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Preface

The purpose of this book is to apply theories and perspectives from the
Study of Religion, or Comparative Religion as some would prefer, to
the study of the pre-Christian culture in the North. The basic idea is that
such an application will enlighten our understanding of some myths and
other narratives which, from other points of view, may seem obscure
and thus give us a glimpse into the world view of the pagan Scandina-
vians, which, | would maintain, cannot be obtained otherwise. This
means that the book deals with problems within the Study of Religion
as well as within Scandinavian Studies, and it is, of course, my hope
that it can inspire scholars from both fields, even if some chapters may
be rather ‘technical’ and probably more relevant for scholars within one
or the other of the fields. As an historian of religion, occupied with Old
Norse myth, religion and ideology, the application mentioned seems to
be an undertaking that is all the more relevant because much research
done from the point of view of so-called modem philology or from the
point of view of traditional historical studies argues that our access to
this field is severely limited by the situation surrounding the source
material. | hope to be able to show that the situation is not all that bad
and that studies into the Old Norse world do not have to be critical in
only a negative way, but that they may actually reveal important as-
pects of the world view of that culture, even if we must accept that
there will always be important lacunae in our knowledge of pagan
Scandinavian religion.

The idea for this book goes back many years. Earlier versions of
some chapters have been published as articles during the nineties. The
final manuscript was submitted, in a Danish version, in 2003 for the Dr.
Phil.-degree at the University of Aarhus and was defended in May
2004. During 2005 and 2006 it was translated into English by Victor
Hansen in order to be published as part of the Viking Collection.

This means that many people have had a role to play in the process,
and | owe my gratitude to all of them, especially my colleagues at the
Department of the Study of Religion at the University of Aarhus and at
other universities across the world. Here, | shall mention only a few,
who have been particularly important for the final result. Professor



Preface

Margaret Clunies Ross, University of Sydney, who has contributed in
several ways: by being a member of the committee for the Danish ver-
sion submitted for the Dr. Phil.—degree and an opponent at the defence,
by reading the English manuscript, giving many valuable suggestions
for improvement, and by being a member of the editorial board of the
Viking Collection, and not least for her great patience with the finishing
of the manuscript. I should like to thank also the two other members of
the editorial board, Professor Mats Malm, University of Gothenburg,
and Professor Matthew Driscoll, University of Copenhagen, for having
accepted the manuscript. Additionally I am grateful to the other two
opponents at my defence, Professor Britt-Mari Nisstrom, University of
Gothenburg, and Professor Armin W. Geertz, University of Aarhus. My
colleagues in Aarhus, Professor Hans Jorgen Lundager Jensen, Profes-
sor Per Bilde, and the late Professor Preben Meulengracht Serensen
have all read parts of the Danish manuscript and have contributed with
valuable ideas. This also goes for Professor Kurt Schier, University of
Munich, who, while I stayed for three months in Munich back in the
beginning of the nineties, read some chapters in very early versions. I
also want to thank Lecturer Karen Bek-Pedersen, University of Aarhus,
for valuable suggestions in the English manuscript, and Henning Kure
with whom I have been talking for many, many hours on mythological
matters. I want to thank them all for their professional (and often social)
contribution.

I should also like to thank the secretaries at the Faculty of Theology
in Aarhus, Ingrid Mikkelsen, now retired, who did a great job with the
preparation of the Danish manuscript, and Marlene Jessen who has
worked just as hard on this English version.

Finally, I must thank the Danish Research Council, ‘Forskningsradet
for Kultur og Kommunikation’ for financial assistance to cover printing
costs, and the Dean at the Faculty of Theology, Carsten Riis, for grant-
ing money for the translation into English from ‘Aarhus Universitets
Forskningsfond’.

As mentioned, many more people who have contributed in some
way or other to this book ought to be mentioned here. I would like to
express my sincere gratitude to them all.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

There are several good reasons for being occupied with initiation in
pre-Christian Scandinavian religion. One of them is that, while initia-
tion as a phenomenon has attracted the attention of historians of relig-
ion, both in connection with most of the individual religions from the
past and the present, as well as in cross-cultural perspectives, the phe-
nomenon is a long way from acquiring a central place within research
in the history of religion in Scandinavia. There are several reasons for
this, but the most important is without a doubt the situation regarding
the sources for this field. They give us no possibility of dealing with
initiation from those perspectives which in general mark research in
other fields, quite simply because we do not have adequate descriptions
of rituals.'

Another reason for undertaking the present investigation is that,
when the point of departure is so problematical as is the case here, we
are forced to look more closely at the way in which the phenomenon
has been defined in the general history of research. In most cases, the
definition has been marred by a lack of rigour and awareness of the
terminological and theoretical problems involved in the very concept of
initiation. A critical look at the history of research and the way research
has defined — or not defined — the phenomenon is, therefore, necessary
with a view to marking out relevant criteria for the selection of primary
material for study. It is also necessary because there is a need for an
independent discussion of research in this field, and an identification of
its central elements so as to get an appropriate characterisation of initia-
tion as a phenomenological category.’

A third and perhaps the most important reason for analysing Scandi-
navian myths in relation to the category of initiation is that, in some

' On the whole, our knowledge about rituals in Scandinavian religion is, for various
reasons, very limited (cf. Hultgérd 1993, 222-3 and Clunies Ross 2002 and 2003).

% In order to prevent any misunderstanding, it must be emphasised that the terms phe-
nomenology and phenomenological are used in the sense of phenomenology of religion
and not in the sense the concept has in the history of philosophy.

11



Introduction

previous works of mine, | saw that several of these myths ‘opened up’
when the initiation model was used as an analytical tool (Schjodt 1983,
1994, 1999a, 2000a, 2000b and 2003). The present work, therefore,
lays claim to demonstrate that a series of myths, which have not previ-
ously been examined in connection with this model, can be shown to
form an entire group (or perhaps rather part of an entire group in which
other myths possibly also belonging to this group may have been lost or
may be so distorted in transmission that it is no longer possible to ana-
lyse them as a part of the pre-Christian semantic universe), which have
revolved around the semantic adaptation of initiation’s raison d ‘tre.
Thorough analyses of previously examined myths and a number of
other myths, together with a complete analysis of the semantic universe
to which they each contribute, may be expected to shed new light not
only on the myths examined, but on substantial areas of Scandinavian
religious history, including important complexes that deal with the rela-
tionship between the (Esir and Vanir and myths involving the god
Osinn.

It is hoped that this investigation will contribute to Scandinavian
studies generally as well as to the phenomenology of religion, though
my perspective is primarily phenomenological.

A preliminary working definition

As a beginning, | advance the following preliminary working defini-
tion, which will be considerably expanded in Chapter 3: initiation is a
certain sequential structure - ritualistic or narrative - which makes use
of a series of symbols that mark the difference and the transition be-
tween the initial and the final phases of the sequence. Central to the
unfolding of the sequence is the acquisition of a numinous potential
(knowledge or abilities, which are often expressed through various
acquired objects) for the acting figure, who can be designated as subject
in the sequence, a potentiality without which the subject would not be
able to maintain his status in the final situation, which thus designates a
‘higher’ level and which, in principle, is irreversible. The crucial factor
at the present stage is that we are dealing with a sequence structure and
thus not necessarily with a ritual structure. This distinction is of consid-
erable importance since it implies that there is no prior explicit or im-
plicit claim in the definition that all the myths, which are to form the

12



Initiation between two Worlds

main subject of this study, reflect original rituals.3The objective of the
investigation is, in the first instance, neither the rituals nor their recon-
struction, but rather, as mentioned above, an attempt to reveal the se-
mantic universe within which the structure and symbolism of initiation
take place. If it is possible in addition to assert that certain individual
features in the narrative in fact have had their basis in some aspect of
ritual, this must be considered as a by-product of the investigation.

Further, it is important to recognise that the acquisition of a numi-
nous potential may be identified as playing a central part in initiation,
because it gives us a possibility of determining the relevant material. It
means that passages in the primary data - which will be further defined
in Chapter 4 - that include the acquisition of an ability of numinous
kind are those which, at least in the first instance, are to be the subject
of close analysis. As far as the term numinous is concerned, it was in-
troduced into the study of religion by Rudolf Otto, who argues with
some justice that the numinous in the strictest sense is undefinable
(Otto 1963: 7). In this investigation, the term will be used in a relatively
broad sense which includes that which is not quite precisely definable:
the spiritual, the esoteric, the supernatural - in other words, that which
in religious consciousness cannot be precisely pinpointed in everyday
language, but which nevertheless has to use this language out of neces-
sity. The numinous thus designates the content of a fundamentally other
world, a world which is categorically different from that in which eve-
ryday life takes place (cf. Leach 1976, 72).

It is likewise important with regard to our data that the numinous
knowledge which the subject acquires will be of importance for him or
her in the final phase, and to this the observation can be added that this
knowledge must in itself be the subject’s aim and not only be a means
of obtaining other things (a bride, wealth or something else). This ex-
cludes sequences such as the one in Vafdr in which OSinn is competing
in knowledge with Vaflmidnir. Here it is not a question of an acquisi-
tion of knowledge since neither of the parties changes his status with
respect to numinous knowledge in the final situation (see Chapter 6.3).

