If correct, the proposed meaning of gautr would imply that the

sacrificial myth was a major factor in the mythical past of all the tribes,

nations, and royal lines of Germanic Europe. Its older religious significance

may have been all but forgotten by the time Christianity rose to prominence,

but by then it was so deeply ingrained that it could not be eradicated entirely.
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AUÐHUMLA

As well as explaining how the cosmos and its inhabitants came into being,

Indo-European myth also accounts for the existence of that most prosaic of

mortal requirements, food. In Norse myth, Ymir and Búri are said to have

been born at about the same time as the creature that initially provided them

with sustenance. Immediately after Ymir emerged from the melting ice in

the middle of Ginnungagap, as Snorri tells us in Gylfaginning, there

appeared a cow:

Next thing, when the ice dripped, was that from it came a cow called

Auðhumla, four streams of milk ran from her teats, and she fed Ymir.

Here Snorri appears to be saying that Auðhumla was formed in the ice at the

same time as Ymir and emerged only a little while after him. Auðhumla’s

primary function is thus to provide nourishment for Ymir. But she has

another important part to play in the Norse cosmogony:

She licked the ice-stones, which were salty. And the first day she licked

the stones there came from the stones by evening a man’s hair, the next

day a man’s head, the third day there was a whole man. He was named

Búri.

While Ymir himself spontaneously produced several offspring from his own

body to be the ancestors of gods and giants, the cow Auðhumla was

responsible for the appearance of the other primordial twin, another ancestral

figure, who was literally licked out of the ice by the cow.

That is virtually all that Norse myth has to say concerning Auðhumla. There

is a brief reference to her in Skáldskaparmál, where Snorri tells us simply

that she is the noblest of cows and that her name is synonymous with her
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kind; but that is all. In fact, she is not specifically mentioned anywhere

outside the Prose Edda, not even in the verses of the Poetic Edda on which

Snorri otherwise leaned so heavily. Despite this lack of earlier sources, it

seems highly unlikely that Snorri invented her just to account for Ymir’s

nutritional requirements and for the appearance of Búri. Rather, Snorri

apparently took an authentic myth from either an oral tradition or a

mythological poem that has since been lost. This much is suggested by the

existence of other Indo-European traditions of a primordial bovine.

CATTLE AND CREATION IN INDO-EUROPEAN TRADITION

Like the world-creating dismemberment of Ymir, the primeval cow

Auðhumla has parallels in other Indo-European creation mythologies.

Sometimes, this first of all animals is explicitly described or implicitly

characterised as a cow and sometimes as a bull. All the main branches of

Indo-European myth indicate that the creature is bovine, of whichever sex.

The creature’s rôle can be clearly defined: it comes into existence at the

same time, or in the same way, as the first human figure (who is sometimes

believed to be a god or giant). It is the source of all food-plants, or medicinal

herbs; or it provides nourishment in some other way. As the first animal, its

descendants are the Indo-Europeans’ preferred sacrificial victims and they

are generally treated in a manner that deliberately parallels the

dismemberment of the primal giant.

Medieval Iranian texts, notably the ninth-century Zad Spram, tell how

Ahriman slaughtered the primordial ox Evagdad, whose name means

‘Created Alone’ (or ‘First Created’). From the ox’s body grew various

species of grain and healing plants. According to this tradition, these plants

are endowed with the same virtues and attributes as the parts of Evagdad’s

body from which they grew. According to Zad Spram III.42-47:

as the primeval ox [Evagdad] passed away, from the nature of the

vegetable principle it possessed, fifty-five species of grain and twelve

species of medicinal plants grew from its various members; and
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forasmuch as they should see from which member each one proceeds, it

is declared in the Dâmdâd Nask.

And every plant grown from a member promotes that member, as it is

said that there where the ox scattered its marrow on to the earth, grain

afterwards grew up, corn and sesame, vetches and peas; so sesame, on

account of its marrow quality, is itself a great thing for developing

marrow.

And it is also said that from the blood is the vine, a great vegetable

thing – as wine itself is blood – for more befriending the sound quality

of the blood. [1]

The tauroctony, the bull-slaying tableau, forms the central icon of Mithraism

– a cult originating in Iran and Asia Minor, adopted and adapted by Rome,

and disseminated throughout the Roman Empire, spreading ultimately to its

most distant boundaries. The Mithraic tauroctony evidently derives from the

same source that inspired Zad Spram and its medieval analogues. As Mithra

plunges his weapon into the bull, grain, not blood, spouts from the wound.

The Zad Spram account indicates that the plants were ultimately associated

with the ox’s bodily fluids, which would relate even more firmly to the

Mithraic tauroctony. As Franz Cumont relates the slaying of the Mithraic

bull:

From the body of the moribund victim sprang all the useful herbs and

plants that cover the earth with their verdure. From the spinal cord of

the animal sprang the wheat that gives us our bread, and from its blood

the vine that produces the sacred drink of the Mysteries. [2]

Tauroctonies generally depict Mithra and the bull surrounded by zodiacal

and planetary images, with the deities of sun and moon presiding over the

slaughter. These tableaux are, in effect, representations of the cosmic whole.

Indeed, Mithraism had an unusually strong emphasis on cosmology and was

especially concerned with astronomical features and their associated

divinities.

These relatively late Iranian and Iranian-derived traditions should be treated

with a certain amount of caution, as they are certainly influenced by
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Zoroastrian ideology, which rejected the sacrifice of cattle. Thus, the death

of Evagdad is presented as a crime committed by Ahriman against the

creation ordered by Ormazd. But both the tauroctony and the Zad Spram

story are clear echoes of a much older Iranian tradition, preserved in the

Avestan texts. In those, the part of Ymir goes to the cognate Yima,

appropriately enough. He is accompanied by the ox. As we have seen, the

later texts give him the name Gayomart, but in each case he is recognisable

as the dismembered cosmic being. Interestingly, Zad Spram at one point

describes the ox Evagdad as madag, ‘female’; otherwise, the Iranian texts

use the word gaw, a fairly general term which can denote any kind of

bovine, of either sex [3].

Celtic tradition has preserved several traces of the Indo-European primordial

bovine. The iconography of the tarvos trigaranos type, sculpted reliefs

depicting a bull with three cranes perched on its back, are known in

connection with the god Esus. One French example, from Trèves, shows a

bull’s head apparently growing from or among the branches of a tree, with

Esus poised to deliver the blow that will fell it. Unfortunately, the

significance of these artefacts remains obscure, in spite of a number of

ingenious attempts to unravel their meaning [4]. But the tree, so often an

image of the axis mundi, suggests a cosmological purpose of some kind. It

may be related to Pliny’s famous account of the ritual cutting of mistletoe,

which involves a druid climbing a tree to obtain the sacred plant, the

ceremony culminating in the sacrifice of white bulls [5].

The famous Gundestrup cauldron has long assumed to be of Celtic origin but

now thought to be of Thracian manufacture. One idea specifically locates the

cauldron’s place of origin in the region of Bulgaria and Romania then

occupied by the Triballoi, where a mixed Celtic-Thracian culture existed at

the time the cauldron was probably made. The imagery on the Gundestrup

cauldron reiterates the Indo-European preoccupation with bull-sacrifice. The

circular bottom plate shows a taurobolium or bull-sacrifice similar in

structure to the Mithraic tauroctony: a figure of indeterminate gender

holding a sword hovers above a bull, with a dog and two other animals, one

resembling a small bear, and another that looks rather like a cat of some

kind, in attendance. One of the inner plates depicts the sacrifice of three
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bulls, each shown with a sword-wielding human, a dog and a cat-like

creature [6].

More revealing than these is the medieval Irish story of the Tain Bó

Cuailnge. At the end two great bulls – one dark and one white – fight a

tremendous duel and features of the Irish landscape are named after parts of

the dismembered body of one, while the other bull is still in one piece when

it dies, giving its name to another landmark.

He [the dark or brown bull, Donn Cuailnge] left Finnbennach’s

shoulderblade there – from which comes Finniethe, the White One’s

Shoulderblade, as the name of that district. He drank again at Ath

Luain, and left Finnbennach’s loins there – that is how the place was

named Ath Luain, the Ford of the Loins… He drank again at Tromma,

where Finnbennach’s liver fell from his two horns – from which comes

the name Tromma, or liver… Then he went on until he fell dead

between Ulster and Uí Echach at Drum Tairb. So Drum Tairb, the

Ridge of the Bull, is the name of that place. [7]

This episode is hard to see purely as an epic or folkloric explanation of local

toponyms. It seems rather to hark back to an older type of myth in which the

places were actually formed from the scattered parts of a great carcase. The

duelling bulls of the Tain appear to represent a merging of two themes, the

typical Indo-European cosmogony in which one twin is killed and

dismembered by the other, and the myth of the food-producing primordial

bovine. The latter type is partially preserved in another Irish tale, Adaigh

ConRói, which tells how Cu Roi carries off the cattle of Echde Echbel:

the cows let flow, for they had been driven without being milked. And

there grew a plant from that. Its name is Bo-eirne [‘Cattle of the

Erainn’]. [8]

Greek myth abounds with bulls and cows, many of whom are gods or

favoured mortals in disguise. One need only mention the stories of the

minotaur, or of Europa, to indicate the importance of bovine creatures to the

archaic Greek cosmos. But while the minotaur is concealed in a labyrinth

that can perhaps be interpreted as a cosmological design, and is associated
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with human sacrifice, there is no mention of dismemberment in any version

of the myth. A more interesting bovine is mentioned by Hesiod in the

Theogony. This is the ox that is slaughtered and divided by Prometheus to

inaugurate the institution of sacrifice. There is no suggestion of food-plants

growing from the corpse, however [9].

These mythological themes, and a wealth of material artefacts, show the

traditional importance of cattle to the early Indo-Europeans, an importance

remembered by their descendants even when cattle had ceased to be the

major measure of wealth. According to Tacitus, the cart of the Germanic

goddess Nerthus was drawn by cattle [10]. The Merovingian kings were

carried by ox-cart, rather than a horse-drawn carriage or chariot [11]. In

India, the primordial sacrifices were of a divine human and a horse, the latter

remembered in the mimetic Asvamedha; but the importance of the horse may

reflect a shift in emphasis that could be due to the military value of horses to

the belligerent arya castes. On the other hand, modern Hinduism has

famously retained at least a vestige of the original sanctity assigned to cattle.

In ancient Rome, the semi-divine twins Romulus and Remus were said to

have been suckled by a she-wolf, but the periodic renewal of the Roman

state, the Feriæ Latinæ, was effected by the sacrificial dismemberment of a

bull. To the Indo-Europeans generally, cattle represented mobile wealth:

bulls could provide energy for pulling wagons and ploughs, while cows

produced milk and calves, a dual source of nourishment.

Among the Scythians, and also in medieval Ireland, blood was taken from

living cattle and mixed with oatmeal or wine, or simply consumed neat [12].

The popular designation of certain types of wine as ‘bull’s blood’ may have

its origins in this practice. In ancient India, the intoxicating juice of Soma

(probably the hallucinogenic mushroom Amanita muscaria, according to R.

Gordon Wasson [13]) was mixed with milk, a practice that continued into

modern times among the few remaining shamans of Siberia. These practices

reflect an extremely ancient view of cattle as the supreme providers of

nourishment, as well as hinting at the early sitiogonic (food-creating) rôle of

the first bovine and the homologies that lie at the heart of Indo-European

cosmology.

According to the Satapatha Brahmana, plants came into being when
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Prajapati burned a libation of milk or ghee (a milk product) mixed with

hair [14]. This is in accordance with the basic Indo-European premise:

that the sacrificed bovine was reduced to its bodily fluids, which

generated plants. The bovine, like the primordial twins, sprang from the

congealed liquids that resulted from the interaction of fire and water,

the initial reaction that led to the creation of the cosmos. Indo-European

tradition generally identifies blood with wine or, in the case of the

Norse myth of Kvasir, mead. Kvasir was made from the combined

spittle of the Æsir and Vanir, but was later killed by two dwarfs, and

mead was made by mixing his blood with honey [15].

If the bull is a symbol of virility and strength, then the cow is emblematic of

fecundity, nourishment and maternal care. The Indo-European primordial

bovine seems to be both bull and cow combined. The Norse myth stresses

the production of milk, while the Iranian tradition places its emphasis on

semen and marrow, for example. In the same way the cosmogonic twins are

either hermaphroditic or produce offspring by some mysteriously

spontaneous generative process. The most important factor, however, is the

association of the bovine with food and the origins of food-plants.

AUÐHUMLA, HATHOR AND THE BULL OF HEAVEN

Auðhumla’s name – also given in various manuscripts as Auðumla and

Auðumbla – refers directly to the old idea of cattle (and foodstuffs in

general) as wealth. The first element of her name is plainly Old Icelandic

auðr, ‘riches, wealth’. The second is less certain, but attempts have been

made to relate it to English dialect words such as hummel and humble,

meaning ‘hornless cow’ [16]. This interpretation, while plausible, seem

rather weak when looked at more closely. Tacitus tells us, in Germania 5,

that the Germanic tribes herded hornless cattle [17]. If cows were commonly

without horns, there little sense in using hornlessness as a distinguishing

feature. Unfortunately, there is not much to guide us toward a more

satisfying interpretation.
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Auðhumla’s resemblance to the Egyptian mother-goddess Hathor, whose

most popular guise was that of a cow, has often been remarked [18]. Hathor

has an undeniably cosmological relevance – she is the star-speckled sky

represented in bovine form, and she dwells in the Tree of Heaven, as

provider of food for the souls of the dead. Originally, Hathor represented

only one segment of the sky, as her name (‘House of Horus’) indicates. She

was associated with fertility and the flooding of the Nile, and was a patron

deity to pregnant women and lovers, the focus of a widespread and complex

cult [19]. Auðhumla and Hathor are both cows and providers of

nourishment. Hathor has a genuine cosmological function, as her legs are the

four cardinal points, which could perhaps be equated with the four streams

of milk produced by Auðhumla. But that is just about where the resemblance

ends. Hathor plays no part in the creation of the cosmos. Unlike the ox

Evagdad, she is not herself the raw material from which food-plants spring.

Auðhumla herself is not slaughtered to create such plants, but is still the

source of the first nourishment.

