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Series Foreword

As he planned his famous study of the living tradition of oral epic singing in the 
Balkans in the 1930s, the prominent Harvard Classicist, Milman Parry, signaled 
the significance that the Old Norse field held in his Pind Zhen he noted that 
the results of his investigations Zould be of iPportance� not onl\ for the stud\ 
of *reek and South Slavic epic� but also for such earl\ poetries as $nglo-Sa[on� 
)rench� and Norse.1 Thus, key to Parry’s approach to the study of Homeric Greek 
tradition³as both that coPPent and� of course� the entiret\ of his <ugoslavian 
fieldZork indicate³Zas coPparativisP� or as he kneZ it� the méthode compara-
tive.2 That the present collection of essa\s specificall\ focusing on Old Norse 
P\tholog\ in a coPparative perspective should appear in a publication series of 
the MilPan Parr\ Collection of Oral Literature Pight then be deePed especiall\ 
appropriate.

)urtherPore� Harvard·s engagePent Zith the stud\ of Scandinavian 
history, culture, and literature has deep roots, a fact one can infer from its acqui-
sition on -anuar\ 14� 1766� soon after the destructive fire of the college librar\ 
in 1764, of A Compendious History of the Goths, Svvedes & Vandals, and Other Northern 
Nations� the 1658 English translation of Olaus Magnus· 1555 ethnograph\ of 
the Nordic Zorld. $nd Harvard Zas one of the first� if not the first� institu-
tion in the NeZ :orld to oϸer instruction in Old Norse³it is said that Henr\ 
:adsZorth LongfelloZ taught it in 8niversit\ Hall shortl\ after his 1835²1836 
sta\ in Copenhagen and StockholP. Of her visit to the Harvard College librar\ 
in DecePber of 1849� the faPous SZedish Zriter� and fePinist activist� )redrika 
Bremer commented,

I one da\ latel\ visited the several buildings of the universit\ and 
the librar\. In the latter I Zas surprised to find one portion of the 
SZedish literature not badl\ represented here. This is oZing to the 

1 See the coPplete te[t in Stephen $. Mitchell and *regor\ Nag\� ´Introduction to the Second 
Edition�µ in $lbert B. Lord� The Singer of Tales� 2nd ed. Harvard Studies in CoPparative Literature� 
24. CaPbridge� M$� 2000� p. i[. On the relevance of Parr\·s prediction for Old Norse studies� see� 
for e[aPple� the essa\ b\ HerPann in the current voluPe.

2 Cf. Mitchell and Nag\� ´Introduction to the Second Edition�µ [vii²[viii.
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poet� Professor LongfelloZ� Zho having hiPself traveled in SZeden� 
sent hither these books. He has also Zritten about SZeden� and has 
translated several of Tegnpr·s poePs. I found also the Eddas aPong the 
SZedish books. 

To Zhich she adds³Zr\l\ and Puch bePused b\ the intensit\ of the \oung 
Pen·s interest� one senses³speaking about her childhood friend and visiting 
legal scholar, Professor Pehr Bergfalk,

Bergfalk laid his hands on the :estg|tha laZs� Zhich he treated as an 
old friend� and in Zhich he shoZed soPe of the gentlePen Zho accoP-
panied us an e[aPple of that alliteration Zhich Zas so Puch in vogue 
in the Zritings of our forefathers� and about Zhich the gentlePen 
found Puch to sa\.3

$ half-centur\ later� Passivel\ supplePenting Harvard·s groZing Nordic collec-
tion� the perspicacious acTuisition of the personal librar\ of the *erPan scholar� 
.onrad von Maurer� took place� a purchase that brought soPe 10�000 titles to the 
librar\� as Zell as� to paraphrase the bill of lading� a trunkful of Icelandic Panu-
scripts.4 The university’s continuing commitment to Scandinavian as a vital 
area of huPanities research has not Zavered greatl\ over the decades� indeed� 
the essays in the current volume, Comparative Perspectives on Old Norse Mythology, 
are an indication of this ongoing dedication� as Post of theP Zere presented at 
the $arhus Old Norse M\tholog\ Conference held at Harvard 8niversit\ in the 
autuPn of 2013. 