"It is, therefore, not a question of continuing to build on Propp 1983, 470, where he
concludes: ‘Ces correspondances [between folktales and initiation rituals] nous permet-
tons d’affirmer que le cycle d’initiation est la base la plus archaique du conte’, “The
agreement [between folktales and initiation rituals] allows us to assert that the initiation
cycle is the most archaic foundation of the folktale’.

13



Introduction

This criterion, however, serves primarily to mark the difference be-
tween initiation and, for instance, folktales in which the hero obtains
knowledge of how he may be able to find the key to a treasury, which
in turn may give him the princess and half of the kingdom. That such
folktales may have their root in an initiation ideology or perhaps even
in initiation rituals can certainly not be rejected, but in that case they
are often to be considered as derivations from such an ideology and not
as a basis for the world view that was the foundation of the rituals. It is
here, among other things, that myths and folktales differ from one an-
other.

That which is required of a certain type of knowledge or abilities in
order to qualify as elements in an initiation is that they must be of per-
manent importance for the subject in the final situation. It is, therefore,
not a question of knowledge that solves a pressing problem for the sub-
ject but, rather, of numinous qualities which precisely characterise the
subject in the final phase. For example, the myth in Bdr falls outside the
definition for the reason that, although Odinn indeed obtains knowledge
of a numinous nature, it is not knowledge that has a permanent influ-
ence on his position.

The analyses will show, among other things, what the numinous en-

tity that is to be acquired consists of, but it can be stated at once that,
when the term ‘numinous knowledge’ is used, it is to be understood
quite broadly, as it often includes something potential in the form of ‘an
object of knowledge’, which gives the one who is in possession of it an
increase in his numinous abilities.
It may for instance be a drink consisting of mead or blood, or it may be
words in the form of runes or incantations, possibly supplemented by
weapons with supernatural powers. The crucial point is whether they
provide the subject in the initiation sequence with numinous qualities,
signalling that these qualities are connected with an Other World.

The nature ofthe primary sources

When we say that we do not have sources describing initiation rituals in
Scandinavian religion and, when initiation has been understood nar-

14



Initiation between two Worlds

rowly as a ritual category in most phenomenological studies,4 there
may seem to be a problem. However, there are new possibilities, not
least of a symbolic nature, when we work with a sequence structure
containing some specific elements. Such a structure may, in addition to
being present in rituals, also be found in all kinds of narrative genres
which may, therefore, constitute potential primary data. This holds
good for myths in the narrow sense, understood as narratives concern-
ing divine beings, but also for folktales, heroic legends and other cate-
gories. The mythical, however, occupies a special place in this study,
although the term itself must be understood in a broader sense than the
one just stated (cf. Chapter 3). Chapter 4 will deal more closely with a
series of problems associated with the source material, but here | shall
make a single observation about the concept of myth. It is characteristic
of the mythical as a category within the phenomenology of religion that
it often has a paradigmatic status in a culture, serving as a model for
human activity, including the performance of rituals, to use the words
of Eliade (e.g. Eliade 1963, 6-8). It is, therefore, meaningful when we
want to examine a specific structure and symbolism to search in myth
for its most explicit form. Even in religions for which we have copious
source material about rituals, we are often obliged to turn to myth in
order to obtain an increased understanding of the actions that take place
in connection with the performance of ritual.5

The material will consist, therefore, predominantly of mythical
statements. It is difficult to define myth as a category but, in this study
il will be understood as a narrative dealing with circumstances in “The
Other World’, or with the interaction which takes place between This
World and The Other World. It must, however, be emphasised that the
boundaries between myth and adjacent genres are often fluid. There is
no doubt that structural parallels exist between myths and popular folk-

11t should be stated here that the term ‘initiation rituals’ in this study covers those
categories of rituals that van Gennep called rites de passage. The reason for this will
emerge in Chapters 2 and 3.

It is not a criticism of that part of the more recent research into rituals which sees the
very performance of the ritual as its raison d etre. Nevertheless, one can give several
examples to show that a ritual, in the participants’ understanding, is performed with
reference to a myth complex. It is thus not a question of a claim that all rituals are
nllached to myths, or that all myths have a paradigmatic status. It is simply a question
of ascertaining the trite fact that some myths occupy such a position.

15



Introduction

tales, as we saw above (without folktales necessarily in all cases being
understood as ‘derivatives’ of myths, see Stitt 1992, 22-3), whereas
representational aspects, such as the status of the actors, will normally
be different because the protagonists of myth generally belong more
closely to The Other World than those who populate the folktale. Con-
comitantly there will also be a difference in degree of paradigmatic
status. With regard to the relationship between myth and ritual it can
also be difficult in the field of Scandinavian religion to decide whether
a text is mythical or ritual, something that is perhaps most clearly ex-
pressed in connection with the stanzas in Havm concerning Odinn’s
hanging of himself. Perhaps it is rather a question of the narrative being
both/and. It is also possible - perhaps even probable - that some of the
poems we know were recited in connection with rituals in pre-Christian
Scandinavia, but the exact nature of this oral tradition is unknown
(Motz 1996b, 115; Quinn 2000, 37). There is no reason at this stage to
carry out a more exact demarcation between myth and ritual, but only
to keep in view that the main subject matter of our investigation must
be mythical, without rejecting in advance a more or less obscure con-
nection to the ritual sphere.

Initiation and religion

In order to reach a definition of the phenomenon of initiation, we need
to remember that it is a matter of a symbolic structure, which is to be
understood within the framework of a religion. Where it is meaningful
in a sociological context to define initiation as the ‘ritualising of a
change of status’, this is hardly sufficient in the context of the study of
religion. When someone who is promoted in a firm is conventionally
required to stand a round of drinks for his fellow employees, one may
perhaps rightly call this an initiation ritual; it is a more or less institu-
tionalised practice, which marks the person’s entering into a new status.
There is no reason to reject this usage of the term, which may be mean-
ingful in various disciplines. But when we speak of initiation in the
context of the study of religion, it is clear that we must focus on pre-
cisely those aspects of the phenomenon that distinguish it as a religious
phenomenon, even though rituals can legitimately be argued to exist in
both religious and secular contexts. This means that we must see it as
part of the religious mode of existence, which has as its prerequisite
that the basic ideology of the society is a religious one.

16



Initiation between two Worlds

Consequently we cannot avoid touching on the question of what re-
ligion actually is. It is not appropriate here to enter into a detailed dis-
cussion of the history of research into this subject6but, on the other
hand it is important to state how the term is understood in the present
study. Scholars have tried to define religion throughout the whole his-
tory of research on this subject. What is common to the various at-
tempts is that they emerge from the individual researcher’s area of in-
terest and professional background and, naturally, from the objectives
(hey had in mind.

With regard to the present project, it is crucial to emphasise the im-
portance of what we call “The Other World’ as it is understood by those
people who are the subject of the research. The Other World will often
be divided into several worlds, and it only becomes meaningful in con-
trast to This World, the one in which people’s everyday life is played
out according to laws and rules, which are generally known by every-
body in the culture concerned. The Other World represents first and
foremost something completely different,7and it is very difficult to
determine its contents. It varies from culture to culture, admittedly with
some common structural characteristics, but its representation is unique
in each culture. It contains gods, demons, the dead, fabulous beings,
celestial happiness, inhuman tortures, unknown spirits and modes of
life and, on the whole, everything that is not of This World. The Other
World can be thematised in terms of space or time: it is another place
and/or it has existed from the beginning of time or will come into exis-
tence at the end of time. And furthermore - seen from the perspective
of the study of religion - it cannot be verified, although representations
of it and the consequences of these ideas for social and psychological
life naturally can. As a universal category, The Other World can thus
only be defined structurally as that which is completely different. The
way in which it is different will therefore always be related to the em-
pirical world, the form and content of which will be decisive for what
resources the individual culture equips its Other World with. Together

" Hilde 1991 offers an excellent and brief outline of different attempts at a definition
and gives copious references.

( The concept has a close affinity with what Rudolf Otto calls das Ganz Andere, “The
completely different’ (Otto 1963, 31-7) which, however, has an ontological status in
contrast to “The Other World’, as the concept is used in this study where it serves ex-
clusively as an analytical concept.
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Introduction

with otherness it is, therefore, also important to notice that it must have
similarities to This World in order to become meaningful - similarities
which are, however, often ‘distorted’ with regard to empirical occur-
rences. For example, when it is day here, it is night there, or the Other
World may be inhabited by anthropomorphic beings who understand
the language of animals. We thus operate with the categories of day and
night, but they are reversed in comparison with the known world, or the
alternation between night and day is suspended so that the Other World
experiences an eternal day or an eternal night. People accept that the
inhabitants of the Other World are similar to us and communicate with
each other but their language is of another kind, or perhaps people are
eternally silent. There are many possibilities, but the crucial point is
that the Other World is categorically different. We may thus understand
it as something that lies outside our world and any direct contact from
This World to the Other World is, therefore, not attainable as a matter
of course but has to be staged via ritualised actions, which are also ac-
tions that are separated from everyday activities though they have an
affinity with them.