A bull features in a vaguely cosmogonic rôle in the Mesopotamian Epic of

Gilgamesh, where the Bull of Heaven is slain by Enkidu and its thigh (or

shoulder) is torn off and flung at the goddess Ishtar. This may be an

astronomical myth, an explanation of the origin of a constellation, as the

Egyptians called the seven main stars of Ursa Major the Bull’s Thigh. When

the Bull of Heaven is made for Ishtar by her father Anu, he forecasts that

famine will result, and asks:

[If I do what] thou askest [of me],

[There will be] seven years of (barren) husks.

Has thou gathered [grain for the people]?

Hast thou grown grass [for the beasts]? [20]

Interestingly, the creation of the Bull of Heaven results in famine.

Presumably the beast’s death was supposed to have resulted in renewed

fertility. As presented in the Epic of Gilgamesh, though, the myth is

inconclusive. But there is once again a suggestion of a common origin for

certain aspects of Semitic and Indo-European myth, one that cannot be

wholly explained away by diffusion from Mesopotamia. Auðhumla is a cow
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with an impeccable Indo-European pedigree, and her line may prove to be

older by far.

SUPERNATURAL AND DIVINE CATTLE IN GERMANIC TRADITION

Little remains in the Icelandic mythological texts to enable us to recreate the

probable rôle of Auðhumla’s predecessor in early Germanic myth. Other

Germanic sources are not much more helpful. Caesar describes how

Germanic youths proved their manhood by fighting aurochs [21], a custom

that may have some indirect relationship to the Mithraic tauroctony and the

bull-slaying scene on the Gundestrup cauldron. Unnatural cattle occur in

Norse sagas and folktales – in Eyrbyggja Saga and Laxdœla Saga, for

example. In the latter, an intelligent grey bull named Harri is able to locate

grazing for other cattle in winter by breaking through the ice and snow with

one of an extra pair of downward-growing horns. After Harri loses his ice-

breaking horn, he is slaughtered by his owner. That unfortunate man is

visited in a dream by a woman claiming to be the beast’s mother, who tells

him that she will cause his own son’s death in return [22]. Harri obviously

has something in common with Auðhumla – he is able to provide sustenance

for his fellows in icy conditions – but there seems little else to connect them

except membership of the bovine race. Elsewhere, cattle are the most

prominent sacrificial animal found in ritual or mortuary contexts of the

Anglo-Saxon period in England [23], but there are no useful pointers to the

existence of an early Germanic myth like that of Auðhumla in the Prose

Edda.

However, the iconography of the Gundestrup cauldron is especially

interesting. Bull-sacrifice is one of the cauldron’s most prominent themes.

The cauldron is now thought to have been manufactured in Eastern Europe,

most probably by a Thracian craftsman. One theorist, Nanny de Vries [24],

has associated the cauldron with the worship of the Phrygian mother goddess

Kybele, to whom the taurobolium was particularly important. Kybele

presided over birth, death and rebirth – the last being symbolically enacted

by means of the bull-sacrifice – and she was believed to be responsible for
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the growth of vegetation, often depicted wearing on her head a basket filled

with fruit. The Thracian area identified as the most likely place of

manufacture is certainly close enough to Asia Minor to allow for the

possibility of influence from the Kybele cult. But whether the Thracian

goddess or goddesses whom de Vries invariably identifies with Kybele can

be so unambiguously and completely identified is questionable, except

insofar as all Indo-European goddesses of the kind have many attributes and

titles in common, such as the Germanic goddess Nehalennia. Nevertheless,

there is no reason to believe that the Thracians did not specifically associate

the taurobolium with the growth of vegetation, and fecundity in general.

In the present context, the most interesting thing about the Gundestrup

cauldron is that it was discovered in Denmark. The Cimbri, whose homeland

was in the area where the cauldron was found, were a thorn in the flesh of

the Roman Empire for some years starting about 120 BCE, when they began

a roving campaign through Eastern Europe. They are known to have reached

the Balkans and to have had contact with the Scordisci, a Thracian-based

Celtic tribe allied with the Triballoi. Furthermore, they are recorded as

carrying with them large sacred cauldrons, allegedly used in human

sacrifices [25]. It is not unreasonable to allow the possibility of the Cimbri

acquiring the vessel that became known as the Gundestrup cauldron during

their Balkan sojourn. The bull is depicted on a number of other artefacts

found in Denmark, including fragments of cauldrons from Ra and

Sophienborg. What appear to be scenes of men vaulting and wrestling bulls

occur among the rock carvings of the Bronze Age in Sweden [26]. Indeed,

there is a wealth of evidence to show that cattle played an important part in

Scandinavian religion and ritual, including sacrificial rites from the Bronze

Age onward, long before the Gundestrup cauldron was made.

If the scenes depicted on the Gundestrup cauldron really can be connected

with a religion centred upon a Thracian goddess resembling Kybele, and if

the rites of that goddess had a similar intent, then perhaps the Cimbri prized

the cauldron because its purpose and design mirrored their own religious

practices, in part if not in whole. This would mean that the early Germanic

peoples of Scandinavia possessed at least a semblance of the Indo-European

myth of the generation of food-plants from the body of a sacrificed bull or
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cow. Unfortunately, the origins, iconography and purpose of the Gundestrup

cauldron are fraught with controversy and debate, and too reliant upon

conjecture to be of real value to the present study, except as circumstantial

evidence.

What there is of Auðhumla’s myth is already enough to relate that cow to

the Iranian ox Evagdad, and so with the sacrificial cattle of other Indo-

European traditions. The myth of the primordial bovine has been modified in

a number of different ways to cater for regional variations in the economic

structure and in the cultural status of certain animals, but to this day the cow

retains its main symbolic value as a provider of nourishment. Possibly one

day a text containing an older or more complete version of the myth of

Auðhumla will come to light. Until that happens, if it ever does, we must

make do with Snorri’s brief account, and with reconstructions based on

parallels from other Indo-European traditions.
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TIME AND THE HEAVENS

In common with all other ancient human societies, the heathen

Scandinavians perceived and measured the passage of time according to the

cycles of the sun, moon and stars, and the changes characteristic of the

seasons, which are themselves directly related to the apparent motion of the

heavens. For instance, the majority of Indo-European words for ‘month’ are

derived from the Proto-Indo-European word for the moon, *menes-, and are

related to various words meaning ‘measure’. Most Indo-European words for

‘day’ are from a root *dyeu- (*diw-), signifying ‘bright (sky)’, which is also

the source of the name of the Indo-European sky god. The Indo-European

terminology of time thus reflects its measurement by means of regularly-

occurring or cyclical natural phenomena, the most reliable and easily-

observed of which are the motions of the heavenly bodies and phenomena

derived from their movements. As Thomas Crump puts it,

The events most suitable for the measurement of time are those which

are determined by the position of the world in the configuration defined

by the other heavenly bodies – the sun, the moon, the planets and the

stars. It does not matter how any particular culture explains or

understands the succession of night and day, the seasons or the phases

of the moon, nor that the length of certain periods, such as that of the

solar year, is not precisely known. All that is needed is that the

observed movements of the heavenly bodies provide the basis for

whatever system is used for measuring time. [1]

And as Turville-Petre, discussing the astronomical and chronological

learning attributed to the twelfth-century Icelandic scholar Sæmundr

Sigfússon, known as ‘the Wise’, observes,
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The sciences astronomy and chronology were scarcely distinguishable

in the Middle Ages, for the one was based upon the other. [2]

WHEN TIME BEGAN

The heathen Scandinavians certainly recognised the importance of the

heavenly bodies in their conceptualisation of time and were able to account

for the mythical beginning of time by referring to the stars’ creation and

subsequent fixing in position by the gods. According to this scheme of

things, the outflowing of the waters of Hvergelmir, the birth of Ymir, Búri

and Auðhumla from the elements, the increase in the giants’ population, and

the creation of the cosmos from the giant’s corpse, despite being

chronologically-ordered events, all took place before time began. That is,

strictly speaking, those events were thought to have occurred before the

measurement of time began, before there was any way in which the passage

of time could be measured. On this point, Gylfaginning is quite specific:

Then they [the gods] took the sparks and embers that flew about after

they had been cast out of Muspellsheimr, and set them in the middle of

Ginnungahimin both above and below to give light to heaven and earth.

They gave places for all the flames, some in the sky, some roamed

loose in the sky, and they set them in place and shaped their paths. So it

is said in ancient lore that from them days were divided and reckoned…

Vǫluspá, in stanzas 5 and 6 – cited by Snorri in support of this explanation,

although otherwise having relatively little in common with the cosmogony

described by him in Gylfaginning – likewise dates the measurement of time

from the ordering of the most prominent and regular celestial lights – the

sun, moon, and fixed stars – if not from the actual moment of their creation.

The sun rushed southward,

the moon’s companion,

at the right hand

of heaven’s edge;
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the sun did not know

where her hall was,

the stars did not know

where their places were,

the moon did not know,

what might he had.

Then went all the gods

to their judgement seats,

the most holy gods,

and took their counsel;

night and her children

names they gave,

named morning

and mid-day,

mid-afternoon and evening,

to tell the time.

Stanzas 23 and 25 of another of Snorri’s known sources, Vafþrúðnismál,

agree that the reckoning of time is based on the motion of the celestial

bodies, specifically the sun and moon, and implies that it began with their

arrangement in the heavens. In Vafþrúðnismál, however, the origins and

ordination of the sun and moon are only partly attributed to divine

workmanship:

Mundilfœri he is called, the moon’s father,

and of the sun the same;

they travel the sky each day

for men to tell the time.

Dellingr he is called, the day’s father,

but night was born from Norr;

waxing moon and waning moon the able gods shaped,

for men to tell the time.

According to Snorri, the heavenly lights were created from the sparks that

came flying out of Muspellsheimr. He does not mention the sun and moon in
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this context, although they are not specifically excluded, and he quotes the

relevant verse from Vǫluspá immediately after his account of the gods’

manufacture of the celestial bodies from the fiery matter thrown out of the

fiery realm. In Vǫluspá á the origins of the sun, moon and stars are not

recounted; but Vafþrúðnismál, while it does not mention the stars, at least

tells us that the sun and moon have a father, while the personifications of

night and day are also said to have been born in some way.

Later in Gylfaginning, Snorri presents an explanation of the origins of sun

and moon that is almost certainly an attempt to reconcile several rather

different traditions.

(10) ‘Nǫrfi or Narfi [Nǫrr] was the name of a giant living in 

Jǫtunheimr. He had a daughter named Nótt [Night]. She was swarthy 

and dark like the family to which she belonged. She was first given in

marriage to a man called Naglfari. Their son was called Auðr. Next she

was given in marriage to one called Annarr. Their daughter was called

Jǫrð [Earth]. Finally, Dellingr had her, he was of the family of the Æsir. 

Their son was Dagr [Day]. He was bright and fair like his father’s side.

Then Alfǫðr took Nótt and Dagr her son and gave them two horses and 

two chariots and set them up in the sky so that they should ride round

the earth every twenty-four hours. Nótt rides first on a horse called

Hrímfaxi, and every morning he bedews the earth with the drops from

his bit. The horse of Dagr is called Skinfaxi, and all of air and earth are

lit up by his mane.’

(11) Then Gangleri said: ‘How does he steer the sun and moon on their

course?’

Hárr said: ‘There was a man named Mundilfœri who had two children.

They were so fair and beautiful that he called one of them Mána

[Moon] and the daughter Sól [Sun]. He gave her in marriage to a man

called Glenr. But the gods were angered at his arrogance and took the

brother and sister and set them up in the sky, making Sól drive the

horses which drew the chariot of the sun that the gods had shaped to

light the worlds from a spark which flew from Muspellsheimr. The

horses are named so: Árvakr and Alsviðr. Under the shoulder-blades of



126

the horses the gods put two bellows to cool them, and in some poems

that is called iron-cold. Mána steers the moon on its path and decides its

waxing and waning. He took two children from earth, and they were so

named: Bil and Hjúki, as they were going away from the spring that is

called Byrgir, bearing on their shoulders the pail called Sœgr and the

pole Símul. Viðfinnr is the name of their father. These children follow

Mána, as can be seen from earth.’

Then Gangleri said: ‘Swiftly moves the sun, and almost as if she were

afraid, and she could not travel faster if she were in dread of her life.’

Then Hárr answered: ‘It is not surprising that she goes at a great speed,

close behind is the one who seeks her. And her only way out is to run

away.’

Then Gangleri said: ‘Who is it that inconveniences her so?’

Hárr replied: ‘There are two wolves, and the name of the one pursuing

her is Skoll. She is afraid of him and he must catch her, and he is called

Hati Hróðvitnisson that runs ahead of her, and he wants to catch the

moon and so he will in the end.’ [3]

Snorri’s account is intriguing and complex. The horse-drawn chariots of sun

and moon are highly reminiscent of those in Greek and Roman tradition,

although the Bronze Age model sun-chariot from Trundholm in Denmark,

dating from around 1400 BCE, indicates that the idea had been around

Scandinavia for long enough to rule out a wholly classical source for

Snorri’s solar and lunar vehicles. Indeed, there is a demonstrable continuity

of such imagery from the Scandinavian Bronze Age onward [4]. Bil and

Hjúki, of course, can only be an old Scandinavian version of Jack and Jill

from the famous nursery rhyme, carrying their pail of water on a pole. There

is a wealth of information, mythological and folkloric, in this one short

chapter, but the most important detail in the present context is the reference

to Mundilfœri, already familiar from Vafþrúðnismál. In that poem, as in

Gylfaginning, he is said to be the father of the sun and moon.
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THE COSMIC MILL

There is always the possibility that this mysterious figure Mundilfœri is

meant to be their father only in a figurative sense; and indeed, in the second

of the two stanzas from Vafþrúðnismál given above, we are told that day

(dagr), too, has a father – Dellingr, the ‘Shining One’ (probably the sun) –

and that night (nótt) was born from Nǫrr, the ‘Narrow One’. These are 

obviously designed to account for the anthropomorphic entities associated

with these cosmic phenomena, just as the sun and moon are portrayed as

divine beings as well as celestial bodies. But the name Mundilfœri has

curious resonances: it is derived from the noun mundil, which denotes the

handle of a mill, specifically that of a box-mill, a lúðr; and the verb fara (or

fœra), ‘to move (along a path)’ – so that one possible translation of

Mundilfœri would be ‘Turner of the Mill-Handle’ [5]. Other interpretations

have been proposed – ‘the one who carries time’, or ‘the one who moves

himself according to fixed times’, for example – which are reasonable

enough in themselves [6]. But this interpretation of Mundilfœri is in closer

harmony with heathen cosmology. The Finnish epic poem Kalevala

describes the Sampo forged by the primeval smith Ilmarinen as a three-sided

mill grinding out salt, copper and grain; it has a revolving pictured cover,

and operates by night; and it is destined for the cold, gloomy wastes of

Pohjola in the far north. This seems to be nothing more nor less than a

reference to the night sky, with the constellations, the ‘pictured cover’,

wheeling about the northern polar axis.