³David ElPer� Case\ Dup� *regor\ Nag\  
and Stephen Mitchell

3 Fredrika Bremer, The Homes of the New World: Impressions of America. Transl. b\ Mar\ HoZitt of 
Hemmen i den Nya verlden. NeZ <ork: 1853. I: 134.

4 SoPe of these Panuscripts forPed part of the e[hibit of Icelandic Panuscripts at Harvard·s 
Houghton Librar\� curated b\ -yhanna .atrtn )ri˙riksdyttir� Marie Curie 5esearch )elloZ at 
Harvard 8niversit\ and The Érni Magn~sson Institute for Icelandic Studies� 5e\kMavtk� held in 
conMunction Zith the conference� Old Norse M\tholog\³CoPparative Perspectives� in 2013. 
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Joseph Harris 
Harvard University

Interest in the indiጟidual myths  and the P\thic s\stePs of the pre-
Christian North has traveled a varied Za\ through highs and loZs since the 

seventeenth centur\. The tZent\-first continues a period of intense scholarl\ 
interest since� perhaps� the 1960s and in this voluPe reneZs and Podern-
i]es the coPparative (and reconstructive) vieZ that has been one of the Pain 
approaches for Pan\ decades. In fact� although the voluPe has nothing of the 
te[tbook about it� its fifteen particular studies of ver\ high intellectual and 
scholarl\ Tualit\� along Zith its usefull\ conte[tuali]ing introductions� ePbod\ 
and illuPinate practicall\ all the possibilities for coPparative approaches. In 
)olklore 101 our students learn a fraPeZork for e[plaining cultural siPilarities 
generall\ as ´descent� diϸusion� and  pol\genesisµ. $nd there the topic ends in 
101. This voluPe foregoes an\ such siPple schePa Zhile potentiall\ teaching 
subtle variations� coPbinations� and Pediating forPs of this ver\ fundaPental 
PePe. Even as each scholar pursues his or her specific interests be\ond theo-
ries of coPparison and reconstruction� the PePe rePains a subte[t Zell beloZ 
the direct attention of Post of the contributors.

The bookends of the voluPe� the voluPe·s first and last tZo contribu-
tions� are constituted b\ essa\s that elevate t\polog\� on the one hand� and 
the genetic (specificall\� descent)� on the other� to priPe iPportance. -ens 
Peter SchM¡dt argues for the application of coPparison betZeen appropriatel\ 
analogous but unrelated P\thologies through a specific idea of the ´Podelµ� 
a relativel\ coPplete Pental Pap derived froP one realit\ and h\potheticall\ 
applied to the fragPents of another to be reconstructed. He does not need to 
use the te[tbook terP polygenesis� but the native HaZaiian P\tholog\ on Zhich 
his Podel is based does share Zith Old Norse certain social facts� its relation-
ship to Scandinavia being purel\ ´t\pologicalµ. SchM¡dt·s is the voluPe·s Post 
e[plicit in respect to theories of coPparative P\tholog\� including coPPents 
on the other bookend� the essa\ b\ Michael :it]el and on genetic coPparison in 
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general. But one Pight take up genetic coPparison and its result in reconstruc-
tion less controversiall\ Zith the voluPe·s penultiPate essa\ b\ EPil\ L\le� Zho 
Zorks here Zithin the traditional fraPeZork of the Indo-European coPPunit\� 
as represented b\ Iranian P\th� but ePplo\s a Podel in a Panner siPilar to 
SchM¡dt. $nd Must as SchM¡dt is able to fill in soPe spaces betZeen fragPents 
of our knoZledge of Odin� so L\le³operating on one of the Post fascinating 
P\ths in Old Norse� that of Baldr³is able virtuall\ to augPent that individual 
P\th·s relation to a Zhole. :it]el·s coPparativisP in this essa\ is less e[plic-
itl\ concerned Zith theor\ and Pethod� having previousl\ Zritten coPprehen-
sivel\ in that vein. :hat Pakes his procedure startlingl\ neZ and controversial 
is his e[pansion of the historical field for coPparison� it noZ stretches vastl\ 
farther into the huPan past than the Indo-European and presupposes genetic 
relations and evidences of population PovePents onl\ recentl\ introduced to 
historical studies. 