It is the relationship between This World and everything which has
to do with the Other World that also forms part of the dichotomy be-
tween the profane and the sacred - a dichotomy which, as is known, has
rightly played an immense role in research on religion.8

The existence of these two worlds in people’s religious conscious-
ness is, however, not enough for us to be able to talk of a religion, as in
that case we face a purely mental construction or a philosophy. It is
thus crucial that a possible communication or exchange between them
exists. This will include the possibility that both This World as well as

8Brink (2001, 82) takes a sceptical position on whether this dichotomy between the
sacred and the profane is applicable to pre-Christian Scandinavian religion with refer-
ence to the general sacredness of the landscape, but his argument is based on a misun-
derstanding. It is not a question of everything being sacred all the time. Certain places
are constantly sacred, whereas other places may be sacred at certain times in connection
with rituals. The point of the dichotomy is that people experience something as numi-
nous, which would be impossible if everything was sacred all the time, which would in
turn impede ordinary profane tasks. That the world as such is considered sacred does
not prevent something at certain times being considered sacred and at other times not.
And as long as something is more sacred than something else, it confirms only that the
basic religious structure contains a heterogeneous space (cf. Eliade), which consists of a
spectrum between the sacred and profane poles.

18
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tlie Other World may be in a position to send messages to one another.
Seen from the perspective of the humanistic study of religion, it is only
that part of the communication, in which This World is the sender that
is empirically observable as a part of such a communication. The com-
munication that passes from the Other World to This World can only be
understood as such in the religious person’s own interpretation. That a
lightning strike is a sign from Jupiter must be said to be a matter of
interpretation, whereas the Romans’ thanksgiving for this sign may be
seen unproblematically as a communicative act. Nevertheless, it can
only be interpreted as a meaningful act if the whole complex of ideas
about the Other World is involved.9

Al this may seem rather trite, but it is nevertheless important to bear
in mind since initiation as a phenomenological category will be viewed
here primarily as an exchange between the two worlds in which that
universe of meaning, which forms the Other World, plays a crucial role.
Il cannot be denied that initiation should in all likelihood be understood
us a ritualised change of status but, in order to qualify this as a phe-
nomenon that is a potential subject for study in research on religion, it
is important to give the role that the Other World occupies in a religious
".ociety a specific meaning.

A fact that makes analysis difficult is that, in connection with the
Scandinavian material - at least in that main part of it comprising the
myths - we are already faced with the Other World as the point of de-
parture, because these myths conceptualise a world that is first of all
inhabited by gods.10Thus, these myths construct another ‘Other World’
within their own universe which, so to speak, becomes an Other World

" Wilh this we may also argue that the equipment in The Other World and its communi-
i illion to This World forms the imaginative part of religion, whereas attempts from This
World to communicate with The Other World form the action part of religion and,
Ininlly, that those consequences for the sociological and psychological life, which the
ideas and the actions have, form the sociological and psychological part of religion. All
lliree parts are important objects for an adequate science of religion and, not least, their
irliitionship to each other. For an amplification of these viewpoints see Schjodt 1990c:
140-3.

1 The Scandinavian myths include the world of human beings to a far smaller extent
limn is the case in most other mythologies, and several of the sequences that are dealt
wilh here take place exclusively in the world of the gods, even though in Chapters 7
mid 8 1 will also examine sequences in which human actors (although with superhuman
i Imracteristics) play a part.

19



Introduction

squared, so that within that Other World, which forms the mythical
universe, it becomes possible to communicate with a second ‘Other
World’. We will return to this problem in Chapter 10.

The structure ofthe book

Chapter 2 consists of a selective historical overview of research into the
phenomenon of initiation, both from the perspective of the study of
religion in general and more specifically from that of the study of
Scandinavian religion and myth. Chapter 3, then, concludes, after a
discussion of a series of key problems, with a description of the charac-
teristics of the phenomenon of initiation, viewed both from a general
and a Scandinavian perspective. Chapter 4 contains an account of the
primary sources for the analysis as well as a discussion of problems
involved in their interpretation.

Chapters 5 to 8 form the central part of the book and contain close
analyses of the mythical sources. Each analysis concludes with the
myth in question being measured against the criteria for the identifica-
tion of initiation established in Chapter 3. There is a difference in the
way in which the individual myths are treated as the myths in Chapters
5 and 6 and, to some extent in Chapter 7, require a higher degree of
reconstruction than is the case for those in Chapter 8, on account of the
nature of their sources. Chapters 5 and 6 deal with myths in which the
god OSinn is the protagonist. Chapter 7 is partly a discussion of
whether the god &orr is involved in myths of initiation, and partly of
some myths with semi-divine beings as subjects. Chapter 8 discusses
narratives with primarily human actors.

Chapter 9 considers the question of which situations are a priori
likely, on phenomenological grounds, to involve initiation rituals. Un-
fortunately, it is only in connection with a few of these that we have
any Scandinavian source material at all. In those cases, the scarce
source material is compared with the results in Chapters 5-8 with a
view to gaining a deeper insight into the structure of the rituals and
their symbolism, which is perceptible to only a slight extent in the ex-
tant sources.

Chapter 10 is an aggregated analysis of the mythical scenarios ana-
lysed individually in the previous chapters with a view to mapping out,
or at least putting forward, key elements that constitute the semantic
universe formed by the Other World, and which are a prerequisite for
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Initiation between two Worlds

working with the concept of initiation. This chapter draws together all
the book’s findings about the nature of the concepts of the liminal and
Ihe Other World and as such it forms a kind of concluding analysis.

Chapter 11 again takes up the question of the relationship between
myth and ritual and in addition offers some perspectives for our under-
standing of OSinn in Scandinavian religion against the background of
the book’s analyses.
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Chapter 2

Research History

2.1 Initiation in the History of the Study of Religion

The purpose of the following brief account of some significant contri-
butions to the subject of initiation within the general history of religion
is partly to give an impression of different angles of approach to the
phenomenon, and partly to emphasise relevant views of some of the
significant scholars who have been occupied with the subject, with a
view to identifying and analysing elements basic to a working defini-
tion of initiation. This chapter does not aim to give a full chronological
account of research on initiation, which is far too comprehensive for
this to be possible. Some drastic selection is therefore unavoidable. The
researchers that have been selected for attention have all been of impor-
tance, although there are others who have played a part but have been
left out - a selection process that can hardly claim to use objective cri-
teria in every respect. Key researchers’ work is treated in chronological
order, because an historical overview allows us to see the building
blocks of a theory of initiation. Most of the scholars whose work is
analysed here have had a cross-cultural aim (phenomenological, struc-
turalist or some other approach), but we will also mention researchers
and works that deal with individual cultures. These will be examined to
the extent to which their results contribute to some general characteris-
tics of initiation.

Arnold van Gennep’ analyses of the structure of transitional
rituals

The first work of permanent theoretical significance in the field was
Arnold van Gennep’s Les rites de passage from 1909.1With very few

1Before van Gennep, other scholars had been interested in the phenomenon, and sev-
eral monographs had already been written (e.g. Schurtz 1902 and Webster 1908).
Likewise, such a significant person in the general history of religion as J. G. Frazer had
treated the subject in The Golden Bough 1907-1915 (VII, 2, 225-78). But none of these
have been of permanent theoretical value.
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exceptions, all literature concerned with initiation from the viewpoint
of the study of religion since 1909, whether the individual researcher’s
professional background is in anthropology or the history of religion,
has had to take van Gennep into consideration.2His importance for the
understanding of the structure of initiation is indisputable and, apart
from a few insignificant corrections, his work is still valid. This applies
particularly to his analysis of the structure and ‘mechanics’ of initiation
rituals, whereas his theses about the symbolism and function of the rites
are open to criticism and have not continued to play an important role
in research.3
Van Gennep wrote about the purpose of his book:

... ] 'ai tenté de grouper toute les séquences cérémonielles qui ac-
compagnent le passage d’une situation a une autre et d’un monde
(cosmique ou social) & un autre. Etant donnée I’importance de
ces passages, je crois Iégitime de distinguer une catégorie spécia-
le de Rites de Passage, lesquels se décomposent a I’analyse en
Rites de séparation, Rites de marge et Rites d ‘agrégation. Ces
trois catégories secondaires ne sont pas également développées
chez une méme population ni dans un méme ensemble cérémo-
niel. (1909, 13-14)

... | have attempted to group all the ceremonial sequences, which
follow the transition from one situation to another and from one
world (cosmic or social) to another. Given the importance of
these transitions, | think it is legitimate to single out as a special
category, Rites ofPassage, which can be analytically subdivided
into Rites ofseparation, Rites of transition [lit. Rites ofthe mar-
gin] and Rites ofaggregation. Those three secondary categories

Kimball 1960, indeed argues (X-XI) that the importance of the book, especially for
American sociologists, has been limited and gives several reasons for it, including that
the interest in religion and rituals was very limited for a time. This is probably correct
and explains why it is primarily research in the study of religion that has benefitted
from van Gennep’s work, even where it had been carried out by social anthropologists.
See for instance Glaser and Strauss 1971 as an example of how other disciplines have
made use of van Gennep.
1For a thorough account of van Gennep’s merits, which goes far beyond his work with
Iransitional rituals and includes various methodological considerations, among others
(lie dispersal of folkloristic motifs, see Belmont 1974.
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are neither equally developed in the same population nor in the
same ceremonial complex.