The Sampo has close parallels in Norse mythology: the giantess-powered

mill Grotti of the Eddic poem Grottasongr; and the mill of Amloði, the

subject of a poem by the skald Snæbjorn, quoted by Snorri in

Skaldskáparmál. The first ends up in the sea while the second is identified

with the sea itself, although the poem also implies that the mill is actually an

island in the sea, an island-mill or eylúðr, somewhere out at the edge of the

world. But the lúðr upon which the giant Bergelmir and his family climb to

save themselves from the inundation caused by Ymir’s blood is also a mill,

literally a box-mill, its stand, or its wooden casing. In his translation of

Gylfaginning, Anthony Faulkes renders lúðr as both ‘ark’ and ‘box’ [7]. The

word can indeed also denote a coffin (and also a trumpet!), so there is a good
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chance that Snorri interpreted it broadly as ‘a wooden box’, thinking to

assimilate it to the story of Noah and the Ark, perhaps retaining the word

lúðr for its antique flavour at the expense of what would have been the more

appropriate ǫrk, meaning an ark, or wooden chest [8].

The image of the cosmos as a giant mill, with the rotating heavens

corresponding to the turning mill-stone, was used elsewhere in the Middle

Ages. For example, a manuscript illustration from fourteenth-century

Provence shows the sky as a revolving mechanism operated by a pair of

handle-turning angels [9]. Each of these, and especially the latter, may

reflect the ever-increasing interest in machines during the Middle Ages,

including the European invention of the mechanical clock in the thirteenth

century. But there are indications that they represent the continuation of a

much older idea, one that also found an expression in the cosmic mill of

Scandinavian myth.

The Mahābhārata tells how, in order to make amṛta, ambrosia, the gods and

demons get together to churn the ocean by turning Mount Mandara peak-

downward, placing it on the back of the supreme tortoise, and using the great

serpent Vāsuki as the cord to move it. The churning takes a very long time 

indeed: the friction causes fires, and juices and resins from herbs and trees

flow into the ocean, which turns to milk; the gods and demons themselves

become weary, so that the god Nārāyana (Viṣṇu) needs to give them strength 

and urge them on. After the god has granted this extra strength and spoken

his words of encouragement,

they waxed strong and all together they once more stirred mightily the

milk of the ocean. And then from the churning ocean there arose the

Sun of a hundred thousand rays, which seemed to equal it, and the

bright cool Moon of the tranquil light. [10]

In this ancient Indian epic, the sun and moon are produced as by-products of

an operation not unlike the turning of a handmill. The process also resembles

that other creative action that pervades Vedic symbolism, the twirling of

fire-sticks, which is also used as a metaphor or euphemism for masturbation

in theogonic contexts. The Mahābhārata account is, essentially, a reworking

of the basic framework of the Proto-Indo-European cosmogony: creation
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from water (by the mechanism used to make fire), followed by the

appearance of cosmic features. There is even a faint echo of the

dismemberment of the primordial twin, when the gigantic demon Rāhu is 

decapitated as the Dānavas (that is, the asuras) try to take the ambrosia for

themselves. Rāhu’s head is said to periodically swallow the sun and moon – 

it is held to be the cause of both solar and lunar eclipses, in other words, like

the wolf Mánagarmr mentioned in Vǫluspá, and his kin Skoll and Hati

Hróðvitnisson in Gylfaginning. The severed head becomes immortal because

Rahu manages to swallow some ambrosia, hence the continuation of those

phenomena.

TIME AND COSMOGONY

This contrasts with other traditions, including the Vedic creation hymn

Purusasūkta, which asserts that the moon was made from Purusa’s mind,

and the sun from his eye. Hymn X.72.7-9 from the Rig Veda gives a variant

account of the creation of the cosmos – although it still manages to refer to

the basic Indo-European cosmogonic themes – in which the cosmos is born

from dust kicked up by the gods as they dance. The process involves two

mutually-generating deities, Aditi and Daksa, personifications of infinity and

power respectively. But the hymn appears to attribute two quite different

origins to the sun:

When, O ye Gods, like Yatis [devotees], ye caused all existing things to

grow,Then ye brought Sūrya [the sun] forward who was lying hidden in 

the sea.

Eight are the Sons of Aditi who from her body sprang to life.With seven

she went to meet the Gods: she cast Mārtānda [the sun] far away. 

So with her Seven Sons Aditi went forth to meet the earlier age.She

brought Mārtānda thitherward to spring to life and die again. [11] 

The appearance of Sūrya from the sea accords broadly with the theme of fire 

in water, particularly as it is expressed by the Avestan xvarenah. Here
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though, the key idea is that the sun rises from the sea each morning, just as it

falls into it at evening. The sea in question is, of course, the body of water

that encircles the earth. The last verse refers to the daily death and

resurrection of the sun, which is exactly the same idea expressed in a

different way.

These sons of Aditi, the Ādityas, correspond in part with the Greek titans,

the last-born of whom is Kronos, time personified. As Hesiod puts it:

Last, after these, most terrible of sons,

The crooked-scheming Kronos came to birth

Who was his vigorous father’s enemy. [12]

There is, however, no suggestion in the Theogony that Hesiod meant Kronos

to be identified with the sun in the same way as Sūrya/Mārtānda, last-born of 

Aditi. Nor does Hesiod state explicitly that the castration of Ouranos by

Kronos marks the beginning of time. The castration of Ouranos bears only

the slightest resemblance to the cosmogonic dismemberment – indeed, it is

actually closer in form and spirit to certain Mesopotamian creation myths

[13]. But it may be significant that the mutilation of the primordial titan

Ouranos coincides with the rise of Kronos, just as Ymir’s death is linked to

the ordering of the heavenly bodies that marks the beginning of time in

Norse tradition.

In spite of Gylfaginning’s internal logic, Dellingr is presumably another

personification of the sun, and through the sun’s agency day comes into

being. Night, however, is not simply the absence of daylight. Rather, it is the

primal lightlessness that characterises the void Ginnungagap. The

chronological and hierarchical primacy of night is shown in the old

Germanic reckoning of the passage of days in terms of night, and the

common tendency of Indo-European and Semitic peoples to characterise

night as the first half of the diurnal cycle. While day and night are the

smallest units of time that can be measured against celestial phenomena, the

nocturnal light of the moon allows for measurement of the larger cycles, the

month and the year, although the sun came to be the conventional measure

for the latter. According to the Eddic poem Alvíssmál, in which Þórr goads

an erudite dwarf into listing the names given by various races to sundry
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natural features, the álfar call the moon ártali, the ‘year-counter’. This is in

accordance with the lunar calendar once prevalent in many ancient cultures,

and known from a number of sources to have been used by the Germanic

heathens in historic times. Unfortunately, written evidence for early

Germanic calendrical systems suggest a twelve-month solar calendar in

common use in historical times [14], but all Germanic words for ‘month’ are

derived from a Proto-Germanic *mðnoðaz, from *mðnan-, ‘moon’. Jónas

Kristjánsson [15] notes that the pagan Norsemen preferred to express the

tally of years in terms of winters, indicating that the dark winter period was

seen as analogous to night.

YMIR’S EYES?

Previous chapters have shown that in some traditions the two main celestial

chronometers, the sun and moon, were believed to have been created from

the body of the dismembered primordial twin. The myths tend to agree that

the sun is of the essence of the eyes, of vision; while the moon is associated

with the mind. The relationship is, of course, two-way, so that sight and

mind have the characteristics of sun and moon respectively. Lincoln [16]

stresses this point. He suggests that the moon/mind homology was

‘extremely fragile, resting as it did on a phonological resemblance rather

than on substantive, morphological, or positional bases’ as is the case with

other aspects of the Indo-European system. However, he fails to take into

account the simple fact that at night, the time when most people tend to do

the bulk of their sleeping, the eyes close – so that the main cycle of opening

and closing of the eyes echoes the rising and setting of the sun. The lunar

cycle does not share the diurnal rhythms of sun and sleep.

The purpose of this chapter is simply to locate the archaic conceptualisation

of time within the cosmogonic tradition, and to show how the beginning of

time is accounted for in the Norse myths and some other Indo-European

traditions. There is much more that could be said on this fascinating and

complex subject. Clearly, time – like the space bounded by the physical

world – was believed to have sprung directly from the cosmogonic act. The
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Eddic tradition does not relate the beginning of time to Ymir’s

dismemberment, but parallel themes in other, non-Germanic, traditions

indicate that the sun may once have been characterised as Ymir’s eye. The

appearance of sun and moon is placed at the very beginning by one Icelandic

source, however:

At the beginning of the world, said Sæmundr the priest, the sun, newly

fashioned, rose up due east, and a full moon rose in the evening. [17]

The idea of the sun as an eye may be dimly discerned in the myth of Óðinn’s

eye, which, hidden in the Well of Mímir according to Vǫluspá á 28, where it

is indirectly associated with mead and the well itself. This suggests the

theme of fire in water discussed earlier, in which case Óðinn’s lost eye can

be equated with the sun. The Well of Mímir, Mímisbrunnr, is one aspect of

that triad of wells beneath the World Tree that includes Urðarbrunnr, the

Well of Urðr where the Norns go about their business. The Well of Urðr is

remarkably similar to the cave of the Moirai, the Fates of Greek myth, which

has a decidedly lunar quality [18]. This suggests that Óðinn’s eye is

associated simultaneously with a solar motif and a lunar symbol. As it is,

Mímisbrunnr is associated by Snorri with knowledge and wisdom, while

Urðarbrunnr is linked to time and fate. Paul C. Bauschatz [19] has argued

persuasively that the well of the Norns should be interpreted as a metaphor

for the flow of time; he notes that the names of the three Norns – Urðr,

Verðandi, and Skuld – all have connotations of ‘becoming’, or ‘turning

into’, pointing to a collective responsibility for the passage of time. This

would be appropriate for goddesses associated with the moon, ártali, the

template for the calendrical months.

Perhaps Óðinn has come to lose an eye by virtue of the part he plays in the

slaughter of Ymir – although there are many other factors that need to be

considered when examining the complicated matter of Óðinn’s eye. Such a

displacement would help to explain why Ymir’s own eyes are not accounted

for in the cosmogonic metamorphosis. But reconciling this possibility with

the birth of sun and moon related in Gylfagining is difficult. Maybe Snorri

has mixed formal myth with popular folklore – although Vafþrúðnismál may

be cited as evidence that at least one branch of Icelandic mythology included
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such a belief. And we cannot assume there ever was such a thing as a formal

or definitive Germanic mythology. As it is, the Eddas are the best we have.

In the absence of anything else resembling structured, formalised mythology

they must be accorded some respect, even if caution is always advised.





135

LIFE, INFLUENCES AND SOURCES

Taken as a whole, the Germanic cosmogonies and associated cosmological

ideas are firmly in line with other Indo-European traditions. There is the key

Indo-European theme of creation from fire and water; the primordial twins;

the cosmogonic dismemberment; the nourishment-giving bovine; and the

reversal of the cosmogonic process that results in the creation of the first

mortal humans. There is evidence of the periodic ritual enactment of the

cosmogonic slaughter and dismemberment, to reaffirm the social and cosmic

orders, and to ensure their continued existence. All of these practices and

motifs are in keeping with their counterparts in Rome, Greece, India, Iran,

the Celtic lands, and other Indo-European cultures – in structure and spirit, if

not in exact form or language. Germanic creation mythology is wholly Indo-

European, and the available evidence strongly favours the one-time

existence of a more or less unified Germanic mythology, as the genetic

model of Indo-European dispersal would suggest. It is unnecessary to

postulate borrowing from other cultures, Indo-European or otherwise, to

account for isolated themes such as that of Auðhumla.

There is, however, one problem with this view. Everything hinges on the

Norse myths, and especially Snorri’s Edda. As the major carrier of

Germanic creation myth, that work is of paramount importance, and –

despite the substantial correlation and supplementation from non-

Scandinavian Germanic and Classical sources – its integrity needs to be

established, as does that of its author.

The Norse cosmogony preserved in the Old Icelandic Eddas must be viewed

in the wider Indo-European context and not just as a late flowering of

Germanic mythological tradition. Each of the main themes is traditionally

Indo-European. But what does that really signify? The dismemberment of
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Ymir resembles that of Purusa much too closely to be merely an accident of

parallel development. There are versions of the cosmogonic slaughter and

the metamorphosis of body into cosmos, followed by the reversal of that

process in the creation of the human form from the consituent elements of

the macrocosm, in the traditions of Ireland, Rome, Greece and Iran. The

primordial interaction of fire with water is similarly widespread, as are

bovine origins of foodstuffs associated with Auðhumla. These different, but

inherently related, mythological strands are drawn together in the Prose

Edda of Snorri Sturluson, the most complete surviving record of Germanic

mythology. It would, therefore, be instructive to take a brief look at his life

and possible influences.

As we have seen, Snorri made plentiful use of a number of already-existing

mythological poems – Vǫluspá, Vafþrúðnismál, Grímnismál, and so on.

Their existence prior to Snorri’s Edda is beyond doubt. But no one of these

poems gives a full picture in the way that Snorri does, and a significant

amount of material found in Snorri’s texts cannot be found anywhere else in

Old Norse literature. Snorri may well have known a number of poems, in

oral or written form, that are now lost; but doubt must always remain when

incontrovertible proof is not forthcoming. Perhaps that doubt can be

assuaged somewhat by considering any relevant non-Scandinavian traditions

that Snorri could have known and utilised.

Born in 1178 or 1179, Snorri was the son of a wealthy and powerful man,

Sturla Þórðarson, and brought up as the foster-son of Jón Loptsson, a poet,

whose grandfather was Sæmundr Sigfússon the Wise, a historian proficient

in Latin, and who was traditionally believed to have studied astronomy in

France, where he is known to have studied as a youth. Snorri grew up in an

atmosphere of learning and followed in his father’s footsteps, becoming rich

and influential in his own right. He held the office of Lawspeaker twice, and

spent time at the Norwegian royal court and in Sweden. Unfortunately for

Snorri, he supported the losing side in the war between King Hákon and

Duke Skúli, and was assassinated by agents of the victorious Hákon in 1241.