Diϸusion is Post directl\ represented³and problePati]ed³in ToP 
DuBois·s ´arealµ stud\ of conceptions of the sun in the )innic and Baltic P\thol-
ogies in coPparison Zith Nordic� plotting the varied solar P\ths froP the SiPi 
in the North right through the Lativian dainas in the South and e[aPining the 
resulting pattern. DuBois does not directl\ invoke the ´hardµ concepts of the 
older historical-geographic school� but his anal\sis gives us evidence of the inter-
cultural relations Zithin the areal schePe. Incidentall\� his anal\sis rePinds us 
indirectl\ and Zithout Margon that cultural patterns seePing to iPpl\ vague 
iPpersonal forces (the ´superorganicµ) have to be coPplePented b\ focused 
and purposive diϸusion in the forP of ´borroZingµ. The voluPe includes a 
second valuable stud\ of )innish and Old Norse P\th� -ohn LindoZ·s surve\ of 
Pan\ siPilarities betZeen Nordic and )innish P\thologies� he tends to be skep-
tical of specific loans� even Zhile giving a good account of the relevant cultural 
relations and Paking use of the Podel idea. Diϸusion as specific borroZings 
coPes into other papers as Zell. -oseph Nag\ anal\ses a Nordic forP of a strange 
tale Zith a histor\� presuPabl\ oral� e[tending back through Irish and Iranian. 
ContePporar\� i.e.� thirteenth-centur\� inϰuences on Snorri·s P\tholog\ froP 
European learning� especiall\ about the -eZs� is 5ichard Cole·s subMect� -onas 
:ellendorf shoZs� aPong other things� learned inϰuences on conceptions of 
idols and other representations� and Mattias Nordvig posits inϰuences froP 
nature (in the specificall\ Icelandic forP of volcanic eruptions) on the preserved 
cosPological passages and� reciprocall\� P\thic inϰuence on the language used 
for such eruptions. Stephen Mitchell� Harvard·s resident thauPaturge of this 
collection� gives a coPprehensive surve\ of the background of Odin·s coPPu-
nication Zith the dead� including possible source-representing analogues froP 
the learned South.
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:hile coPparison and reconstruction in the senses Must aduPbrated do 
constitute thePes through Puch of the voluPe� a core of e[cellent articles draZ 
their coPparisons Pore traditionall\ betZeen segPents of the greater field. 
The archeologist Torun =achrisson and the histor\-of-religions scholar Olof 
SundTvist� in their diϸerent Za\s� draZ together evidence froP both archeolog\ 
and te[ts� tZo too often estranged disciplines. On the occasion of a striking neZ 
figural find froP SouthZest SZeden� =achrisson gives an e[haustive account 
of 9|lund the SPith� especiall\ in art and artifact. SundTvist discusses the 
historical and archeological evidence for ´the tree� the Zell� and the tePpleµ 
at 8ppsala� according to $daP of BrePen� but his article also has a strong theo-
retical coPponent (favoring Eliade) and a valuable Pethod that reTuires a broad 
surve\ of siPilar s\Pbol-laden landscapes and of archival evidence. These 
tZo essa\s Zill be of great value to the Painl\ philological/literar\ readers of 
the voluPe. $ voice froP that literar\ side� that of .ate Heslop� also and ver\ 
adroitl\ Zorks Zith art-historical concepts around the ´fraPeµ in epigraphic 
and artistic conte[ts in coPparison Zith eddic poetr\. Heslop·s essa\ Zill be 
sei]ed upon b\ literar\ critics as theoreticall\ rich and suggestive. Heslop and 
Post of these contributors� Zhen the\ deal Zith verbal art and content� assuPe 
oral conte[ts� but tZo papers deal principall\ Zith this vital thePe of oralit\ 
and literac\. Pernille HerPann·s chapter ePbodies the Pore theoretical discus-
sion� e[cellent of its kind� and Terr\ *unnell applies oral tradition practicall\ in 
a Zide-ranging surve\ and defense of the 9anir gods.