That this is the underlying structure of initiation rituals has not subse-
quently been refuted. The quotation clearly expresses van Gennep’s
understanding of what a rite of passage in fact is, namely ceremonies
which accompany the transition from one situation to another and from
one cosmic or social sphere to another. Often it is clear that the rituals
are modelled on a territorial transition, and that such a model is also
involved in the rituals (1909, 19-33). Apart from the fact that he in-
cludes the so-called ‘seasonal rites’ (1909, 254-63), which constitute a
separate problem in connection with initiation, something Chappie and
Coon drew attention to (Chappie and Coon 1942, 398 and 507-28), it is
striking how difficult it is to find formal criteria to distinguish the vari-
ous kinds of rites of passage with which the book operates. It is espe-
cially problematical to discover what, on the one hand, links the various
types of initiation rituals, given that, on the other hand, they should at
the same time form a special class of rites of passage different from the
other categories. We shall return to this in the next chapter in which we
will also examine the problems involved when van Gennep argued for
the tripartite phase structure as a genuine characteristic of rites of pas-
sage.

Van Gennep has provided an impressive analysis of the structure of
initiation rituals, summed up in the quotation above, indicating that
they consist of three categories of rites: separation from one mode of
being, transition,4and entry into of a new mode of being. The impor-
tance of the middle phase, transition, becomes clear from the parallel
terminology: rites préliminaires, liminaires et postliminaires, ‘prelimi-
nary, liminal and post-liminal rites’.

Another important point is that van Gennep draws our attention to
the fact that these categories of rites do not always carry the same
weight within the various transitional complexes. In certain situations
the weight will fall on one or the other category so that, for example, in
burial ceremonies separation rites will be most prominent, in wedding
ceremonies incorporation rites and in ‘initiations’ liminal rites. In addi-

4Van Gennep uses the word marge ‘margin’ which, for the lack of a better word, is
translated here as ‘transition’.
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lion, he draws our attention to the fact that not all the individual rites
connected with the transition rituals can be understood unambiguously
us having as their exclusive aim the securing of transitions. They may
have other purposes in addition, such as the advancement of fertility,
apotropaeic aims (e.g. the killing of demons) etc. (1909, 15 and 276-8).

Since van Gennep’s time, scholars have developed this outline fur-
Ihcr, but its basic components have not been contested in any convinc-
mj. way. Apart from the merit of seeing a structured entity behind a
scries of rituals, which might be quite different in their manner of ex-
pression, van Gennep made a number of other valuable observations.
Iwo themes, which will be of importance for the question of definition,
require discussion here. They are the relationship between the sacred
nnd the profane and the symbolism of death and rebirth, themes that we
I'nul in initiation rituals all over the world (1909, 130-1 and 260-2).

I he first of these themes deals with the sacred/profane-dichotomy
nnd its place in the tripartite structure of transition rites. The question is
what is ‘sacred’ in the transition rituals. Is it the liminal phase, or is it
the condition to which one is admitted? In his discussion of the Eleusin-
Lili mysteries (1909, 130), van Gennep states that the person to be initi-
aled is reborn into a sacred world, whereas he argues, in connection
with consecrations into secret societies in the Congo, that de ce passage
i) travers le monde sacré, il reste a | ‘initié une qualité spéciale, magico-
n'ligiuse, ‘through this journey across the sacred world, there remains
wilh the initiate a special magico-religious quality’(1909, 117). This
must imply that the real sacred phase is the liminal one, which is then

illached to’ the initiate in the new existence into which he is initiated.
I his question may perhaps seem of lesser importance but in fact, it is
crucial in order to be able to place the initiation sequence logically in
Ihe religious universe and to understand the religious dimension of
Inmsition itself- a point which, as we will see below, is emphasised by
Liler scholars like Eliade and Victor Turner.

As far as the second theme is concerned, namely the death-rebirth
Nymbolism, it is a complex that scholars, both before and after van
tiennep, have connected indissolubly with the phenomenon of initia-
lion. It thus forms the cornerstone of Eliade’s phenomenological re-
Ncnrch on this subject. Van Gennep saw, as did others before him (e.g.
Schurtz 1902, 98 and 105 and Webster 1908, 38), that many of the ritu-
als connected with transition rites make use of this symbolism. It is so
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well documented from a very large number of cultures that the presence
of this symbolism in conjunction with the structure of initiation may be
said to be universally distributed, although it cannot be claimed to be
present in every initiation, as is argued by Eliade.5Van Gennep was not
especially interested in the study of symbolism, apart from what could
support his theory of the tripartite structure, and it has been left to oth-
ers to treat the symbolism of death and rebirth more closely in the con-
text of the phenomenology ofreligion - not least to Eliade.

Van Gennep’s great merit was and remains his demonstration of the
category of transition rites and their tripartite structure, and it is this
discovery that has given him a permanent place in the history of re-
search.6 The structure consists of the rites of separation, transition and
incorporation, which further involves three ‘forms of existence’: one
which the person leaves, one in which he or she remains for a longer or
shorter transitional period, and a third to which the person is admitted.

In the following discussion, these will be designated the initial
phase, the liminal phase and the final phase, respectively.7
Chappies and Coon’ contribution to the classification

In addition to a long series of informative works about initiation and
transition rites in various individual cultures, written by ethnographers
and historians of religion, there have only been a few substantial con-
tributions that aim to define these categories, at least up to the 1950s.
One of those works, which is of value for the classification of transi-

5Eliade 1975, XII: “The central moment of every initiation is represented by the cere-
mony symbolizing the death of the novice and his return to the fellowship of the living’.
6 His importance and the current interest in his work is also emphasised in more recent
research (e.g. Segalen 1998, 27-39).

7 A scholar who ought to be mentioned in this connection is W. E. H. Stanner, whose
book On Aboriginal Religion (1966) was primarily occupied with Australian Aboriginal
religions. Stanner is interesting for several reasons: 1) he demonstrates parallels be-
tween initiation on the one hand and sacrifices on the other (p. 15) - a theme we will
return to in Chapter 6; 2) he proves that myths and rites can function independently of
one another and yet express the same ideological pattern (1966, 80 -106). | agree en-
tirely with his viewpoint, which will be expanded below; 3) he divides the liminal
phase into two parts characterised by a destruction and a transformation respectively
(1966, 38). One can say of this last idea that, in many ways, it makes good sense and
emphasises the significance of the liminal phase, but the relationship between destruc-
tion and transformation is not - at least not in Scandinavian myths - especially clear,
and for this reason it plays a lesser role in the present study.
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lional rites, is Chappie and Coon’s Principles of Anthropology (1942).
The authors consider the reason for ritual ising transitions to be the same
as can be seen in van Gennep, namely that the equilibrium of society is
disturbed and that the rites are designed to protect it from such distur-
bances (1942, 486-8). As far as terminology is concerned, Chappie and
Coon seem to use the term initiation in connection with puberty rituals,
consecration into secret societies and the consecration of shamans.
They divide the ritual complex, which van Gennep works with, into two
categories, namely rites ofpassage, which deal with individuals mov-
ing within society (1942, 484-506), whereas rites of intensification,
which are normally carried out by periodical changes, involve all the
members of the group or the society who are exposed to the changes in
their environment (1942, 507-28). The authors sum up their viewpoint
thus:

A Rite of Intensification is a ceremony in which equilibrium is
restored after a crisis affecting a group, whereas a Rite of Pas-
sage restores it after a disturbance which directly affects an indi-
vidual or class of individuals. The group disturbances which
evoke rites of intensification are largely of an environmental
character, resulting from an alteration of day and night, the
phases of the moon, or the progress of the seasons in their annual
cycle. (1942, 528)

What is of greatest interest here in connection with the question of
definition is that Chappie and Coon distinguish between two categories
of transitions, one of which has the individual or groups of individuals
as its object, who seek to be transformed by means of the ritual,
whereas the other one has the environment as its object. This means
that, following Chappie and Coon, we can eliminate one of the catego-
ries that van Gennep included in the rites de passage, namely the so-
called seasonal rituals. This seems obviously correct and all researchers
since have generally followed Chappie’s and Coon’s demarcation of
transitional rites.8

" Researchers from the fields of psychology and sociology have also written about the
phenomenon of initiation (e.g. Bettelheim 1955, Whiting 1961, Whiting, Kluckhohn
and Anthony 1958, Allen 1967 and Young 1965). However, their contributions, irre-
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Mircea Eliade’ contribution to initiation symbolism

Together with Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner (see below),
Mircea Eliade is one of a trio of scholars who have been of the greatest
importance in debates about the phenomenon of initiation within the
field of studies in religion. Eliade plays a crucial role in the history of
this research field,9even though his methods are problematical. It has
been argued that he is a Jungian (Leach 1966), and there is no doubt
that he is strongly inspired by Jung (e.g. Eliade 1969a, 20; 1969b, 22
and 49).110n the other hand, it is also clear that he makes a sharp dis-
tinction between depth psychology and the history of religion (Eliade
1968, 11-18), for example when he argues that it is not possible to re-
duce religion to unconscious processes. The most problematical aspect
of his work is his use of the concept of archetypes which, at the general
theoretical level plays an essential role in almost all his analyses - and
also in connection with initiation.1.

This and other obscurities in Eliade’s conceptual world have rightly
played a considerable role in the discussion of his scholarship. It is,
however, primarily at the general theoretical level that it becomes seri-

spective of their value in other respects, play no part in semantic analyses of the phe-
nomenon.

9The literature about Eliade is enormous, as can be see from Allen and Doing’s bibli-
ography (1980). For works with good discussions, see Saliba 1976, who is sharply
critical, Dudley 1977, who places question marks against Eliade’s scholarship and his
ability as an historian, and da Silva 1982, who treats Eliade’s phenomenology in a
philosophical light and generally has a positive attitude, as does Ricketts 1973. For
other critical evaluations see Leach 1966, Berner 1981, Strenski 1993, 15-40 and Pals
1996, 158-97.