Snorri wrote four major works: the collection of kings’ sagas known as

Heimskringla; and the three mythological and poetic texts Gylfaginning,

Skáldskaparmál, and Hattatál, known collectively as the Prose Edda. He is
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also sometimes credited with having written Egils saga Skallagrímssonar,

which details the life and deeds of that notorious poet and wizard. Snorri

obviously knew a great deal about the recorded history of Iceland and

Scandinavia, and the traditions that informed and preceded the contemporary

chronicles, and seems to have had an encyclopaedic knowledge of scaldic

poetry [1].

Snorri’s association with the family of Sæmundr the Wise would help to

account for the breadth of his local interests, and might be thought to give

some clue as to the nature and scope of his wider knowledge. But too little is

known of Sæmundr’s own life for us to hope that it might shed much light

on the extent of Snorri’s learning. The Christian presence on Iceland, from

the first Irish anchorites to the formal conversion of the Icelanders in 1000,

would undoubtedly have brought with it some knowledge of the Classical

authors, and probably the mythological and epic traditions of Ireland and

Britain. Snorri was certainly familiar to some extent with the epics of Homer

and Virgil, as his references to Troy and characters and episodes of the

Trojan War in the Prologue and Gylfaginning indicate; but no thorough

reading of those is indicated, and there is nothing to suggest that he knew

Ovid, Lucretius, Pliny, Plutarch, Herodotus or Hesiod – though he may well

have come across references to their works. Anthony Faulkes [2] has noted

that ideas found in the Prologue to Snorri’s Edda are paralleled in various

Classical and medieval scholarly and theological works. Of particular

relevance to this study are Faulkes’ contention that the ‘idea of the body as a

microcosm of the earth has a long history in European literature’ [3], in

support of which he cites a number of sources that mention the same kind of

physical coorrespondences that are evident in the transformation of Ymir.

Faulkes correctly identifies the creation from fire and water as a pointed

contrast to the accepted Christian doctrine of creation ex nihilo [4].

Possibly Snorri came across various Celtic tales, or their local Icelandic

renderings, at some time in his life. There was a long-standing connection

between Iceland and Ireland, and it is thought that the authors of some sagas

– most notably Laxdœla Saga – were influenced by such Irish tales as Fled

Bricrend (Bricriu’s Feast) [5]. What is more, Arthurian tradition had found

its way to Iceland by the thirteenth century, and the Merlinússpá of
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Gunnlaugr Leifsson, a verse rendering of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s

Prophecies of Merlin, appeared shortly before Snorri’s first published work.

The popular story of Tristan and Isolde was also already known in

Scandinavia [6]. However, the cosmogonic elements discernible in both

Arthurian romance and medieval Irish literature are distorted and

fragmentary. We do not known if there ever was a complete and clearly-

defined cosmogony current among the Celts in historical times.

Snorri is most unlikely to have come across Indian or Iranian myth. Indeed,

almost certainly the only non-European text or tradition that Snorri was at all

familiar with was the Bible – and there is precious little of that in the Prose

Edda. The composers of the scaldic and Eddic poems that constitute Snorri’s

known sources would probably have been even more limited in their

reading, if not their listening. More than a few Scandinavians did visit the

eastern Mediterranean before Snorri’s time, and Ibn Fadlan’s tenth-century

account of the Viking Rus dwelling along the Volga shows that there was

some contact, however tenuous, between Scandinavia and the Arab world

[7]. Germanic warriors may even have acquired knowledge of Semitic

religions while serving in the armies of Rome, and transmitted relevant

stories and beliefs to their compatriots at home in Germania. Such lines of

communication could explain the presence of certain seemingly exotic

motifs – the mourning for Baldr, and the story of Freyja’s search for Óðr, for

example – that would seem at first glance to belong to Semitic myth rather

than the Indo-European tradition, although the point is debatable [8]. Such

contact is unlikely to account for much more than a few such motifs,

however.

Faulkes is probably correct in concluding that Snorri’s approach to his native

mythology was influenced by contemporary and earlier Latin scholarship;

but his summary is very revealing:

The analogies between the earth and living creatures… are developed

much further than in any other medieval writer I know, and in a very

individual way, and the author might have arrived at them

independently. Nevertheless, the similarities with European writings,

though they do not prove dependence, show that the author was



139

thinking in a similar way to medieval Latin writers, and was not

following a specifically Norse train of thought. [9]

This argument is not convincing. Its validity depends partly on accepting

that there was no independent, deep-rooted Norse tradition of the type, and

partly on the assumption that whatever Snorri did not borrow from the Latin

writers was simply ‘arrived at’ through his own Latin-influenced thinking.

Admittedly, Faulkes is here referring specifically to the Prologue, although

he does consider other material from the Prose Edda in the course of his

discussion. But the emphasis should be on the simple fact that the cosmic

analogies in the Prologue foreshadow the cosmogonic transformation given

in Gylfaginning, and that this in turn can be found in earlier Icelandic

mythological poems. And, of course, traces and parallels to that cosmogony

can be found in other Germanic contexts, both heathen and Christian –

incongruously and unorthodoxly in case of the latter. Furthermore, not one

of those medieval Latin authors, and precious few of their Classical

predecessors, give the broad sweep of archaic Indo-European creation

mythology in its entirity, as Snorri undoubtedly does in Gylfaginning.

THE CONTINUITY OF GERMANIC TRADITION

Ultimately, there is no really convincing evidence that could support any

contention that the Norse cosmogony, as presented by Snorri, was borrowed

piecemeal or derived in its entirity from any other tradition. Athough for

does not necessarily constitute evidence against, in this case the dearth of

evidence is hard to interpret in any other way. Furthermore, the constituent

parts of the Norse cosmogony are wholly Indo-European in nature and their

flavour is distinctively Germanic. In this respect, the absence of any likely

non-Scandinavian candidates for Snorri’s lost sources is telling, if not

conclusive. The same is true of the close parallels between the Eddic

creation myths and the fragmentary cosmogonic traditions of other

Germanic peoples. The extant Scandinavian cosmogonic texts – parts of

which are remarkably well-preserved, even where variations are discernible
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– are probably direct descendants of an older, Germanic version of the

ancestral Proto-Indo-European creation myth.

This tradition did not disappear with the coming of Christianity to the

various Germanic peoples. The Germanic cosmogony – along with its

cosmological ripples, the complex network of analogies and homologies that

define the Indo-European worldview and provide a matrix for understanding

the interplay of world, society, and individual body – like many other facets

of Germanic heathenism became incorporated into the Christian tradition, on

the popular level as well as the learned. Obviously, the emphasis changed:

Adam and the Christian God became the focus of this synthesis, but the

essential framework remained more or less intact. The basic substances of

the cosmos, originally the scattered and metamorphosed members of the

primal Twin, are recombined in the body of Adam. Instead of Óðinn, or the

second twin, God delineates earth and the heavens, and subsequently

presides over the creation of humanity from the stuff of earth. Cædmon’s

Hymn, the Wessobrunner Gebet and the Code of Emsig illustrate the

phenomenon. The sentiment is ultimately Christian, but the imagery is

inherently heathen. Much of it was already ancient when the Christian era

began.

One factor that may be directly relevant to the tenacity of pagan themes

among the Germans is the apparent cultural continuity in Germany and the

southern part of Scandinavia from the Bronze Age onwards. From the time

of the Jastorf and Harpstedt cultures (the middle of the first millenium BCE)

– perhaps three thousand years prior to that, if the Battle Axe people of the

region spoke a form of Indo-European – right up to the time of the Roman

invasion of Britain in the first century CE, the early Germans seem not to

have had any great urge to expand their territories. The Germans would have

had dealings with the Celts to their south, and with those west of the Rhine.

They had contacts with the Uralic peoples to their north, and Slavs to the

east. The Romans had two sorts of military dealings with the Germans – as

enemies and as employers of Germanic auxiliaries – up to and including that

time. But, on the whole, the early Germans spent at least a millenium

confined to that one region, with little other influence or interference from

outside. Everything hinges on the Jastorf and Harpsted peoples being
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linguistically and culturally Germanic. So far their credentials do look to be

in order.

However, fairly certainly the Germanic-speakers did not begin their travels –

or resume them, depending on which explanation of Indo-European origins

and dispersal one chooses to believe – until a couple of decades before the

first century BCE. Even then that may have been stimulated by the horizon-

expanding contacts with the forces of imperial Rome. Such near-isolation

would go some way toward explaining the remarkable preservation in that

region, with little significant change, of early Indo-European myth and

cosmology. Its expression has altered in line with the growth of, and changes

in, Germanic culture, but it is still coherent and still recognisably Indo-

European. That is in marked contrast to the Celts and Slavs, whose creation

mythology has all but disappeared; and to the Romans, whose cosmogony

has become almost wholly absorbed into the fabric of the legendary history

of their city; or the Greeks, whose cosmogony has patently been restructured

to accommodate motifs imported from Mesopotamian sources. The

preservation of Germanic creation mythology is not just due to isolation or

cultural conservatism, however. By an ironic accident, its essence has been

preserved by those Christian scholars who sought to destroy it, and its detail

by people like Snorri Sturluson, whose sense of poetry and love of learning

proved stronger and ultimately more enduring than the dictates of his faith.
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The highest wisdom has but one science – the science of the whole – the

science explaining the whole creation and man’s place in it.

Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace.

Specialisation and religious schisms notwithstanding, Tolstoy’s words

would probably be met with approval by scientists and theologians alike.

Their motives are different, of course: the religious functionary necessarily

sees creation in terms of divinity, and humanity as the deity’s favoured

creature; a viewpoint naturally at odds with dispassionate scientific

empiricism. But each asks pretty much the same questions concerning our

origins, our destination, and our place in the grand scheme of things. It can

be argued that all fields of inquiry, all theorising, lead ultimately to this end.

Since the first humans began to communicate meaningfully with one another

– indeed, since the beginnings of what we would now define as

consciousness or self-awareness – we have sought to explain the nature of

things and to discover our rôle in relation to the rest of the cosmos. The

obvious way to begin any such explanation is with the beginning.

The importance of aetiology – the study of the origins of things – to our

collective self-image cannot be over-emphasised. We need to know how and

why our world and ourselves came into being; we require some assurance

that we exist for a purpose; and we would like to have some inkling of what

the end will be. Since time immemorial human beings have been obsessed

with genealogy and lineage, with the beginnings of family, community and

nationality, and with the mysteries of birth and death. Cosmogony and

eschatology have always the wider cosmological equivalents of these human

concerns. As we have seen, the traditional cosmos occurs in two forms. The

microcosmic form is the human body, the cosmos in miniature. The



144

macrocosmic is the cosmos, the human body expanded to immense size. In

order to facilitate this two-fold cosmos, the parts of one are transformed into

appropriate parts of the other. Each has its characteristic essence, so that one

part is always the same as the corresponding feature, no matter that their

outward forms may seem radically different.

In Indo-European cosmology, the origins of the cosmos and of humanity are

explicitly compared. The creation of the cosmos mirrors that of humanity –

indeed, the origin of one is the origin of the other. They are one and the

same. Human institutions, society and religion, are constructed according to

the same pattern and incorporate the same qualities and essences within the

corresponding parts of their structures. All spring from the same source: the

shape and structure of the human body. This basic identity of cosmic

structure with human religion, society and physiology is the fundamental

characteristic of the Indo-European worldview.

The transformations are not difficult to understand. The essences that Ymir’s

limbs and organs have in common with their cosmic counterparts can be

identified either visually or qualitatively. Hair grows out of flesh, as trees

grow from soil. Flesh is the soft part of the body, soil is the soft part of the

earth. Bones and mountains are the hard skeletons of body and world

respectively. Blood (or sweat) is liquid, as are the waters of rivers and seas.

Clouds can look very much like the grey convolutions of an exposed brain.

Teeth and broken bones can readily be equated with pebbles and rocks, both

for their hardness and for their separation from the greater skeletal

frameworks. The dome of the skull is the same shape as the imagined vault

of the sky.

There is a minor conceptual leap from this transformation, in which the

bodily parts are apportioned to the cosmos without much regard for

hierarchical position, to the next. It would perhaps be expected that the

tripartite division of the cosmos – sky, earth, underworld – should conform

with the tripartite functional division of the human body. As the seat of

reason, the senses (with the exception of touch) and speech, the head would

be a natural choice for homology with the uppermost region of the cosmos.

The sky is the home of the gods, and therefore the place of rule; it is the

location of sun and moon, and so of light; and it is the source of wind, which
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is analogous to the breath of life, the spirit. The sun, emblematic of divinity,

is the archetypal fire, linked with speech, inspiration and poetry. Although

they are not mentioned as a part of Ymir’s transmogrification, other Indo-

European sources suggest that the sun and moon were the eyes of the

primordial giant. Otherwise, only Ymir’s skull and brains find an

appropriate home in the mythic sky.

The middle layer, the terrestrial realm, should accord with Dumézil’s second

function, as the sky conforms to the first. There is a problem with this, in

that flesh, bone, hair and blood – the major constituents of earth in their

equivalent forms soil, stone, vegetation and water – are found in each of the

three bodily segments. The position of bone/stone is appropriate to the

second function quality of strength, and it could be argued that spilt blood

would be an apposite symbol of the warrior’s occupation – but these are

conjectural, and lack hard textual or folkloric evidence.

As for the lowest division, the underworld: this is the place of third function

qualities, sexual, gastric, sensual, excretory. No Germanic source tells us

what became of Ymir’s sexual organs, or his digestive tract. Indeed, these

are ignored by all extant Indo-European sources. Considering the importance

of sex in general, and the great importance attached to the generative organs

in Hinduism in particular, this is quite extraordinary. It seems unlikely to be

due to a taboo or iconographic restriction current in the Proto-Indo-European

period, as phallic depictions or sexually-explicit myths and rituals are found

throughout the pre-Christian and pre-Islamic Indo-European world. In a

cosmological context, various images of the axis mundi have a phallic

aspect. The pillar-stone of Uisnech, an Irish omphalos, was characterised as

the ‘member of Fergus’, for example [1]. The medieval alchemical motif of

the arbor philosophica sprouting from the groin of Adam is explicit [2].

Yet like the underworld, the sexual and excretory organs are usually

covered, out of sight. Their workings are matters for privacy and seclusion.

Furthermore, the growth of plants generally begins underground; and when

eaten they return to the analogous part of the body. The human cycle neatly

reverses that: we are born from the belly, via the external genitalia, and at

death return through an opening in the ground to the cold womb of the earth.