$t one point LindoZ coPpares Zith Snorri·s age the relativel\ sophisticated 
and thorough )innish collecting of oral tradition in the nineteenth centur\� 
thousands of notebooks of the latter are neatl\ arranged in archives Zhile loss 
of a feZ (Pore) Pedieval Panuscripts Zould have left us Zith precious little 
knoZledge of Nordic P\tholog\. One point is the vastness of oral tradition vs. 
the liPits of technolog\: the oral is ϰeeting b\ nature� and Pedieval Zriting 
gave onl\ a fragile perPanence to its accidental preservations. $nother Pight 
be the reconstructive nature of an\ knoZledge of fragPentar\ P\ths and their 
s\stePs and the value of the coPparative Pethod in that enterprise. This book 
assePbles an iPpressive and variegated teaP of senior and \ounger scholars 
Zith Zide international distribution. Their contributions Zill be adPired and 
built upon as an iPportant phase in the evolving field.



Preface
Situating Old Norse Mythology in  

Comparative Contexts

Pernille Hermann, Stephen Mitchell,  
and Jens Peter Schjødt

The essays in this ጟolume  are centrall\ concerned Zith an all-too-
apparent realit\ about the stud\ of pagan religions in Europe� naPel\� that 

the stud\ of an\ P\tholog\� especiall\ archaic and onl\ hapha]ardl\ recorded 
P\thologies� reTuires careful assessPent of sources and the attePpt to recon-
struct the ´s\stePµ Zhich is understood to be at its heart. )or the P\tholog\ 
of pre-Christian Scandinavia� this perspective has long been understood to be 
not onl\ highl\ desirable but also� iPportantl\� highl\ available� Pore so than 
for Pan\ other European pagan traditions� Painl\ due to the substantial corpus 
of e[traordinar\ te[ts froP the Icelandic Middle $ges� above all� its eddas� sagas 
and skaldic poetr\. 

That Ze are in this fortunate situation has naturall\ had an overZhelPingl\ 
salubrious eϸect on the stud\ of the pre-Christian era in Northern Europe. <et 
at the saPe tiPe� the stud\ of Old Norse P\tholog\ has also� parado[icall\� been 
in a position to pursue its Paterials in ´splendid isolationµ� to poach *eorge 
)oster·s elegant political locution� to a greater degree than have Pan\ other 
coPparable traditions despite soPe notable e[ceptions to this trend.1 In partial 
response to this situation� the essa\s in this collection look to address the issue 
of Old Norse P\tholog\ as an area of inTuir\ that can benefit substantiall\ 
froP coPparative scholarl\ inTuir\� coPparativisPs of diϸerent sorts� that is� 
coPparative Zith respect to theories as Zell as to tradition areas.

1 :orks like *eorges DuPp]il·s 1959 Les Dieux des Germains. Essai sur la formation de la religion scan-
dinave and Matthias Egeler·s recent Walküren, Bodbs, Sirenen. Gedanken zur religionsgeschichtli-
chen Anbindung Nordwesteuropas an den mediterranen Raum are Pore e[ceptions than the rule in  
the field.
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Comparativism and Old Norse Mythology

CoPparativisP has pla\ed a changeable role Zithin the stud\ of Old Norse 
P\tholog\. Not surprisingl\� the changes have largel\ folloZed the overall 
tendencies Zithin the HuPanities. Thus� in the Histor\ of 5eligions in the first 
part of the nineteenth centur\� the so-called nature-P\th school ϰourished� in 
Zhich the idea Zas that in order to understand P\tholog\ as such� one should 
coPpare P\thologies froP all over the Zorld. The roPanticisP of the nature-
P\th school Zas toZards the end of the centur\ replaced b\ diϸerent theories 
based on evolutionisP Zhich Zere b\ necessit\ still Poving Zithin a coPpara-
tive paradigP. In the beginning of the tZentieth centur\� this vieZ changed� and 
particularisP becaPe the ruling paradigP� Zith the idea that each individual 
culture is uniTue and can onl\ be grasped as a universe of its oZn. 