DRicketts 1970 gives a good survey of Eliade’s ‘Jungianism’; concerning his use of
‘archetypes’, see especially 1970, 216-24.

1 The concept of archetypes is only one notion among several which are not defined, or
which are apparently used differently from one book to another (or from one chapter to
another). We do not get any explicit definition of recurring concepts such as symbols,
the sacred, nor even of religion. As far as the last-named is concerned, it is considerably
easier to say what it is not than what it is. It is not the result of political, psychological,
sociological or economical factors (1969b, 68). To argue that is reductionism and this,
to Eliade, is unambiguously negatively charged. Religious phenomena have an essence
(e.g. 1969b, 52), which is apparently universal and cannot be reduced to anything other
than that which is religious. It is therefore clear that Eliade’s work aims at being an
apologia for religion, which is perhaps most clearly expressed in the article ‘A New
Humanism’ from 1961 (Eliade 1969b, 1-11). See also Bianchi 1975, especially 216-20
and his general criticism of Eliade, 184-91.
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ously problematical.2 This becomes important when considering the
phenomenon of initiation in relation to when and how the structure and
symbolism that Eliade analyses is to be placed in the human conscious-
ness. Yet his analyses themselves seem both informative and inspiring,
although debatable. Together with other important scholars, he cer-
tainly contributes to an increased general understanding of the phe-
nomenon of initiation,Bthe more general methodological and theoreti-
cal problems associated with his work notwithstanding.}4

Eliade has dealt with the initiation phenomenon in a whole series of
articles, but all the essential material is collected in Rites and Symbols
ofInitiation}50ne of the most important of Eliade’s advances in com-
parison with most earlier research is that he turns attention away from
ritual itself and its psychic and social consequences and, instead, takes
an interest in the symbolism and structure of the complex of ideas, not
only behind initiation rites but also behind initiation myths.1 Myths are
‘often more valuable than rites for our understanding of religious be-
haviour’ (1975, 62). He thus includes, among others things, literary
phenomena (pp. 124-8) in which he finds a whole series of symbols
comparable to those identified in initiation rituals throughout the world.

D For instance, it is not unjustified when La Fontaine (1985, 22 f.) accuses him of
evolutionism, although this is not expressed directly.

1 It may be relevant in this connection to mention Jean Cazemeuve, who has been
occupied with rituals in general and especially with initiation. His viewpoints are so
similar to Eliade’s, however, that he will not be treated separately in this research out-
line (see e.g. Cazeneuve 1958, 324-64 and 1971).

UA great deal of the criticism of Eliade has been very fierce, some of it justified and
some less so. When Strenski, for example, writes that Eliade’s ‘methodological pre-
scriptions are disastrous for the study of religion’ (1993, 16), he undoubtedly exagger-
ates. It is true that Eliade had a programme which fitted poorly into rational science, but
there are probably not a sufficient number of scholars who have taken his methodologi-
cal considerations so seriously that it can be said that the consequences are ‘disastrous’
for the study of religion. Most would probably be inspired to test Eliade’s results on
their own data - results which, in themselves, can seldom be said to be wrong but
which are often ascribed a status they cannot sustain.

B The book was first published under the title of Birth and Rebirth in 1958. It was then
published in French under the title Naissances Mystiques. In this study, I quote from the
1975 English edition entitled Rites and Symbols oflnitiation.

16 Others before Eliade, working in specific cultural areas, have discovered initiation
patterns in myths. See Knight 1936, 3-28, who uses a Jungian approach to demonstrate
initiation symbolism in Virgil, among others. As far as | know, Eliade is the first to be
aware of the extent of these parallels.
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Eliade operates with three forms of initiation: 1) puberty rites; 2) mys-
tery consecrations or consecrations into secret societies and 3) conse-
crations of shamans (1975, 2-3.; see also Eliade 1969b, 112-16), of
which the last two have much in common. The first category is charac-
terised by being obligatory. It is here that the initiands are introduced to
that which is sacred, to knowledge and to sexuality - they become hu-
man beings. The two others are specialised. Only a few members of a
society take part and the purpose here is to transcend their human situa-
tion (pp. 128-32). The classification itself is, however, clearly of secon-
dary importance to Eliade and functions exclusively as the structure for
his further work.7

His real aim in working with the concept of initiation is, as he says
in the first chapter (1975, 1), to:

... present the most important types of initiation seeking above
all to decipher their deeper meaning. The meaning is always reli-
gious, for the change of existential status in the novice is pro-
duced by areligious experience.

Eliade defines the phenomenon of initiation itself in the following way
(1975, x), ‘a body of rites and oral teachings whose purpose is to pro-
duce a decisive alteration in the religious and social status of the person
to be initiated ... “.

He works primarily with the symbolic structure in connection with
initiation, just as he has done with all the other phenomena that he has
examined. He apparently accepts van Gennep’s description of the tri-
partite structure, but he is more interested in the symbolic ‘meaning’.
Those symbolic entities, to which attention has repeatedly been called,
and which give us the possibility of seeing what Eliade understood as
the fundamental elements of the phenomenon, are death, rebirth and
the acquisition ofknowledge.

As far as the first two concepts are concerned, the book is an im-
mense collection of examples of a variety of symbols that express them.
The two logically belong together and, according to Eliade, form a con-
stant in initiation since they are of crucial importance for the under-

17 Moreover, Eliade sees other transitional rituals, among others those that are con-
nected with death, as initiations (1975, 59 and 1957, 106-8).
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standing of the change in status that takes place. There is no reason to
@into details of Eliade’s treatment of the various symbols of death and
rebirth, but a couple of them require discussion. For instance, being
swallowed up by a monster or entering into a dark hut are said to be
symbols of a return to the womb, which again is a symbol partly of
death and partly of rebirth (1975, 51-3). The same is the case with the
widespread phenomenon in which novices cannot eat by themselves,
nor speak in connection with the initiation. This complex, too, can be
understood in two ways, namely as death, in which one can do nothing,
or as a return to one’s earliest childhood, where we are faced with a
symbol of rebirth (1975, 15). All in all, one gains the impression that all
initiations circle round the theme of death and rebirth, expressed
through an endless series of symbols. It has been argued that Eliade
understands all the various symbols of initiation as pointing to these
two phenomena (e.g. Young 1965, 4 and Weckman 1970, 70), and it is
certainly clear that he uses death and rebirth again and again as an ex-
planation for the various ritual events and mythical symbols that appear
in his subject matter. On the other hand, he is aware that death and re-
birth is one among several sets of symbols that express the same thing.
In his introduction to the book about initiation, he makes it clear that
the initiation-death ‘signifies the end at once of childhood, of igno-
rance, and of the profane condition’ (1975, xii-xiii), and he argues fur-
ther that death is symbolically equivalent to the return to chaos which
lakes place, for instance, at New Year rituals, just as rebirth is equiva-
lent to cosmogony. It could, therefore, indicate that Eliade understands
the death-rebirth complex as one among several possible symbolic ex-
pressions that are found in both myths and rituals.18

We could argue that he has not done much himself to prevent a mis-
understanding about the status of this complex - whether it is a signi-
fiée ‘signified’ or a signifiant ‘signifier’, to use terms from semiotics
(cf. Schjodt 1999b), as - apart from the introduction - he does not gen-
erally include possibly analogous symbolic pairs which could be imag-

""This implies that part of the criticism which Young, among others, has levelled at
liliade, namely that death and rebirth are not present in a great deal of the material that
lie himself has worked with, is of less importance, as other symbolic expressions could
connote a conclusion and a new beginning just as well. For example, the imitation of
animals could be a symbol of a return to an original condition in which there was no
division between animals and human beings.
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ined in this connection.? Similarly, he interprets several symbolic ex-
pressions that we come across in initiation as precise expressions for
death and rebirth. In other words, it remains an open question whether
Eliade understands the terms death and rebirth as the exact ‘meaning’
of initiation, or whether he just considers them one among several ex-
pressions for the beginning and the conclusion. There are examples of
both kinds of understanding in the book.

At least in some passages, Eliade understands death and rebirth to-
gether as a symbol of a beginning which is absolute and consistent.
This implies that the individual who is created by this rebirth is some-
thing different from what he had been before, because he is ‘created’ in
the same manner as the cosmos itself which is the work of the gods
(1975, 59-60). We are here faced with one of those views that runs
through the whole of Eliade’s work, that human beings strive to imitate
the conditions and the events in illo tempore, at the time when the gods
institutionalised everything that is present today. Initiations thus be-
come a recapitulation of the history of the tribe and of the world (1975,
129). That, however, which makes the crucial difference between the
life that the individual lived before initiation and the one which follows
is the knowledge itself which the initiand becomes acquainted with
during initiation. This knowledge, which is both secret and sacred, con-
sists, according to Eliade, in learning about everything that happened in
connection with the creation - in illo tempore - and therefore (1975,
29):

Initiation ... is equivalent to a revelation of the sacred, of death,
of sexuality, and of the struggle for food. Only after having ac-
quired these dimensions of human existence does one become
truly a man.