The cycles of growth and eating and of birth and death are not separate
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issues. Farming is essentially the planting of seed in soil and the harvesting

of whatever crop results; sex is the introduction of semen into the uterus, and

birth the harvest. When the dead are buried, it is the same as when we eat the

fruits of agriculture.

The transformation of Ymir’s body is quite clear as far as the first function is

concerned, much less so with regard to the second and third. But the general

structure seems sound enough if we move away from the straightforward

substitution of body for cosmos. The situation with regard to social structure

is even more complex. Its connection with the cosmogonic dismemberment

is only vague in Germanic tradition; although Indian myth boldly asserts that

the social classes arose from the body of Purusa. The reconstructions and

suggestions made herein, while remaining tentative or conjectural, at least

have the confident Indian mythology as supporting evidence; and they

clearly accord with the logic of the Indo-European cosmological system. But

if the undifferentiated Germanic-speaking peoples ever had a myth

explaining the origins of social divisions in terms of the cosmogonic

dismemberment, then it has become irreversibly dissolute. On the other

hand, in Rígsþula we have some proof that at least one branch of Germanic-

speakers did formally recognise a version of the typical Indo-European

social tripartition and assign it a ritual or mythic origin.

The intricate exchanges between body, cosmos and society are largely

facilitated by the ritualised tripartition of each aspect of the whole. It is not a

uniformly simplistic process, however. The nature of these transformations –

in which metaphor and homology are accepted as physical processes, not

just as poetic expressions of likeness or kinship – means that these

qualitative connections between things can sometimes only be traced with

difficulty. Furthermore, it means that corroborative evidence can sometimes

be found in unexpected places.

This is especially true of Germanic cosmogony, where we are further

handicapped by the fragmentary nature of the sources, those of Iceland

excepted; but it also applies to various parts of Indo-European cosmogonies

in general. At times a direct transference of functional essences seems only

notional, or follows obscure routes. For example, the qualities bestowed by

three gods upon the first human couple in the Eddas would perhaps be
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expected to have some kind of underlying trifunctional purpose, but none is

apparent until the analysis has gone considerably further afield.

Displacement can occur, or the transference can take place wholesale but

incoherently, apparently with little regard for trifunctional shape or structure.

On the whole, these are the inevitable consequences of the passage of time

and evolving cultural variety. Comparison with other Indo-European

traditions generally helps resolve individual or isolated problems, allowing

for a satisfactory analysis of most aspects of Germanic cosmogonic myth.

One interesting aspect of the Indo-European cosmogonic process is its

reconciliation of a fundamental cosmic duality – more accurately a bipolarity

– with the tripartite structure of Indo-European religion and society. In the

Icelandic creation myth, the void Ginnungagap separates two opposing

states imagined in terms of physical qualities. In the north, there is cold,

water, darkness; to the south, heat, fire, light. In the space between, the two

states meet and interact to produce a different order of existence: the realm

of humanity and the products of human imagination and endeavour. The

bipolar structure is natural and of nature. It distinguishes day from night,

male from female, fire from water, earth from sky, dry from moist, life from

death, left from right. The trifunctional system envisaged and imposed by

the Indo-Europeans is concerned with the human body and human affairs; it

moulds the cosmos in its own image, so that the entire bipolar order of

nature is embraced and subtly altered. It remains substantially the same, but

on it is superimposed a structure that reflects the tripartite edifice

constructed by human beings in their own image, which itself incorporates

the bipolarity of raw nature. From the giant Ymir, product of the primordial,

bipolar elemental state, comes the new cosmic order. The two structures

exist in tandem, in balance, each dependant on the other for its being.

The main focus of the present study has inevitably been on ancient texts and

archaic beliefs. But what happened to Indo-European cosmology and

creation myths in Europe? Did they wither away and disappear, first

suppressed by the Church, then denied and dismissed in the face of

industrialisation and rational science?

Georges Duby [3] has shown that the tripartite social structure proposed by

Dumézil was formally acknowledged by Christian functionaries in medieval
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France. According to Adalbero, bishop of Laon, in a poem written between

1027 and 1031: ‘Triple then is the house of God which is thought to be one:

on Earth, some pray, others fight, still others work; which three are joined

together and may not be torn asunder; so that on the function of each the

works of the others rest, each in turn assisting all’ [4]. The eleventh-century

Gesta episcoporum cameracensium – the Deeds of the Bishops of Cambrai –

contains a report of a speech made by another bishop, Adalbero’s cousin

Gerard of Cambrai, which Duby dates to shortly before Adalbero’s poem.

Gerard’s introductory remarks reportedly included an assertion that ‘since

the beginning, mankind has been divided into three parts, among men of

prayer, farmers, and men of war’ [5].

Gerard had his own agenda, and his statement is the logical culmination of a

series of pronouncements he made on the functional relationship between

Church and State. But his utterance was highly influential. The prevailing

worldview of early medieval Christian Europe was one of simple

dichotomy: heaven and earth, divided between spiritual and temporal

powers, embodied in the dualities of papacy and kingship, Church and State.

Underpinning this was a further dualism: clergy and nobility together

represented ‘order’, and were thus distinct from the chaotic masses. The

trifunctional scheme outlined by Adalbero and Gerard was instrumental in

effecting the adoption of a different social cosmos, one in which the ‘orders’

of humanity are once again identified with the social functionalisation of

humanity at large, just as they were before Christianity swept the old

heathen cosmological scheme into the geographical and religious margins of

Europe.

As Duby has shown, Gerard’s trifunctional scheme was to become one of

the ideological foundations of feudalism, particularly in England and France.

It was modified and reiterated a number of times over the next few hundred

years. For example, in 1610 another influential text appeared, Charles

Loyseau’s Traité des Ordres et Simples Dignitez, which includes this

statement: ‘Some are devoted particularly to the service of God; others to the

preservation of the State by arms; still others to the task of feeding and

maintaining it by peaceful labours. These are are our three orders or estates

general of France, the Clergy, the Nobility, and the Third Estate’ [6]. And so
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French society was ordered until the Ancien Regime was toppled by

revolution in the last decade of the eighteenth century.

For all his painstaking and thoughtful analysis, Duby never really explains

how and why the Indo-European trifunctional model made its reappearance

and once again became the dominant social ideal. Indeed, from his study it is

apparent that theologians resorted to increasingly tortuous and fine

arguments to justify the resurgence of a system that was clearly alien to the

central tenets of Christian belief. As we have already seen, a number of

Christian texts from roughly the same period owe their central idea – the

creation of humanity from the differentiated stuff of the cosmos – to the

Indo-European cosmogonic tradition. Adalbero and Gerard lived at a turning

point in French history: the replacement of one line of Germanic kings, the

Carolingians, by another, the Capetians. Both bishops were from Germanic

or Gallo-Germanic stock. Perhaps the stress of the times caused Gerard and

his cousin Adalbero to hark back – consciously or otherwise – to an older

social tradition, one deeply ingrained in the Germanic worldview?

At the time Adalbero and Gerard were reformulating the trifunctional

system, mythological poems such as Rígsþula were still remembered in

Iceland, and were probably still current among die-hard heathens. Rígsþula‘s

social stratification is not wholly identical with Gerard’s expression of

trifunctionalism, but each is descended from the ancient Indo-European

model. Scandinavian social structure in the Middle Ages was a departure

from the early Germanic pattern, and the contemporaneous societies of

England and the continental Germans had also diverged from that template.

But they are recognisable as offshoots of the ancestral stem. France had

formerly been organised according to the Gaulish version of

trifunctionalism, the druides, equites and plebes recorded by Caesar.

Something akin to the Gaulish form of tripartition may have existed in

Britain, in which case early English social structure too would have been

superimposed on a pre-existing manifestation of the same thing.

Elsewhere in Germanic Europe pagan cosmological ideas survived in

fragments. These were either distorted by amalgamation with Christian

teachings; or incorporated into heroic poems that looked to the Christian god

rather than to the pagan ones. The Code of Emsig and Rituale Ecclesiae
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Dunelmensis are examples of the former, along with the Wessobrunner

Gebet, the Anglo-Saxon Genesis and Cædmon’s Hymn. The latter type

includes the song of Hroðgar’s minstrel from Beowulf. As we have seen, the

cosmogonic aspects of these fragments, once stripped of their Christian

trappings, compare well with the creation mythologies of other branches of

Indo-European tradition.

These fragments of cosmological myth, preserved in texts that owe their

existence to Christian culture, do not in themselves argue for a continuation

of pagan cosmology in the popular sphere. The devotional writings of monks

and scholars are no guide to the thoughts of the secular masses.

In a remarkable study, Carlo Ginzburg [7] has explored the Inquisitorial

investigation of Domenico Scandella (known as Menocchio), a miller in the

town of Montereale in the Friuli region of Italy, who in 1583 was denounced

as a heretic. Among Scandella’s strange philosophical utterances (most of

which do not concern us here) was a striking notion of how the world was

created.

I have said that, in my opinion, all was chaos… and out of that bulk a

mass formed – just as cheese is made out of milk – and worms appeared

in it, and these were the angels. The most holy majesty decreed that

these should be God and the angels, and among that number of angels,

there was also God, he too having been created out of that mass at the

same time… [8]

Scandella’s cosmogonic speculations varied. Ginzburg observes that details

changed according to whom the miller was speaking, although the basic

structure remained constant. For instance, his neighbour Giovanni Povoledo

claimed to have heard him say that

in the beginning this world was nothing, and that it was thrashed by the

water of the sea like foam, and it curdled like a cheese, from which later

great multitudes of worms were born, and these worms became men, of

whom the most powerful and wisest was God… [9]

Povoledo’s account was actually a report of something he had heard from a
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friend of a friend. When speaking to the Inquisition, Scandella never

asserted that creation occurred ex nihilo. This exchange with an Inquisitor is

revealing:

INQUISITOR: If there had not been that substance from which all those

angels were produced, if that chaos had not been there, could God have

created the entire apparatus of the world by himself?

MENOCCHIO: I believe that it is impossible to make anything without

matter, and even God could not have made anything without matter.

[10]

Ginzburg points out that Scandella’s cosmogony, while it owes much to

observations from everyday life and popular ideas on the spontaneous

generation of life in decaying matter, is remarkably similar to certain

ancient creation myths – he cites Vedic and Altaic parallels, and notes

that the same image occurs in a book by an English theologian a

century later. Scandella’s cosmogony is a simile rather than sacred

myth, and it may well have been a ‘millenarian cosmological tradition

that… combined myth with science’; but as Ginzburg says, in this case

‘it’s impossible not to think of a direct transmission – an oral

transmission from generation to generation’ [11].

If Ginzburg’s suggestion is correct, then Scandella’s cosmogony is certainly

derived from the old Indo-European cosmogonic tradition. And it is worth

noting that Scandella lived in a region that retained other archaic beliefs and

practices up to that time [12]. Scandella’s notion is similar to what might be

termed the ‘coagulation’ phase of creation, the making of solid matter out of

the primordial elements fire and water, and the appearance of living

creatures in the resulting mass. While there is nothing to suggest that it could

be derived from a Germanic version, as distinct from an Italo-Celtic or

Slavic one, its very existence in the late sixteenth century is remarkable

indeed. If it is an authentic relic of ancient cosmogonic myth, then it is

further proof of the tenacity of Indo-European tradition.

More interesting in the present context, as it is located firmly within the

Germanic tradition, is the Icelandic tradition of Fornjótr, who appears as an
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ancestral figure in Flateyjarbók and the Orkneyinga saga. The latter, written

down around 1200 CE, opens with an account of the legendary origins of the

ruling families of Norway and Orkney:

There was a king called Fornjot who ruled over Finland and Kvenland,

the countries stretching to the east of what we call the Gulf of Bothnia,

which lies opposite the White Sea. Fornjot had three sons, Hler (whom

we also call Ægir), a second called Logi and a third, Kari, the father of

Frosti, who was in turn father of Snær the Old, the father of Thorri. [13]

Hlér, Logi and Kari are patently exactly what their names indicate –

personifications of sea, fire and wind. Compiled from both versions of the

tradition, the offspring of Fornjótr’s sons are: Frosti (‘frost’) who is also

known as Jǫkull (‘glacier’), Snær (‘snow’), Drífa (‘snow flurry’), Fǫnn 

(‘snowdrift’), and Mjǫll (‘powdery snow’). Þorri is the name of a midwinter 

festival and the Icelandic month beginning in late January. These names

suggest that this was originally a family of hrímþursar, frost-giants [14].

The idea of a primogenitor having three sons echoes the Tuisto-Mannus

myth recorded by Tacitus. Fornjótr’s name has been interpreted in several

ways, but the most likely meaning is ‘the old giant’, which would make him

a virtual doublet of Ymir; as would a later, variant spelling Fiornjótr, ‘life-

giant’. His descendants confirm him as an ancestral frost-giant. In other

words, the story of Fornjótr is a variation on or derivative of the Eddic

cosmogony. The primordial fire/water interaction that gives form and life to

Ymir has become displaced so that it occurs in the guise of Fornjótr’s three

sons (of whom Kari represents the catalytic element wind) – but it is present

nonetheless.

Importantly, the story of Fornjótr and his descendants is presented as history

rather than as myth. This euhemerised adaptation of pagan cosmogonic myth

must have been current at the time the Orkneyinga saga was written down,

and persisted well into the fourteenth century, when Flateyjarbók was

compiled. The former is roughly contemporary with Snorri’s Edda, which

was itself constructed from older texts. If by that time the Eddic cosmogony

was no longer in popular currency, then the story of Fornjótr is the clue to its

fate: it was adapted, with changes of name and displacement of motifs, and
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incorporated into the official history of Iceland and the genealogies of

powerful Scandinavian families. No longer a cosmogony – that having been

replaced with the Judaeo-Christian creation myth – its aetiological function

is still in evidence.

Christianity was unquestionably the primary force behind the decline of the

Indo-European cosmogonic tradition. In spite of the Old Testament creation

story Christian theologians have perpetuated a textually unjustifiable

doctrine of creation ex nihilo. Genesis is unequivocal: there is a void where

the earth is later located, and water. God then creates heaven and earth by

providing light – that is, an analogue of fire – to go with the water [15].

Using these two elements as both tools and materials, God manufactured the

cosmos. Later teaching stressed the primacy of God over everything else,

even identifying him with the word of his first utterance: ‘In the beginning

was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’ (John

1:1). This teaching, spread and reinforced by various admixtures of peaceful

persuasion and forced conversion, displaced the old pagan cosmogonies and

squeezed them into obscure corners of rural Europe. The old social structure

arising from the Indo-European system was resilient and hard to eliminate.