$lthough Pan\ of the results concerning the ´essenceµ of P\tholog\� as 
proposed b\ the older generation of coPparativists� are not accepted toda\� 
the ver\ idea that in order to understand a certain phenoPenon� Ze should 
coPpare various e[pressions of this phenoPenon at diϸerent tiPes and places� 
seePs Tuite rational. This procedure� hoZever� involves a significant nuPber 
of problePs� perhaps the Post conspicuous one being the ver\ identification 
of siPilar phenoPena Zithin diϸerent cultures� and thus decisions involving 
categori]ation and classification. So� for instance� one is faced Zith Tuestions 
as fundaPental as ´Zhat is a P\thµ" Is the stor\ of $daP and Eve in *enesis to 
be categori]ed together Zith the stor\ of މyrr fishing for the :orld Serpent in 
Gylfaginning" $nd if so� Zhat is it that bind these tZo narratives together� i.e.� 
Zhat do the\ have in coPPon" No Patter Zhat ansZers are suggested� it Pust 
be clear that there are huge diϸerences betZeen theP³in content� in transPis-
sion� in st\le� in the attitudes toZards the narratives froP contePporar\ audi-
ences� and so on. 

$ siPilarl\ diϲcult issue arises regarding the relation betZeen ´siPi-
laritiesµ and ´diϸerencesµ Zhen a coPparative Pethod is applied. $́nti-
coPparativistsµ have often Paintained that in appl\ing this Pethod� onl\ the 
siPilarities are focused upon� Zhereas there Pa\ be huge diϸerences� too� 
betZeen the cultures being anal\]ed. $lthough it is ver\ often true that the 
siPilarities are the focus of coPparative anal\ses� it is� hoZever� not the rule 
that the diϸerences are reMected or denied. Mostl\� this focus is due to the Tues-
tions raised: Zhat is siPilar betZeen religion ; and religion <� or� conversel\ 
Zhat is diϸerent betZeen religion ; and religion <" Both t\pes of Tuestions 
are� of course� perfectl\ legitiPate� but the\ reTuire diϸerent perspectives  
and anal\ses. 
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These problePs� and Pan\ Pore that have to do Zith coPparativisP� have 
been discussed at great length b\ scholars in the Stud\ of 5eligion� taking into 
consideration Post of the theoretical issues involved. $ siPilar debate� hoZever� 
does not seeP to be the case Zithin the stud\ of pre-Christian religions of the 
North. The earl\ proponents of the coPparative Pethod� e[ePplified b\ -acob 
*riPP (1835) and :ilhelP Mannhardt (1858)� Zere inϰuenced b\ the roPanti-
cisP of their da\� and source criticisP� as Ze knoZ it toda\� had not reall\ begun. 

$ debate of this sort Zithin earl\ Northern European studies happened 
toZards the end of the nineteenth centur\� Zhen the Pain opponent of coPpar-
ativisP Zithin the stud\ of Old Norse P\tholog\ Zas the NorZegian Sophus 
Bugge� especiall\ in his Studier over de nordiske Gude-og Heltesagns Oprindelse 
(1881²1889). Bugge had an iPPense iPpact on the scholarship Zithin the field 
for a ver\ long tiPe. The idea Zas³and is³that alPost all our sources for Old 
Norse P\tholog\ are subMect to Christian inϰuence in one Za\ or another. The 
opposite vieZ³i.e.� Paintaining that the content and structures in Snorri·s Edda� 
for instance� should be seen as an\thing trul\ pagan because of ´superficialµ 
siPilarities Zith indigenous or Indo-European P\thologies³Zas reMected as 
pure roPanticisP and fantas\� and� in an\ event� not a ´scientificµ perspective. 
This position Zas the doPinant one up to the 1950s or 60s� and has continued to 
pla\ an iPportant role to the present.

The ´re-ePergenceµ of coPparative studies in scholarship on Old Norse 
P\tholog\ Zas Painl\ due to the anal\ses carried out b\ the great )rench 
linguist and historian of religion� *eorges DuPp]il (e.g.� 1959). His idea that 
there Zere certain structural parallels betZeen the various Indo-European 
P\thologies� including that of Scandinavia� soon becaPe rather popular aPong 
Pan\ students of religion� such as -an de 9ries (1955²1956) and E.O. *abriel 
Turville-Petre (e.g.� 1964)� to Pention onl\ the Post iPportant. But Pan\ Zere 
ver\ hesitant and Must as Pan\ Zere ver\ critical toZards DuPp]il� such as )olke 
Str|P (e.g.� 1961)� 5a\ I. Page (1978-79) and a nuPber of others. $nd one of the 
Pain criticisPs Zas the ver\ use of coPparisons to reconstruct a pre-Christian 
P\tholog\ froP the sources that are transPitted to us� reϰecting specificall\ 
for Old Norse the ongoing discussions betZeen advocates of coPparativisP and 
particularisP in Pan\ of the huPan sciences.