Through initiation, the initiands become open to spiritual values. Dur-
ing the ritual they receive an answer to the great questions of life and,
not only this, they also become like gods or their ancestors and receive
admission to everlasting life (1975, 101, 131, 136). The knowledge
they receive indicates that rebirth, as the opposite to natural birth, ac-

19 Here, we may note that Eliade argues in many places that the death and rebirth sym-
bolism is present in all initiations (e.g. 1975, 15 and 131) which they are certainly not.
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....... . it pronouncedly spiritual character, and it is to the spiritual ele-
...... | that real value is attributed (1975, 60). Furthermore, the experi-
...... . i'Mined might give the initiands a psychological boost in facing
m. inn of death (1975, 131-2).
1 tore is no doubt that, in several places in his interpretations, Eliade
i" iniillisos beyond what is acceptable, something all his critics have
pimiill'tl out. Nevertheless, he has drawn attention to a series of features
ilini lire lypical of initiations all over the world. For example, the acqui-
ilinn ol knowledge is a crucial feature in all initiations (cf. La Fontaine
I'»Hi, 15), although it does not always answer the great existential ques-
tion. (ieneralising becomes problematical when Eliade tries to make
"inliiim that which characterises homo religiosus. It is incontrovertible
tinil lhero are initiation scenarios in which the liminal phase is imagined
M i kind of return to the original condition, but it is just as incontro-
\'i Hible that this is not the case in every initiation. The similarities are
m iinolher level than the one which, according to Eliade, forms the con-
mlonsness of homo religiosus.
llie last element to be discussed here is the dichotomy sacred-
Inul.mec, which is a fundamental element in Eliade’s view - not only of
iniiilion but of all religious phenomena. He argues that there is a uni-
m il need for people to wish to approach the sacred,2to become like
pitil, and lhat through initiation people acquire the possibility of ap-
Il we look more closely at the key concepts of death and rebirth in
ii lilion to the sacred and the profane, we note that Eliade argues that
A illi and rebirth symbolise the destruction of the profane and the new
D riiinmg of a condition characterised by sacredness. With this it be-
....... Hear that we have here, on the one hand, a binary opposition
" miMsting of the poles sacred and profane or, with another pair of con-
1 pi', taken from Eliade’s vocabulary, spiritual and natural, or knowing
knowing, and, on the other hand, a tripartite process operating

I li hli-'s understanding of sacred things is discussed in most of the above-mentioned
Hnilko In addition, an excellent sketch of what is sacred in Eliade’s view is found in
HVHH 1IVB), One problem in Eliade’s use of the term is that it clearly has an ontological
titilmi, » i with Rudolf Otto (cf. Prades and Benoit 1990), whereas in humanistic schol-
iit»liifi il is obviously more fruitful to let it designate an ‘empty’ category into which the
imlh iilmil culture can fill all sorts of things. The only constant in it is that the contents
>in ili lined as an inversion of the profane. | will elaborate on this in Chapter 3.
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with an existence that is concluded, a transitional phase and the begin-
ning of a new life. The sacred and profane is dispersed in the three
phases in the following way, as we also saw it in van Gennep: the pri-
mary phase is profane and is followed by dying to the liminal phase,
during which sacred knowledge is acquired. This is why the rebirth in
the post-liminal phase becomes a rebirth to a sacred world. As far as
structure is concerned, Eliade is thus clearly dependent on van Gennep,
especially when it has to do with the sequence which, in Eliade, is not
only ritual but also narrative.

The greatest value of Eliade’s work in relation to the present study
of initiation is without a doubt that he treats myths and ideas of both a
religious and non-religious kind on an equal footing with the rituals,
just as it is of importance that, on the empirical front, he also includes
Christianity and the mystery religions. He develops the structure itself
but on the whole does not deviate from other scholars since van Gen-
nep, except in his terminology. On the other hand, because of his great
collection of examples, he is able to show that there is a series of other
equivalent oppositions, for example spirituality-naturalness, totality-
division (1975, 26), connected with the contrasting relationship be-
tween sacred and profane. In discussing Victor Turner’s work, the
deeper importance of such oppositional pairs will emerge which will
play an essential role in the analyses in Chapters 5-10.

Victor Turner and the liminal

Besides van Gennep and Eliade, Victor Turner has played a crucial role
in studies of the rituals of initiation and transition. He is important in
several ways but, theoretically, it is his treatment of the liminal phase of
ritual that is of the greatest importance here.2l In contrast to most schol-
ars who have acknowledged the importance of this phase, he is rela-
tively clear in his definition of it. He writes (1977, 37):

A limen is a threshold, but at least in the case of protracted initia-
tion rites or major seasonal festivals, it is a very long threshold, a

21 Ronald Grimes argues quite correctly in the 1995 edition of his Beginnings in Ritual
Studies that, at the time of writing, Turner was the most recent ritual scholar who was
able to obtain a broad consensus for his theories (Grimes 1995, xvii), and this is proba-
bly still true.
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corridor almost, or a tunnel which may, indeed, become a pil-
grim’s road or passing from dynamics to statics, may cease to be
a mere transition and become a set way of life, a state, that of the
anchorite, or monk. Let us refer to the state and process of mid-
transition as ‘liminality’ and consider a few of its very odd prop-
erties. Those undergoing it - call them ‘liminaries’ - are betwixt-
and-between established states of politico-jural structure. They
evade ordinary cognitive classification, too, for they are neither-
Ihis-nor-that, here-nor-there, one-thing-nor-the-other. Out of their
mundane structural context, they are in a sense ‘dead’ to the
world, and liminality has many symbols of death - novices may
be classed with spirits or ancestors or painted black.

... the most characteristic midliminal symbolism is that of para-
dox, or being both this and that. Novices are portrayed and act as
androgynous, or as both living and dead, at once ghost and babes,
both cultural and natural creatures, human and animal.

linner has also expressed the idea of liminality in a more summary
fashion (1967, 106): ‘Liminality is the realm of primitive hypothesis
where there is a certain freedom to juggle with the factors of existence’.
Ilie concept of liminality has certainly been influenced by aspects of
earlier research on initiation, but Turner is to a far greater degree able
lo pinpoint what it actually is. He acknowledges his dependence on van
(iennep’s tripartite schema and finds it confirmed, partly through his
own investigations in Zambia, and partly through his observations of
present-day examples of transitions, but at the same time his analyses
reach far deeper into the recognition of the importance of transitions
than van Gennep had ever done or had ambitions of doing. It is also
important that Turner sees the liminal phase in many different types of
nluals and not only in those that van Gennep classified as rites de pas-
\<ige. 2

Before looking at Turner’s contribution to the understanding of ini-
tiation, there are a couple of points to be discussed about his terminol-
ogy which seems more complicated than necessary. Turner calls the

A good critical introduction to Turner’s general importance for research on rituals is
Doty 1986, 81-95.
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condition of the initiand during the central phase of the tripartite se-
quence liminality, but the terms communitas and antistructure are also
used as distinctive features. The former term is primarily directed at the
ritual situation and characterises a fellowship which is contrary to the
one people normally have in a society and which can be characterised
as hierarchically differentiated (1969a, 131; cf. also 96-7.): ‘... com-
munitas is a relationship between concrete, historical, idiosyncratic
individuals’. Communitas can be divided into three sub-types, existen-
tial, normative and ideological, the first of which may be seen as the
‘actual’” communitas, whereas the other two are derivatives from it.23
As far as the analysis in which mythical material is also included is
concerned, it is not appropriate to characterise the liminal as a special
social situation, so we will keep to the term liminality because it is not
in the same way burdened with associations of definite ritual situations.
As far as the term antistructure is concerned, it must be emphasised that
Turner does not speak of a structure in the sense that the structuralists,
and especially Lévi-Strauss, have attached to the term (Turner 1969a,
131 and 167). ‘Structure’ rather designates the social system with all
that entails of fixed and hierarchical relationships.

In Turner’s overarching view of ritual, the three terms enter into a
relationship with each other in the following manner (1973, 216):

Liminality, the optimal setting of communitas relations, and
communitas, a spontaneously generated relationship between
leveled and equal total and individuated human beings, stripped
of structural attributes, together constitute what one might call
‘antistructure’.

2 Whitehouse has some valuable points of criticism in connection with the use of
Turner’s communitas and its tripartite division and demonstrates, among other things,
that it cannot be a question of the lack of ambiguity in the psychological sense, for
which Turner argues in connection with the existential communitas. The question is,
therefore, whether all kinds of communitas do not contain an aspect of ideology or, as
Whitehouse himself expresses it ‘a doctrinal mode of religiosity’ (Whitehouse 2000,
180-2).

24 the patterned arrangements of role-sets, status-sets and status-sequences con-
sciously recognized and regularly operative in a given society and closely bound up
with legal and political norms and sanctions.” (Turner 1973, 216). _
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Turner’s understanding of the liminal ought to be evaluated in relation
lo a series of his theoretical and methodological views. In his introduc-
tion to Forms of Symbolic Action (1969b) he has a detailed exposition
of what a symbol consists of and how it works (1969b, 8-19). The sym-
bol is the basic element in ‘ritual behaviour’, ‘ritual behaviour’ being
understood broadly to include mythical narratives. Symbols may be
divided into ‘multivocal’ and ‘univocal’ types, and he writes about the
lormer (1969b, 8):

A multivocal symbol, in so far as it is a symbol, is a thing (ob-
ject, event, person, relationship, activity, place, period of time,
etc.) regarded (as the concise Oxford Dictionary puts it) by gen-
eral consent (and as anthropologists would say, by persons of the
same culture) as ‘naturally typifying or representing something
by possession of analogous qualities or by association in fact or
thought’.