Indeed, the Church seems to have been instrumental, wittingly or not, in its

resurgence. But the cosmogony itself is hardly visible in Christian Europe,

even among scholars. Scandella is an even greater rarity.

As for the central feature of Indo-European cosmogony, the identity of the

cosmos with the body of a primordial man or giant, that has all but

disappeared. Some trace of it – or rather its reversal, the sacrificial

dismemberment and distribution of body parts – may be dimly discerned,

perhaps, in the medieval obsession with holy relics and the practice of

dismembering saints and distributing their members among various shrines,

churches and monasteries. In early England the murder and dismemberment

of Oswald at the hands of the pagan king Penda of Mercia, and the

subsequent distribution of the body across England by Oswy, could certainly

be seen in such a light [16]. But the cosmogonic dismemberment was not

articulated any further than that. Old beliefs were derided, denied and

suppressed until the twin forces of Renaissance and Reformation broke the

Catholic theological stranglehold on European thought.
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A greater degree of freedom of thought and expression inevitably led to

speculations, both poetic and scientific, that would have been unthinkable

only a couple of hundred years earlier. In 1785 the pioneering geologist

James Hutton delivered a lecture to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in which

he expressed the belief that ‘the proper study of the Earth was through

physiology and compared Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood

with the cycling of the elements’ [17] – though in his De Motu Cordis of

1628 Harvey himself referred back to the Aristotelian idea of the circulation

of air and rain as echoes of the circular motion of celestial bodies [18]. Later

still, William Blake’s giant Albion is effectively a representation of the

whole island of Britain, which in his visionary texts is equated with the New

Jerusalem, itself a model of the cosmos in miniature. But perhaps the most

remarkable and influential resurgence of the idea has sprung from the

concerns of a twentieth-century scientist.

James Lovelock’s ‘Gaia Hypothesis’ (named for the Greek earth-goddess)

proposes that our planet’s ecosphere is a complex, self-regulating entity

composed of billions of smaller ones – including humans. According to this

hypothesis the actions of each species, animal and vegetable, interlock

cybernetically to maintain inorganic components at a level that sustains life:

‘planet-sized control systems using the active processes of plants and

animals as component parts and with the capacity to regulate the climate, the

chemical composition, and the topography of the Earth’ [19].

Lovelock’s hypothesis has inspired a generation of ecologists,

conservationists and ‘Green’ political activists. It is a timely reminder that

we humans are part of something greater than ourselves, a living structure

whose well-being is essential to our own survival. The timing is important

not only because of the increasingly polluted and precarious state of our

environment (current concerns range from deforestation and the

disappearance of entire species to global warming and the depletion of the

protective ozone layer) but because we approach the end of a millenium.

Like other temporal turning-points – midnight, the sabbath, the full moon, a

new year – the coming threshold of a new millenium is bound to elicit as

many pessimistic responses as optimistic ones. Indeed, disquiet and anxiety

are normal at such times. We have always attributed dangerous or magical
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qualities to liminal times and places [20], and have evolved a variety of

ways of dealing with the stresses caused by their occurrence: religious rituals

and superstitious or semi-magical prophylactic precautions are

commonplace. Many hark back, consciously and otherwise, to very ancient

traditions.

It remains to be seen whether the increasing acceptance of Lovelock’s

hypothesis owes anything to millenial stress. The hypothesis itself seems not

to be a symptom of that stress, but rather an eminently sensible and well-

reasoned idea. The interesting thing about it is, in the present context, that

when stripped of modern scientific terminology it harks back to the archaic

cosmological theme that looms largest in Indo-European cosmogonic

tradition – that the cosmos (that is, the observable terrestrial and celestial

environment) is the body of a vast living creature whose component parts

are required to work together in harmony for the well-being of those that live

in and on it, in the same way that the separate organs and members of a

human body need to function in concert for the whole organism to operate in

a healthy and appropriate manner.

In a sense, the Gaia Hypothesis is something of a misnomer. In Greek myth

Gaia is the Earth only, not the seas and oceans, not the sky and clouds, and

certainly not the sun and moon – although they strictly lie outside our

ecosphere, they are essential to it and exert a massive influence upon it. It

would be mythologically more accurate to rename Lovelock’s proposal the

‘Ymir Hypothesis’, and in so doing to further accentuate the relationship

between our species and our world; a relationship understood, explored and

codified by our ancestors several thousand years ago.

That relationship is underscored time and again in the ancient Indo-European

cosmogonic traditions. The basic equation of cosmos and society with the

human form is one of sublime simplicity – yet it has given rise to a

wonderfully complex, all-embracing symbolic system, one in which the

subtle mutation of one thing into another provides a theoretical framework

that both explains and enables the operation of magic, ritual, sacrifice, and

traditional medicine. For all that these creative transformations are archaic –

what some would perhaps call primitive – they are well thought-out, logical,

and philosophically sophisticated. They represent the very beginnings of
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rational, scientific thought in the West.

It is worth reiterating this point in the light of recent developments in the

philosophy of science. The Australian philosopher Helen Verran has noted

that the Yolgnu of northern Australia have mapped the world and the

relationships between places and things in terms of their own kinship

system. The resulting ‘knowledge system’ is gurrutu, a complex of named

relationships based on the three generations of family – husband and wife,

their parents and grandparents – and two complementary halves, yirritja and

dhuwa. The sixteen relationships arising from the gurrutu give their names

to the same number of clans, equally divided between yirritja and dhuwa.

The gurrutu enables the Yolgnu to name and contextually locate anything,

foreign or indigenous, in its own terms – just as in Western mathematics any

number can be represented by a combination of the ten numerals.

Importantly, the rules of gurrutu are formalised in song cycles.

Verran stresses the Yolgnu assertion that gurrutu is a strictly logical system.

The Yolgnu, she says, are ‘just as addicted to a machinery of logic as we

are’ [21]. The parallel with traditional Indo-European cosmology is clear

enough. Where the Yolgnu express their world and the people and things in

it in terms based on three generations of family and an underlying duality,

the Indo-Europeans have traditionally used the tripartite structure of the

human body in conjunction with a duality based on or expressed as the

elements of creation. The Indo-European system is no less logical than that

of the Yolgnu, and its scope no more limited. Its expression in myth, sacred

songs, epic and folktale is varied, but still equivalent to the song-cycles in

which the Yolgnu encode gurrutu. It is doubtful whether we will ever be

able to ascertain the full former range of application of the Indo-European

system, despite the inspiration of Dumézil and the more recent efforts of

scholars such as Bruce Lincoln [22] and Emily Lyle [23] to explore and

reconstruct parts of it. But the growing acceptance of Verran’s work is

encouraging. A wider application of her work on the ‘knowledge systems’ of

‘traditional’ peoples of the present day in Australia and elsewhere may result

in it being taken more seriously as such a system, one that ‘signals the

formality and rigour of their world picture and its underlying epistemology’

[24] as much as any branch of science does for the West today.
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NOTES

1. GERMANIC MYTH AND COSMOLOGY: THE INDO-EUROPEAN

CONTEXT

[1] Mallory (1989), ch. 9.[2] Both Renfrew (1987) and Mallory (1989)

devote considerable space to the various theories. See also John Robb

(1993), ‘A social prehistory of European languages’, in Antiquity 67, for a

recent socio-economic model of Indo-European language dispersal.[3]

Marija Gimbutas (1985), ‘Primary and secondary homeland of the Indo-

Europeans’ in Journal of Indo-European Studies 13. Gimbutas has written

many articles on this hypothesis.

[4] Renfrew (1987).[5] As John C. Kerns (Huber Heights, Ohio, 1985),

Indo-European Prehistory, p. 6, observes, ‘it has never been anything more

than an assumption… the wide occurrence of reflexes of *ekwos… no more

implies domestication than does the occurrence of widely spread reflexes of

names for other creatures, many of which are assumed to have been wild.’ It

does, however, tend to imply familiarity with the animal and thus with

region to which horses are native. The complex problem of the rôle of equid

domestication in Indo-European prehistory is usefully discussed by Robert

Drews (Princeton, 1988), The Coming of the Greeks: Indo-European

Conquests in the Aegean and the Near East, chs. 5-6.[6] Mallory (1989), p.

159; Kerns (op. cit.), passim. A useful survey of recent developments can be

found in Vitaly Shevoroshkin and Alexis Manaster Ramer (1991), ‘Some

recent work on the remote relations of languages’, in Sydney M. Lamb and

E. Douglas Mitchell (eds.), Sprung from Some Common Source:
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Investigations into the Prehistory of Languages, Stanford, California.

[7] Mallory (1989), ch. 1.

[8] J. Puhvel (1987), ch. 16; Polomé (1991).[9] See Littleton (1982), Belier

(1991). Polomé (1974) gives a positive view of the Dumézilian approach to

Germanic myth.[10] Littleton (1982), pp. 186-203. For a broadly

unfavourable view of the usefulness of the Dumézilian model in the study of

Germanic myth, see Page (1978-9).[11] For example, Carlo Ginzburg

(1986), ‘Germanic mythology and Nazism: thoughts on an old book by

Georges Dumézil’, in Myths, Emblems, Clues, London.[12] Lincoln has

lately decided, for personal and ideological reasons, to publicly distance

himself from the theories of Dumézil. See Lincoln (1991), pp. xviii-xix, chs.

19-21.[13] Cattle played a significant rôle in the ritual life of early

Scandinavia, and Auðhumla’s function is in accordance with that of similar

creatures from elsewhere in the Indo-European world. In the case of the

‘dying god’ Baldr, or Óðinn’s self-sacrifice in the branches of Yggdrasill,

which happen to resemble Semitic myth or Christian iconography, both can

be seen as reflections of the cosmogonic sacrifice found in nearly every

branch of Indo-European mythology and traditional belief.

2. THE GERMANIC COSMOS

[1] See Littleton (1982) for an accessible, if rather partisan, account of

Dumézil’s recognition and subsequent exploration of the so-called idéologie

tripartie and a useful assessment of its broad implications; Belier (1991)

gives a more rigorously critical analysis.

[2] Lincoln (1986) and (1991).[3] Todd (1987), pp. 5-9, and (1992), pp. 8-

13; Robinson (1992), ch. 1; Schutz (1983), ch. 2.

[4] Todd (1992), pp. 11-13.

[5] Todd (1992), pp. 12-13; Elliott (1989), p. 9.[6] Tacitus (Germania 2)

asserts that ‘traditional songs… form [the Germans’] only record of the past’

(trans. H. Mattingly and S.A. Handford, 1970, p. 102).
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[7] Wallace-Hadrill (1971), chapter 1 and passim.

[8] Strömbäck (1975).[9] There are a number of such charms, some of which

– like the Second Merseburg Charm – are very old indeed, and can be shown

to derive from an archaic Indo-European tradition. The horse-healing figure

of Wodan in the Second Merseburg Charm is replaced by Christ in a number

of late Scandinavian, British, and German versions. See Braune and

Ebbinghaus (ed. 1969), p. 89; Lincoln (1986), pp. 102-103.[10] For instance,

a ninth-century Old Saxon baptismal vow includes the response: end ec

forsacho allum dioboles uuercum and uuordum, Thunaer ende Uuoden ende

Saxnote ende allum them unholdum the hira genotas sint, ‘and I forsake all

the devil’s works and words, Thunor and Woden and Saxnote and all those

devils who are their companions’. Braune and Ebbinghaus (ed. 1969), p. 39

(my translation).

[11] Wilson (1992), p. 36.[12] According to instructions given to St

Augustine by Pope Gregory in a letter to Abbot Mellitus in 601: ‘we have

been giving careful thought to the affairs of the English, and have come to

the conclusion that the temples of the idols should on no account be

destroyed. The idols are to be destroyed, but the temples themselves are to

be aspersed with holy water, altars set up in them, and relics deposited

there… In this way, we hope that the people, seeing that their temples are

not destroyed, may abandon their error and, flocking more readily to their

accustomed resorts, may come to know and adore the true God.’ The letter

goes on to recommend a similar take-over of pagan festivals and sacrifices.

See Bede (trans. L. Sherley-Price and R.E. Latham, 1990), p. 92.[13] The

practice of wearing miniature spears as amulets is, rather curiously, all but

ignored by most Germanicists. However, an interesting collection of such

objects is housed in the Municipal Museum in Liverpool, so there would

appear to be little doubt that they existed and were actually worn. Owen

(1981, p. 15) mentions miniature spears found in women’s graves at Gilton

and Kingston in Kent; these were designed to be hung from belts. Regarding

the hammer, the available evidence suggests that the wearing of hammer-

amulets coincided with, or at least increased as a reaction to, the arrival of

Christianity in northern Europe. See Turville-Petre (1964), pp. 83-85.[14]

Saxo Grammaticus (trans. and ed. P. Fisher and H.R.E. Davidson; 2 vols.
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Cambridge, 1979-80), History of the Danes.[15] The idea that the

Crucifixion inspired Óðinn’s ordeal was popularised in the nineteenth

century by Sophus Bugge and his followers, but has now largely fallen out

of favour.

[16] Dumézil (1973), chapters 1-4.

[17] This formula occurs in Vǫluspá 48 and also in Þrymskviða 7.

[18] Nordal (ed. 1978), p. 95.

[19] Sturluson (ed. Faulkes, 1982), p.19.[20] Wolfram (1988), p. 184; Jane

Acomb Leake (Madison, Wisconsin, 1967), The Geats of Beowulf: A Study

in the Geographical Mythology of the Middle Ages, p. 83.[21] Wilson (1992)

gives a very useful critical survey of the textual evidence for paganism in

Anglo-Saxon England, and a valuable analysis of the rôle of archaeology in

this area; Frank (1991) provides a simple introduction to the relationship of

Old English heroic legend with those of Germany. See also Davidson

(1993).

3. CREATION MYTHS IN THE EDDAS

[1] On the manuscript dates in general, see Kristjánsson (1988), pp. 25-26;

Turville-Petre (1953), p. 7; Hollander (trans. 1962), pp. xiii-xv. Estimates

vary, but 1200 seems a rough median date.

[2] Kristjánsson (1988), pp. 28-30.[3] Vǫluspá hinn skamma: The Shorter 

Vǫluspá. This poem, or a part of a longer poem of that title, is found in

manuscript appended to Hyndluljóð. Translators tend, perhaps wisely, to

treat it as a separate and distinct poem, however. Its contents are certainly

unrelated to the main body of Hyndluljóð, which conventionally precedes it

in editions of the Poetic Edda. Although it is generally assigned to the

Poetic Edda, Hyndluljóð is found in the Flateyjarbók, written down in the

late fourteenth century; but Snorri’s quotation proves that the Vǫluspá hinn 

skamma segment dates from before about 1200.