Since the 1960s� hoZever� this picture has been soPeZhat blurred� and it is 
far Pore diϲcult to pinpoint the various positions. Man\ scholars have accepted 
that there is a need for coPparative perspectives in attePpting to reconstruct 
the P\tholog\ of pre-Christian Scandinavia� coPbined� of course Zith tradi-
tional source criticisP. The basic need for analogies Zhen Ze tr\ to create the 
lines of an entire P\tholog\ froP scattered evidence in the sources³especiall\ 
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Zith all the source critical problePs Ze face in appl\ing the inforPation Ze 
get froP the Pedieval sources� such as Snorri·s Zorks³is the Pain reason. 
-ust as analogies have been used b\ archaeologists in placing individual finds 
correctl\ Zithin the culture in Tuestion� there appears to be a groZing aZare-
ness that Zithout using analogies froP other P\thologies (P\thologies froP 
cultures Zhere Ze are often better inforPed than is the case Zith pre-Christian 
Scandinavia)� Ze Zould be eTuall\ incapable of correctl\ placing the individual 
pieces of inforPation in the Zritten sources into their correct positions. Even 
if there is still a debate betZeen the historical source critics and those scholars 
Zho are Pore inclined to bring in anthropological parallels� the hard lines of 
this opposition have ´softenedµ during the last three or four decades.

´CoPparisonµ should� hoZever� also be vieZed in a broader perspective. 
)irst and forePost it is obvious that even Zithin the Old Norse area itself there 
Zere diϸerences in the religious and P\thical ZorldvieZs. That Peans that 
P\ths told in one part of Scandinavia Zere not necessaril\ told in the saPe Za\ 
in other parts� and thus even coPparing tZo versions of a P\th Zould consti-
tute a coPparative enterprise. Secondl\� coPparing various Zritten versions 
of a P\th Zith Zhat Pa\ have constituted oral versions� or P\ths related in 
diϸerent literar\ genres or in diϸerent Pedia should also be seen as coPpara-
tive anal\ses. In this sense� the articles in this book are all Zorking Zith diϸerent 
aspects of ´coPparativisPµ� soPe of Zhich are not traditionall\ seen as such.

$ccordingl\� this collection is divided into several sections� organi]ed b\ the 
individual essa\·s distinguishing coPparative feature� although these categori-
]ations are far froP absolute: there are articles that deal Pore or less e[clusivel\ 
Zith theoretical problePs� such as the significance of the oral character of the 
sources� the problePs Zith analogies� and so on� here gathered together under 
the label� Theoretical and Conceptual Comparisons. $ diϸerent categor\ of essa\s 
are those that are Pore concerned Zith specific te[ts and other ePpirical data� 
a categor\ Ze have here divided into sub-groups� one of Zhich is concerned 
Zith Painl\ ´localµ coPparisons to cultures located geographicall\ close to the 
Scandinavians� or even Zithin the Scandinavian area itself� Zhere such prob-
lePs as ´loansµ� parallel developPents� coPPon ´proto t\pesµ� and so on are 
discussed� Zhat Ze have here labeled� Local and Neighboring Traditions. $nd then 
there are additional e[aPples of coPparisons going far be\ond the iPPediate 
neighbors of Scandinavia� occasionall\ e[panding Zell be\ond theP� Zhat Ze 
here for the sake of convenience label Global Traditions. 

Of course� no collection of essa\s� hoZever diverse in their disciplinar\ 
orientations and hoZever discursive in their treatPents� could ever capture the 
full range of coPparisons Podern scholars Zould regard as necessar\ to locate 
Old Norse P\tholog\ properl\ Zithin the stud\ of archaic belief s\stePs� but 
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our hope is that these essa\s collectivel\ Pove us closer to that goal� and indi-
viduall\ suggest Zhat is to be gained b\ such an approach.
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