Symbols that only have one meaning (are ‘univocal’) often originate
Irom a disintegration o f ‘multi-vocal’ symbols. Those meanings, deno-
tations and connotations the ritual symbols contain can - Turner argues

be separated into two groups, namely those that are attached to
physiological objects and processes, and those associated with cogni-
tive, moral and ideological factors (1969b, 9). Furthermore, the sym-
bols have three dimensions of meaning (1969b, 11-12), the exegetical,
Ihe operational and the positional. The exegetical dimension is that or
those meanings which are directly understood by worshippers in the
i ullure concerned and which they often explain by means of myths
concerning changes that have happened in the cosmos, or by means of
iduals or direct explanations, but which they are fully aware of in all
i ircumstances. The operational dimension of a symbol’s meaning can
be understood by examining how it is used and what affective values it
entails in addition to what consequences its use has for the various par-
ticipants in the ritual. Turner does not here speak of whether the wor-
shippers consciously understand this meaning. In the positional dimen-
sion, the meaning of the symbol appears in relation to other symbols,

1Cf. Sperber’s criticism (Sperber 1975, 12-16) of Turner’s understanding of symbols.
We will below (Chapter 3) return to Sperber’s own understanding of symbols.
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that is, from the structural position. In connection with a criticism of
Lévi-Strauss, whom Turner accuses of only wishing to find ‘meaning’
in the structure and the mutual position of the elements, he writes
(1969b, 13):

My own view is that where one has information about the ‘exe-
getical’ or ‘operational’ meanings of a given symbol, one can see
very well that even though only a single designation of that sym-
bol is situationally manifest, the ‘penumbra’ of latent senses (to
be manifest in other ‘positional’ combinations) is nevertheless
‘present’. Latent senses of symbol A may be ‘projected’ upon
symbol B, C, and D, which are present in the same ‘symbolic
field’. Thus a symbol must always be regarded as ‘dense with
meaning’, even when only a portion of this richness is situation-
ally emphasized or ‘visible’ through the symbol’s ‘structural’ re-
lations with another symbol or other symbols.

There is no doubt that Turner’s understanding of symbolic meaning is
valuable. It is important, not least in relation to the Scandinavian
sources to be analysed below, to pay attention to the fact that the indi-
vidual symbolic elements ‘carry a meaning with them’ from one myth
to another (cf. below Chapter 10.3). But in most religions, and this is no
less valid for those in which the source material is less copious, it is a
problem to gain knowledge about the entire meaning-complex of which
the individual symbol forms a part. Nevertheless, we must have an eye
for this quality in the symbols. One consequence is that the ‘meaning’
of the individual symbol becomes especially fluid, and that it will be
more to the purpose to speak about ‘semantic fields’ in those cases
where the individual symbols form a part of the field without an exact
‘meaning’ being capable of extraction. We will return to this issue in
the next chapter. It is thus of crucial importance that the symbols are
polyvalent and that their meaning can be displaced in relation to their
position in the context.

Given that Turner is aware of positional importance it is also obvi-
ous that he must be occupied with the structuring of binary opposites, a
subject he discusses in several of his works, among others The Ritual
Process. It is important for the problematisation of initiation to examine
those pairs which in one way or another relate to the two poles, ‘the
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social system’ or ‘structure’ on the one hand, and liminality or ‘an-
tislructure’ on the other. Turner mentions here a whole series of opposi-
tions, partly in connection with the Ndembu Isoma-ritual - and partly in
connection with a whole series of liminal situations (1969a, 39 and
106). From the material he includes, he mentions 26 examples (a list
which could be expanded considerably).2 They are:

» Transition/state

» Totality/partiality

» Homogeneity/heterogeneity

» Communitas/structure

» Equality/inequality

* Anonymity/systems of nomenclature

» Absence of property/property

» Absence of status/status

» Nakedness or uniform clothing/distinctions of clothing

» Sexual continence/sexuality

* Minimization of sex distinctions/maximization of sex distinc-
tions

» Absence of rank/distinctions of rank

» Humility/just pride of position

» Disregard for personal appearance/care for personal appear-
ance

» No distinctions of wealth/distinctions of wealth

* Unselfishness/selfishness

» Total obedience/obedience only to superior rank

» Sacredness/secularity

» Sacred instructions/technical knowledge

» Silence/speech

» Suspension of kinship rights and obligations/kinship rights
and obligations

« Continuous reference to powers/intermittent reference to mys-
tical powers

" See also Droogers 1980b, 119: ‘Cultures make an economical use of the means by
which they express marginality. As life itself offers the raw material for cultural expres-
sion, the stock of symbolic means is not limited’.
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» Foolishness/sagacity

» Simplicity/complexity

» Acceptance of pain and suffering/avoidance of pain and suf-
fering

e Heteronomy/degrees of autonomy

Although individual pairs are culture-specific so that they do not have
the character of universals that can be applied as a matter of course to
Scandinavian religion, for example, they give a clear idea of what is at
stake in these dichotomies. Turner is aware that the terms in opposition
do not in themselves need to have a fixed meaning content. This is ob-
tained through their positional placing in the structure, partly in relation
to the particular myth or ritual, and partly in relation to the total seman-
tic structure of the general ideological universe of the culture con-
cerned. How far it is possible to analyse this meaning content will de-
pend on the material, not only of the traditional sources of the history of
religion, but by and large on our knowledge of the entire social and
material construction of this particular culture. This means, among
other things, that Turner does not let himself be seduced by the inter-
pretations of Jungian depth psychology which he criticises strongly in
several places (1967, 98 and 1969a, 163).27

What is crucial for Turner about liminality in relation to transition
rituals is that it forms a kind of ‘no-man’s-land” which one has to pass
through when moving from one status to another, and it contrasts,
therefore, with the status which the initiand has both in the initial and

27 In spite of this approach to symbols, in which one must generally agree with him,
Turner has also in some connections accepted ‘the meaning’ of certain symbols as
universal (without this being a question of any form for Jungianism). This, for instance,
is the case with the colour-trio in “Color Classification in Ndembu Ritual: A Problem in
Primitive Classification” (j966, 79-83) in which, as he is arguing against Durkheim’s
centring around society as the actual point of departure in all human classification, he
argues that the human organism isfons et origo in all classifications, and that the col-
ours red, white and black are universally attributed with definite symbolic values.
Whether the criticism of Durkheim is reasonable or not, it seems that Turner here goes
further than is necessary which several other researchers also have observed, among
others, Mary Douglas who writes: ‘There is no reason to assume any primacy for the
individual’s attitude to his own bodily and emotional experience, any more than for his
cultural and social experience’ (Douglas 1966, 121). Although the criticism is solid, it
only plays a subordinate role to Turner’s relevance to the problem of initiation.
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linal phases - an oppositional relationship that is often expressed sym-
bolically, as we saw in the list above. Turner, who sees human life as a
dialectic process consisting of changing liminal and non-liminal phases,
ni'Hues that when phenomena in the social system have certain sacred
" haracteristics, this is because they have been attained through transi-
lional rituals and because the ‘sacredness’ of the liminal phase has ‘in-
lluenced’ the post-liminal phase. Turner’s insight here provides a solu-
lion to the difficulties that Eliade experienced on this point.

Il is characteristic ofthe liminal phase that those who pass through it
ini- provided with a kind of knowledge which is reserved especially for
Ihem.BTurner states that the kernel of the liminal phase consists in the
r(huinunication of sacra (1967, 102), which generally consist of three
lorms of communication. Jane Harrison (1961, 150-161) had already
demonstrated three fundamental characteristics of liminality in connec-
tion with Greek mystery consecrations, identifying: 1) that which is
shown; 2) that which is done, and 3) that which is said. The purpose of
llicsc sacra is to instruct the initiand in the essential factors of the cul-
ture concerned, such as the structure of society, the cosmos and life-
producing elements. The communication of sacra and other esoteric
instruction involves the following three parallel processes (1967, 106):

The first is the reduction of culture into recognized components
or factors; the second is their recombination in fantastic or mon-
strous patterns and shapes; and the third is their recombination in
ways that make sense with regard to their new state and status
that the neophytes will enter.

Ihis treatment of known components and factors is parallel to the tri-
partite phase structure with its separation from known life, its ‘reversal’
and its formation of a ‘new’ existence. The reason that liminality gives
llie initiand the possibility of acquiring knowledge is that the neophyte
in this phase - partly on account of the physical tests he is exposed to -

It is often the case that others are also in possession of at least some of this knowl-
edge, although it is theoretically reserved for the initiated (e.g. Droogers 1980a, 349).
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becomes a tabula rasa on which one can inscribe the knowledge that is
essential for the group to communicate.24

Turner treats the knowledge that is communicated in the liminal
phase of ritual far more adequately (and realistically) than was the case
in Eliade’s work. Transitional rituals and initiation rituals are very dif-
ferent both from culture to culture and within the same culture and can
be more or less spectacular. And also the knowledge that is communi-
cated may be of a different nature, depending on various factors. It may
acquire a quite dominant place in initiation (as in some of the Hellenis-
tic mystery religions) or it may just be hinted at (as in the baptism ritual
of the Danish National Evangelical Lutheran Church) in a more or less
symbolic form in which it will be impossible to see a process relating to
sacra, as Turner mentions in the quotation above. This does not mean
that it is not there but only that we must understand Turner’s descrip-
tion as a model that may be apparent in certain rituals, while in others it
may be perceptible only as symbolic hints (for example, the acquisition
of certain magical resources). We will return to this complex of prob-
lems in Chapter 3.3.