[4] Vǫlur: plural form of vǫlva, ‘seeress’.
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[5] Lúðr: a box-mill.

[6] Translated from the text given in Sturluson (ed. Faulkes, 1982), pp. 9-12.

This is mostly from Codex Regius, but see pp. xxix-xxxiii for details of

additional source manuscripts. All parentheses are mine.

[7] Sturluson (trans. Faulkes, 1987), pp. 88, 90, 91, 163.[8] Translated from

the text of Codex Regius as given in Nordal (ed. 1978), pp. 11-19.

(3) Ár var alda

þar er Ymir byggði

vara sandr né sær

né svalar unnir,

jǫrð fannz æva 

né upphiminn,

gap var ginnunga,

en gras hvergi.

(4) Áðr Burs synir

bjǫðum um ypðu, 

þeir er Miðgarð

mæran skópu;

sól skein sunnan

á salar steina,

þá var grund gróin

grœnum lauki.

(5) Sól varp sunnan,

sinni mána,

hendi inni hœgri

um himin-jǫður; 

sól þat né vissi,

hvar hon sali átti,

stjǫnur þat né vissu, 

hvar þær staði áttu,

máni þat né vissi,

hvat hann megins átti.
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Nordal gives textual variants, from Hauksbók and other manuscripts, for

individual stanzas.

[9] Translated from the text given in Machan (ed. 1988), pp. 62-65:

(21) Vafþrúðnir qvað:

‘Ór Ymis holdi var iǫrð um scǫpuð, 

en ór beinom biǫrg; 

himinn ór hausi ins hrímkalda iǫtuns, 

enn ór sveita siór.’

(23) Vafþrúðnir qvað:

‘Mundilfœri heitir, hann er mána faþir,

oc svá sólar iþ sama;

himin hverfa þau scolo hverian dag

ǫldom at ártali.’

(25) Vafþrúðnir qvað:

‘Dellingr heitir, hann er dags faþir,

enn nót[t] var Nǫrvi borin; 

ny oc niþ scópo nyt regin,

ǫldom at ártali.’

(29) Vafþrúðnir qvað:

‘Ørófi vetra áþr væri iǫrþ scǫpuþ 

þá var Bergelmir borinn;

Þrúdgelmir var þess faðir,

enn Aurgelmir afi.’

(31) Vafþrúðnir qvað:

‘Ór Élivágom stucco eitrdropar;

svá óx unz varð ór iǫtunn.’

(33) Vafþrúðnir qvað:

‘Undir hendi vaxa qváþo hrímþursi

mey oc mǫg saman; 

fótr við fœti gat ins fróða iǫtuns 

se[x]hofðaþan son.’

(35) Vafþrúðnir qvað:
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‘Ørófi vetra ápr væri iǫrð um scǫpuð, 

þá var Bergelmir borinn;

þat ec fyrst um man, er sá inn fróþi iǫtunn 

var á lúðr um lagiðr.’

Machan uses Codex Regius as the basic source, compared against several

other manuscript versions.[10] Translated from the Codex Regius text given

by Jónsson (ed. 1932), p. 71.

(41) Ór Ymis holdi

vas jǫrð of skǫpuð, 

en ór sveita sær,

bjǫrg ór beinum, 

baðmr ór hári,

en ór hausi himinn.

(42) En ór hans bráum

gerðu blíð regin

Miðgarð manna sonum,

en ór hans heila

váru þau hin harðmóðgu

ský ǫll of skǫpuð.

[11] Kristjánsson (1988), p. 36; Turville-Petre (1953), pp. 14ff, and (1964),

passim.

4. ICELANDIC AND OTHER GERMANIC CREATION MYTHOLOGIES

[1] Kristjánsson (1988), pp. 43-44; Nordal (1970-71), pp. 109-110; Turville-

Petre (1953), p. 59ff.

[2] Davidson (1964), p. 198.

[3] Turville-Petre (1953), pp. 14-15.

[4] Swanton (ed. and trans. 1978), ll. 90-98, p. 38:
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Sægde, se þe cuþe

frumsceaft fira feorran reccan;

cwæð þæt se Ælmihtiga eorðan worhte,

wlitebeorhtne wang, swa wæter bebugeð,

gesette sigehreþig sunnan ond monan

leoman to leohte landbuendum,

ond gefrætwade foldan sceatas

leomum ond leafum, lif eac gesceop

cynna gehwylcum, þara ðe cwice hwyrfaþ.

[5] Translated from the Northumbrian text as given in Smith (ed. 1933), pp.

38-40:

Nu scylun hergan hefaenricaes uard,

metudæs maecti end his modgidanc,

uerc uuldurfadur sue he uundra gihuaes,

eci dryctin, or astelidæ;

he aerist scop aelda barnum

heben til hrofe, haleg scepen,

tha middungeard moncynnæs uard;

eci dryctin æfter tiadæ

firum foldu, frea allmectig.

See Crossley-Holland (trans. 1982), p. 197, for a slightly different

translation.[6] Translated from the text given in Braune and Ebbinghaus (ed.

1969), pp. 85-6:

Dat ero ni uuas noh ufhimil,

noh paum […] noh pereg ni uuas,

ni […] nohheinig noh sunna ni scein,

noh mano ni liuhta, noh der mareo seo.

The opening line of the extract from the Wessobrunner Gebet (ero ni uuas

noh ufhimil: ‘earth was not nor high heaven’) has been shown by Lönnroth

(1981) to be derived from a traditional Germanic alliterative formula based

on an ‘earth/heaven’ duality. The formula occurs in two contexts:
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cosmogonic and eschatological. The relevant Germanic texts dealing with

the creation of the world include Vǫluspá 3 (jǫrð fannz æva né upphiminn:

‘earth was not nor heaven above’); the 9th century Old High German

Hêliand, line 2886 (erða endi uphimil: ‘earth and heaven above’); the Old

English Andreas, line 798 (eorðan eallgrene on upheofon: ‘the earth all

green and heaven above’); the Old English Psalms 101, 22 (Ðu geworhtest

eorðan frætwe and upheofon: ‘You created the earth’s adornment and

heaven above’); and Vafþrúðnismál 20 (hvaðan jǫrð um kom eða 

upphiminn: ‘from whence came the earth and heaven above?’). These

contexts embrace both Christian and pagan sentiment, but, as Lönnroth says,

it ‘appears likely that the iǫrð/uphiminn formula was used by Germanic

tribes in referring to creation even before they became acquainted with the

Bible, i.e. in pagan times’ (p. 315). The use of the same formula in

eschatological contexts indicates a reversal of the cosmic structuring process

akin to the destruction of the world by fire and flood, the very elements from

which it was created (see chapter 4, infra).[7] Quotations are from the

translation of Genesis A by Mason (1915; 1990 reprint), pp. 7-17.[8] Lincoln

(1986), passim, and (1991), chapter 1; J. Puhvel (1987), chapter 17.

5. CREATION FROM FIRE AND WATER

[1] On the etymology of Ginnungagap, see Davidson (1964), p. 197, for a

brief consideration; also the entry in Simek (1993), pp. 109-110. The subject

is dealt with in great detail by Jan de Vries (1930-31), ‘Ginnungagap’, in

Acta Philologica Scandinavica V.[2] The rivers listed in Grímnismál 27-30

include twenty that flow by Ásgarðr, seventeen that flow through Miðgarðr,

and then to Hel, and another four that Þórr fords each day. It is possible that

these may not be the same as Snorri’s Élivágar, or that Snorri has edited the

list to suit his own purposes. But stanza 26 is explicit on this point: that

Hvergelmir is the source of all the waters, and it does not seem to be a

coincidence that the list of rivers immediately follows that statement.

Interestingly, a list of rivers issuing from a northern source is given in the

Iranian Bundahišn:
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these two rivers flow forth from the north, part from Albûrz and part

from the Albûrz of Aûharmazd [that is, they arise from both a terrestrial

mountain region and a celestial one]; one towards the west, that is the

Arag; and one towards the east, that is the Vêh river.

After them eighteen rivers flowed forth from the same source, just as

the remaining waters have flowed forth from them in great multitude…

All of those, with the same water, are again mingled with these rivers,

that is the Arag river and Vêh river.

Both of them continually circulate through the two extremities of the

earth, and pass into the sea; and all the regions feast owing to the

discharge (zahâk) of both, which, after both arrive together at the wide-

formed ocean, returns to the sources whence they flowed out…

See West (trans. 1880), pp. 74-75 and following pages, which describe the

courses of the eighteen principal rivers and various other bodies of running

water. This text parallels Snorri and Grímnismál so closely in spirit and form

that it must surely be counted part of the same Indo-European tradition.

[3] Ovid (trans. M.M. Innes, 1955), p. 29.

[4] Hesiod (trans. D. Wender, 1973), p. 27.

[5] Lucretius (trans. R. Latham, 1951), pp. 185-186.

[6] Plato (trans. D. Lee, 1977), pp. 42-46.

[7] Translated from Heimskringla (ed. F. Jónsson, 1911), p. 4.

[8] Turville-Petre (1964), p. 279; Bauschatz (1982), p. 22ff.

[9] C. Hale (1983).

[10] Rees and Rees (1961), p. 161.[11] Óðinn exchanges one eye for a drink

from Mímisbrunnr, according to Snorri in Gylfaginning 15, where he quotes

from Vǫluspá 28 to illustrate his assertion. The three nornir and their

relationship to Urðarbrunnr are described in Gylfaginning 16.

[12] Rees and Rees (1961), p. 160.

[13] Lincoln (1991), chapter 4.



167

[14] Lambert (1975), p. 47; Plumley (1975), p. 26.

[15] Eliade (1972), chapter 3.

[16] Griffith (trans. 1992), p. 633.

[17] Ferdowsi (trans. Levy and Banani, 1967), pp. 1-2.

[18] J. Puhvel (1987), p. 277.

[19] Lincoln (1991), chapter 17.

[20] Doniger and Smith (trans. 1991), p. 4.

[21] Quoted in O’Flaherty (1973), p. 107.

[22] Ibid., p. 107.[23] Brhadaranyaka Upanishad I.4.6, Hume (trans. 1931),

p. 82. On the ritual use of fire-sticks, see Vesci (1992), p. 161. The image of

creation through masturbation, or a metaphoric act signifying autoerotic

ejaculation, encapsulates the perceived elemental nature of sexual

reproduction. The seed is both fire and water, coming to fruition in the

womb-like receptacle that is the primeval void. A further sexual metaphor is

implicit in the act of kindling: the conjunction of penis and vulva is

represented by the rubbing of one stick against the other, the hard against the

soft, culminating in the production of fire (semen).

[24] Hume (trans. 1931), p. 295.

[25] Lincoln (1986), p. 17.

[26] Ibid., pp. 196-7.

[27] II.35.4, Griffith (trans. 1992), p. 153.

[28] Ford (1974); J. Puhvel (1987), p. 106.

[29] J. Puhvel (1987), p. 279.

[30] Murphy (trans. 1992), p. xvi.[31] Bostock (revised King and

McLintock, 1976), pp. 135ff. For the text, see Braune and Ebbinghaus (ed.

1969), pp. 86ff.

[32] Sturluson (Faulkes ed. 1982), pp. 10, 50.

[33] Vǫluspá 60, Nordal (ed. 1978), p. 112.[34] Compare the reversal of

created order implied by the use of the Germanic ‘earth/heaven’ formula in
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eschatological texts. See Lönnroth (1981).

6. THE DISMEMBERMENT OF YMIR

[1] Ymir’s offspring are enigmatic. Vafþrúðnismál 33 can be read to mean

that the male and female born from under his arm are actually a single

hermaphroditic creature – see Machan (ed., 1988), p. 82. The sexhofðaðan

son is one of several multi-headed giants in Norse myth – others occur in

Skírnismál and Hymiskviða, for instance – and there are numerous parallels

elsewhere in Indo-European myth and legend, from ancient India to the

Arthurian romances of medieval Europe. The slaying of a three-headed giant

or monster is closely associated with the establishment of the Indo-European

warrior class, and the cattle-raiding motif – see Lincoln (1991), p. 10 – but

the six-headed son of Ymir does not appear to fall into this category. Any

other functional or cosmological significance is difficult to discern. The

generation of offspring through sweating is, however, paralleled in the

Iranian Bundahišn: ‘Aûharmazd brought forth a sweat upon Gâyômard…

moreover, Aûharmazd formed that sweat into the youthful body of a man of

fifteen years’ (West, trans. 1880, p. 18).

[2] Griffith (trans. 1992), p. 603.

[3] Hume (trans. 1931), pp. 294-295.

[4] Ovid (trans. M.M. Innes, 1955), p. 111.

[5] Eliade (1954), pp. 12ff; (1958), chapter 10.

[6] Grant (1989), p. 114.

[7] West (trans. 1885), pp. 243-244.[8] W.E. Hale (1986) gives an

interesting discussion of ásura- and related terms, although he does not

accept that it strictly applied to a cluster of proto-gods akin to the Titans.

Indeed, he sees it as a basic term meaning ‘lord’, bestowed upon humans as

well as divine beings. However, even if his analysis is correct, it does not

alter the basic pattern: Indian, Iranian, Greek, Norse, and Celtic traditions all

show traces of an early belief in a race of gigantic creatures who were
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supplanted by their own offspring, or by a new type of deity led by one or

more of their children.

[9] Lincoln (1975) and (1986), passim. See also J. Puhvel (1975).

[10] Hume (trans. 1931), p. 295.

[11] Translated from the text given by Grimm (1883-8; vol. 2), p. 565:

God scôp thene êresta meneska, thet was Adam, fon achta wendem.

thet bênete fon tha stêne, thet flâsk fon there erthe, thet blôd fon tha

wetere, tha herta fon tha winde, thene thochta fon tha wolken, thene

suêt fon tha dawe, tha lokkar fon tha gerse, tha âgene fon there sunna,

and tha blêrem on thene helga ôm…

[12] Lincoln (1986), pp. 15ff; Grimm (1883-8; vol. 2), pp. 566-567.

[13] Translated from the text given by Grimm (1883-8, vol. 2), p. 565:

Æhte pundo, of þæm âworden is Adam. pund lâmes, of þon âworden is

flœsc; pund fîres, of þon reád is blôd and hât; pund saltes, of þon

sindon salto tehero; pund þeáwes, of þon âworden is swât; pund

blôstmes, of þon is fâgung êgena; pund wolcnes, of þon is

onstydfullnisse þohta; pund windes, of þon is oroð cald; pund gefe, of

þon is þoht monnes.

[14] Lincoln (1986), pp. 84-85.

[15] Quoted by Lincoln (1986), p. 26.[16] In Book IV of The Republic, Plato

divides his idealised society into two classes, the first of which, the

Guardians, is subdivided into Rulers and Auxiliaries, which correspond

closely to the first two functions of Dumézil’s tripartite model. Plato’s third

class includes farmers, artisans, and those engaged in mercantile activities,

which accords with Dumézil’s third function.

[17] Translated from the text given in Nordal (ed. 1978), pp. 32, 35.[18]

Translated from the text as given in Sturluson (ed. Faulkes, 1982), p. 13.

[19] Hollander translates ǫnd as ‘soul’, which is a fair rendering; but ‘spirit’

would also be appropriate, both literally and etymologically. The Indo-

European root is *an-, found in Latin anima, Sanskrit an-; and Germanic
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[20] Nordal (ed. 1978, p. 35) carefully distinguishes between ǫnd and óðr as,

respectively, the breath of the body and the ‘divine spark’ that characterises

human intelligence. Óðr is particularly associated with poetry, typically

inspired or bestowed by Óðinn, and so with speech; and is characterised as

mead, another metaphor for the creative essence of ‘fire in water’ (see

chapter 4, supra).

[21] See Nordal (ed. 1978), p. 35.[22] Grimm (1883-8, vol. 2), pp. 572-573.

Linke (1985), pp. 345ff, makes some interesting points in the context of the

metaphorical value of blood in Indo-European: the blood/semen homology

occurs in Indo-European kinship traditions, expressed in myths of males

impregnating trees or procreating through plants.[23] For example, the

creation of Pandora by Hephaistos in Hesiod’s Theogony; the Old Testament

creation of Adam; Araru’s manufacture of Enkidu in the Babylonian Epic of

Gilgamesh; the Chinese story of the goddess Nu Wa’s creation of humanity;

and so on. See Hooke (1963), p. 110-111 for this motif in Semitic and

Egyptian myth.[24] Yuan Ke (1993), Dragons and Dynasties – An

Introduction to Chinese Mythology, Harmondsworth, p. 3.

[25] Pritchard (ed. 1958), p. 35.

[26] Pritchard (ed. 1975), pp. 1-2.

[27] Griffith (trans. 1990), p. 248.

[28] Kirby (trans. 1907), p. 7.

[29] Eliade (1964), p. 36ff.

[30] Ibid., p. 36.

[31] Kerényi (1951), pp. 14-15.

7. COSMOS AND SOCIETY

[1] Tacitus (trans. H. Mattingly and S.A. Handford, 1970), pp. 133-134.

[2] Lincoln (1991), p. 13. See also Lincoln (1986), p.46.
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[3] Tacitus (trans. H. Mattingly and S.A Handford, 1970), p. 134.

[4] Ibid., p. 102.

[5] Lincoln (1986), p. 47. See also Davidson (1964), p. 199.

[6] Lincoln (1991), chapter 1; J. Puhvel (1975).

[7] J. Puhvel (1987), p. 108.[8] Gayomart’s semen, after purification by the

sun, is the source of rhubarb, and of the first human couple, Mashya and

Mashyanag. Eventually, this pair produce a set of twins.

[9] J. Puhvel (1987), p. 120.

[10] Livy (trans. de Sélincourt, 1971), p. 40. See J. Puhvel (1975).

[11] Plutarch (trans. B. Perrin, 1914), p. 175.

[12] O’Rahilly (1946), pp. 486-487.

[13] Lincoln (1986), p. 159.

[14] Lincoln (1986), pp. 160-161.

[15] O’Rahilly (1946), p. 486.

[16] Turville-Petre (1964), p. 169; Davidson (1964), p. 104.[17] J. Puhvel

(1987), p. 200; Turville-Petre (1964), p. 62; Lincoln (1986), p. 47.

[18] Turville-Petre (1964), p. 244.

[19] Simek (1993), p. 264.

[20] Turville-Petre (1964), p. 151; Buck (1949), pp. 895-896, 1321.[21] On

the sociogonic features of Rígsþula, see: Georges Dumézil (1958), ‘La

Rígsþula et la structure sociale indo-européenne’, in Revue de l’histoire des

religions 154; Turville-Petre (1964), pp. 150-151; Littleton (1982), pp. 132-

133. Translation is given in Hollander (trans. 1962), pp. 120-128.[22] Caesar

(trans. S.A. Handford, Harmondsworth, 1951), The Conquest of Gaul, pp.

31-33.

[23] Tacitus (trans. H. Mattingly and S.A Handford, 1970), p. 107.[24] See,

for example: John McKinnell (1990), ‘The context of Volundarkviða’, in

Saga-Book XXIII/1. Lincoln (1986, pp. 175, 225, 227, 228) cites a then-

unpublished study by Richard Dieterle, ‘The hidden warrior: the social code
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in the Volundarkviða’.

[25] Davidson (1964), p. 174.

[26] Sturluson (ed. Faulkes, 1982), p. 13: Ok fyrir því má hann heita Alfǫðr 

at hann er faðir allra goðanna ok manna ok alls þess er af honum ok hans

krapti var fullgert.[27] Borr’s name also occurs as the variant Burr, which

would seem to be perhaps an intermediary form of the two names.

[28] Lincoln (1986), p. 146.

[29] M. Puhvel (1972), passim.

[30] Evans (ed. 1986), p. 68:

Veit ek, at ek hekk

vindga meiði á

nætr allar níu,

geiri undaðr

ok gefinn Óðni,

sjálfr sjálfum mér,

á þeim meiði

er manngi veit

hvers hann af rótum renn.

[31] Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards (trans., Harmondsworth, 1985),

Seven Viking Romances, pp. 156-157.

[32] Elliott (1989), pp. 13, 111.

8. COSMOS AND SACRIFICE

[1] Durkheim (1915), passim.

[2] Hume (trans. 1931), p. 73.

[3] Burkert (1983), p. 37.

[4] Turville-Petre (1964), ch. 13.[5] Sturluson (ed. F. Jónsson, 1911), p. 79.

This chapter is numbered 15 by Jónsson, but I have given that used in the
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English translation by Laing (as revised by Foote).

[6] Budge (1934), p. 194.

[7] Plutarch (trans. F.C. Babbitt, 1936), p. 45.

[8] Nordal (ed. 1978), pp. 33-34.[9] Turville-Petre (1964), pp. 190-191;

Leake (op. cit.), passim; Wolfram (1988), p. 21; Simek (1993), pp. 100-101,

under the entries for Gautr and Geat, respectively.

[10] Wolfram (1988), ch. 2; Heather (1991), ch. 1.

[11] La Farge and Tucker (1992), p. 81.

9. THE NOBLEST COW

[1] West, trans. (1880), pp. 177-178. West numbers these verses IX.1-3.

[2] Cumont (1903), pp. 136-137.

[3] Lincoln (1986), p. 195.[4] Ross (1967), pp. 362-363; Green (1989), pp.

381-384, and (1992), pp. 214-215.[5] Pliny (trans. John F. Healey,

Harmondsworth, 1991), Natural History: A Selection, p. 216.[6] See Kaul,

Marazov, Best, and de Vries (1991), pp. 36-38, for discussion of the

cauldron’s origin in the Triballian context.[7] Kinsella (trans. 1969), p. 252.

Kinsella’s translation is based on a version of the story preserved in two

incomplete or mutilated manuscripts, Lebor na hUidre (Book of the Dun

Cow) and the Yellow Book of Lecan, dating from the twelfth and fourteenth

centuries respectively. The Book of Leinster version is slightly different but

the essence is still discernible – see Cecile O’Rahilly (ed., 1967), p. 272. The

story almost certainly existed in something like its present written forms as

early as the eighth century, and probably as part of Irish oral tradition long

before that. See Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson (Cambridge, 1964), The Oldest

Irish Tradition: A Window on the Iron Age, pp. 52-53. Lincoln (1991), p. 35,

notes that this episode ‘constitutes a reflex of the P-I-E creation myth’ in

which the rôles of sarificer and sacrificed have been adjusted, just as the

cosmogonic act has become combat rather than sacrifice. Elsewhere in the

Indo-European world, a sitiogonic bovine accompanies one twin or both,
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and it may be that the themes have become amalgamated to accord with the

context of the cattle-raid.

[8] Quoted in Lincoln (1986), p. 72.

[9] Hesiod (trans. D. Wender, 1973), pp. 40-41:

For at Mekone, once, there was a test

When gods and mortal men divided up

An ox; Prometheus audaciously

Set out the portions, trying to deceive

The mind of Zeus. Before the rest, he put
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…(And from this time the tribes of men on earth

Burn, on the smoking altars, white ox-bones).

This is obviously an aetiological myth, here explaining the origins of

sacrifice. The template is usually the familiar cosmogonic sacrifice, and the

supposed purpose of the test is to divide the victim according to the status of

the participants, in the same way as the sacrificial distributions discussed

previously.

[10] Tacitus (trans. H. Mattingly and S.A. Handford, 1970), pp. 134-

135.[11] See Stuart Piggott (London, 1992), Wagon, Chariot and Carriage:

Symbol and Status in the History of Transport, pp. 32-34. Piggott notes that

the main source for this information, Einhard’s ninth-century Vita Caroli

Magni, uses a word (carpentum) that commonly denoted a type of covered

vehicle associated with women and Roman state ritual. Piggott links this

with the Merovingians’ emblematic long hair and suggests that these may

refer to a sacral androgyny, which he suspects may ultimately be related to

the account of Nerthus given by Tacitus. We may extend Piggott’s idea by

adding that such androgyny could relate to the Frankish equivalent of

Woden, whose Norse cognate, Óðinn, counted Jálkr, ‘gelding’, among his

nicknames and who was also given to practising the womanly magic known

as seiðr, which involved ergi – unmanliness, specifically referring to a man
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taking the woman’s rôle in the sexual act. There is also some evidence that

the Merovingian kings used a spear in a symbolic passing on of royal power,

which may also refer to a rite left over from an earlier cult related to that of

Woden.

[12] Lucas (1989), ch. 6.[13] R. Gordon Wasson (New York, 1968), Soma:

Divine Mushroom of Immortality.

[14] Lincoln (1986), p. 68.

[15] Sturluson (trans. Faulkes, 1987), p. 62.[16] Simek (1993), p. 22;

Davidson (1964), p. 200, interprets auðhumla as meaning a ‘rich, hornless

cow’.[17] Tacitus (trans. H. Mattingly and S.A. Handford, 1970), p. 104,

rendered in this translation as ‘even the cattle lack the handsome heads that

are their natural glory.’

[18] For example, Turville-Petre (1964), p. 277.

[19] Budge (1934), ch. 7.

[20] Pritchard (ed. 1958), p. 54.

[21] Caesar (trans. S.A. Handford, Harmondsworth, 1951), p. 38.[22]

Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pálsson, trans. (Harmondsworth, 1969),

Laxdæla Saga, pp. 116-117.[23] Owen (1981, p. 45) gives an account of

probable ox-sacrifice at the putative pagan temple at Yeavering in

Northumberland. But Wilson (1992, p. 99) states that, after sheep and goats,

the ‘next most common animal to be represented in inhumation graves is the

ox, although one might have expected it to be the most common, in the light

of Pope Gregory’s observation that the pagan Saxons “have a custom of

sacrificing many oxen to devils.”’ Given that a clear distinction should be

made between sacrifice in a funerary context and sacrifice as a part of public

religion or private ritual, it would seem quite reasonable to take Pope

Gregory’s statement at face value. In any case, as Hilda Ellis Davidson

(‘Human sacrifice in the late pagan period in North Western Europe’, in

M.O.H. Carver, ed. (Woodbridge, 1992), The Age of Sutton Hoo: The

Seventh Century in North-Western Europe, p. 333), discussing the dearth of

evidence for human sacrifice in the Anglo-Saxon period, observes, ‘[nor] is

there much evidence for the slaying of animals, apart from horses, a few
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dogs, and joints of meat which could have been been part of the funeral

feast.’ This eminently practical observation summarises the position with

regard to animal sacrifice in Anglo-Saxon England: the only evidence comes

from mortuary finds, and there is precious little of it, certainly not enough to

make an authoritative statement on Old English sacrificial preferences. Pope

Gregory’s contemporary report ought perhaps to carry more weight than

tentative extrapolations from evidence that is both fragmentary and scant.

[24] Kaul, Marazov, Best, and de Vries (1991), pp. 89-106.

[25] Strabo (trans. H.L. Jones, 1924), pp. 165, 171.

[26] Davidson (1967), pp. 56, 175-176.[27] On the importance of cattle to

the Indo-Europeans, and the way that cattle-herding has helped shape their

myth, religion and social structures, see Lincoln (1981).

10. SUN AND MOON: THE BEGINNING OF TIME

[1] Crump (1990), p. 84.

[2] Turville-Petre (1953), p. 87.

[3] Translated from Sturluson (ed. A. Faulkes, 1982), pp. 13-14.

[4] Gelling and Davidson (1969), passim.[5] Branston (1980), pp. 67-68,

202-203; see also the tortuous, and occasionally baffling, Giorgio de

Santillana and Hertha von Dechend (Boston, Mass., 1969), Hamlet’s Mill:

An Essay on Myth and the Frame of Time, pp. 139, 377ff.[6] For example,

Simek (1993), p. 222; Davidson (1988), p. 169; Machan (ed. 1988), p. 79.

[7] Sturluson (trans. A. Faulkes, 1987), p. 11.

[8] Sturluson (ed. A. Faulkes, 1982), p. 121.

[9] Gimpel (1988), pp. 147-148.

[10] Van Buitenen (trans. 1973), p. 74.

[11] Griffith (trans. 1992), p. 585.

[12] Hesiod (trans. D. Wender, 1973), p. 27.[13] Brandon (1963), pp.171-
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172, notes the resemblance to the Hittite (Hurrian) myth of the castration of

Alalus by Kumarbis. James (1960), p. 223-224 suggests that, originating in
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Cyprus in the middle of the second millenium BCE. Penglase (1994, p. 168)
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the identical names of the Hurrian and Akkadian gods of heaven, Anu, and
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in the middle of the tenth century.
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[17] Quoted in Turville-Petre (1953), p. 87.

[18] Branston (1957), pp. 64-66.

[19] Bauschatz (1982), passim.
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