In addition to the knowledge that is communicated, the liminal
phase is marked by everything that is opposite to the social norms and
cultural ideas that are characteristic of the social system. Turner gives
copious examples of such oppositions, especially in the ritual context in
which one does things that in other circumstances would have been out
of the question. Granted, this oppositeness is not of the same kind in all
cases. As Turner emphasises, it is often a question of known elements
being put together in a new way (for example, ‘silence’ is not reserved
for the liminal phase, but it acquires another meaning in such situa-
tions), whereas in other cases it may be a question of elements that are
markedly absent in the social system (for example, ‘absence of status’).
Recapitulating, we see that the liminal symbols acquire their liminal
meaning through their oppositeness in relation to the social system. The
meaning content of liminality cannot, therefore, be studied or under-
stood outside the classification pattern and complete ideology of non-
liminality.

2 The tabula rasa is obviously to be understood as ideological rather than psychologi-
cal, even though Turner and many other scholars understand it as a concrete psycho-
logical phenomenon.
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IY) sum up: among the elements of Turner’s work that are relevant
lu lns investigation is his acceptance on the whole of van Gennep’s
inpnrlite structure and his occupation with the liminal phase, which he
understands as an anti-structure in relation to the ‘normal’ social struc-
luif In addition to being without a structure, it is characterised by be-
in)leverything that is opposite to or reversed in relation to the non-
lminalperiods. Of special importance are the symbols that are commu-
nicated during the liminal phase which in nearly all cases are consid-

ii'd sacred (1969a, 128). In this phase, the persons to be initiated are
-illucturally ‘dead’, they are ‘no more’ in society and they are ‘not yet’
in society. In other words, they are ‘empty’ and, in the transference of
\iicru, may attain a completely new mode of existence. For the perspec-
tive of classification, Turner is less important because the terms of his
distinction between ‘life crisis rites” and ‘calendrical rites’, which are
delined almost in the same way as the two categories we saw by Chap-
pie and Coon, seem to be irrelevant to a more exact characterisation of
die relationship between the various rituals.

lu search after Turner: classification and structure

A scholar whose work is relevant to the study of initiation is Terence S.
linner. His article ‘Transformation, Hierarchy and Transcendence: A
Reformulation of van Gennep’s Model of Structures in Rites de pas-
mj’c’ (1977) is an attempt at a theoretical formulation of the tripartite
Jructure. Terence Turner attempts to advance a model for the general
slrnctural features of transitional rituals which is interesting on several
grounds. The crucial point for our purpose is that he adds an essential
ispcct to van Gennep’s basic structure of the rituals. These, Turner
mys, mediate between the structures of social relationships (1977, 57),
while the structures of rituals reflect the transition between these rela-
tionships. But, he claims, the structure of rituals has a vertical dimen-
sion which van Gennep overlooked. This is because we are not only
liiced with a tripartite sequence, but with a ‘model” with two axes that
cross one another and in which the horizontal marks the contrast be-
tween the position of the initiand in the pre-liminal phase and his posi-
tion in the post-liminal phase, whereas the vertical marks the contrast
between these two forms of existence on the one hand and the phase
(the liminal phase) which regulates the transition between them on the
other (1977, 68). The content of the liminal phase is, therefore, defined
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as a culturally dependent variable, as it will be dependent on the content
of the two non-liminal phases. This two-dimensional perspective is
necessary to an adequate understanding of the structure and raison
d ®tre of initiation and, for that matter, of all other rituals when they are
understood as religious phenomena, and for this reason it occupies an
essential place in any description of the phenomenon.

The most recent monograph - although more than twenty years old -
about initiation as a general phenomenon to be mentioned here is Initia-
tion. Ritual drama and secret knowledge across the world (1985) by
Jean La Fontaine. This book does not contain actual new perspectives
but is distinguished by a running discussion of other researchers’ find-
ings, with interesting analyses of many different rituals, together with
an emphasis on a series of elements that are of importance for a deeper
understanding of the initiation phenomenon. The material included is,
as the title indicates, gathered from all over the world and includes for
instance a treatment of freemasonry (1985, 49-56). In her theoretical
perspective, La Fontaine is in agreement with van Gennep whose tripar-
tite phases of the sequence structure she finds confirmation for every-
where. It is further of methodological interest that she distinguishes
between the effect the ritual has from the viewpoint of the participants
and the one which is perceptible to the observer (1985, 185). The for-
mer alters the individual who experiences initiation, the latter is often
of a psychological or sociological character. What makes La Fontaine’s
treatment something more than a trivial repetition of the facts is that she
pays more attention to how solidarity among those who are initiated
into the same group is established, namely in that ‘shared secrets create
a bond’ (1985,186). By this means, the knowledge that is obtained dur-
ing the ritual becomes of crucial importance, not because of its content
but simply because those who are not initiated do not know it. Just as in
Eliade - to whom La Fontaine adopts a very critical attitude (1985, 22-
3) - this knowledge is, therefore, seen as quite central. La Fontaine, in
contrast to Eliade, does not consider the actual content as crucial, how-
ever, because it may comprise all kinds of trivialities and need not in
any way be something that brings a human being closer to the gods or
to prehistoric times or makes him a more ‘authentic’ human being,
although it is often ‘eternal values’ such as birth, death and mythical
powers that are involved (1985, 17). ‘Knowledge’ is regarded by La
Fontaine as a sociological factor which separates those who are initi-

44



Initiation between two Worlds

jileci from those who are not. This is obviously a correct observation
seen from the level of the outside observer. On the other hand, one can
hardly ignore content altogether when it has to do with the participants’
understanding. This is not the case either in the book, although the au-
thor seems very reluctant to speak about its possible religious dimen-
sion. She writes (1985, 187):

The experience of initiation is usually identified by the partici-
pants as conferring on the initiate knowledge or rights which un-
derline and justify an increase in his or her status, whether this is
publicly acknowledged by a community or recognized only in
the closed circle of the group.

Seen from the outside, it is possible that it is enough only to know
something, but the way in which this knowledge appears must necessar-
ily bring to the initiands an understanding of something that is not triv-
ial and which, therefore, has the character of something numinous.
Whether this quality lies in the content itself or the manner in which the
knowledge is transferred is perhaps not important, as long as the ‘mes-
sage’ appears to the initiands as numinous. La Fontaine also makes an
interesting observation about death/rebirth symbolism. After having
established that symbols associated with sexuality and birth play a con-
siderable role in a whole series of rituals - even when it is not a ques-
tion of initiation - she poses the question (1985, 189):

... are they just ‘natural symbols’, material available? In many of
the rites discussed here, there are other symbols - fire, water or
beer - which are linked with sexuality. They are usually inter-
preted as metaphors for it, in a way that assumes that the primary
meaning is sexuality. If we approach rituals as actions designed
to achieve a purpose, and consider the objects and acts which ap-
pear in rituals not only as designating meaning but containing
qualities which are used, then a different explanation is possible.
These are substances and processes which are generative, they
create change. Fire, yeast, water, all change the substances they
come in contact with; they are potent. The processes are not
metaphors for procreation but parallel to it, used as much for
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their own powers as for representation of the power of reproduc-
tion.

Although the present study is more occupied with myths than rituals,
this observation seems important here. There is no doubt that sexual
metaphors play a part in the Scandinavian material and that they do not
occur alone. The decisive factor is that they are powerful, that they can
create something new, and that all the various metaphors and symbolic
relationships enter into a common semantic universe.

A contribution that is primarily of interest in connection with the
classification of rituals will be included here, although it does not have
initiation as its main subject.3 It is an article by the Finnish historian of
religion and folklorist Lauri Honko, originally presented at a confer-
ence of historians of religion in Helsinki in 1973. In 1975, part of
Honko’s contribution was published in the article ‘Zur Klassifikation
der Riten’, but the publication of the complete paper did not occur until
1979.

Like Chappie and Coon and several others, Honko is aware that
there are unfortunate consequences connected with the fact that the
term rites de passage covers the whole spectrum of rituals that van
Gennep discusses in Les Rites de Passage. Honko classifies the rituals
as ‘rites of passage’, ‘calendrical rites’ and ‘crisis rites’ and defines the
three categories as follows: ‘Rites of passage are traditional rituals or-
ganized by society whereby the individual is moved from one status to
another’ (1979, 374).3l ‘Calendrical rites’ are “... cyclical rites, organ-
ized by the community, and placed at the turning points of the socio-
economic seasons, often at their beginning or end’ (1979, 375), while
‘crisis rites’ are ‘... occasional rituals in unexpected situations of crisis’
(1979, 377). Honko uses three criteria in making these distinctions: 1)
whether the rites are orientated towards an individual or a group; 2)
whether they are recurring, and 3) whether they are predictable. When
these three criteria are applied to the three categories, the following
table can be produced (1975, 75):

D George Weckman in his article ‘Understanding initiation” (1970) has tried to classify
various types of initiation rituals, but his criteria are only of limited importance for this
study and will not be discussed further.

3L Honko is also aware of the importance that knowledge has in transitional rituals (cf.
Honko 1975, 69).
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lable 2.1
Rite category Social orientation Recurring Predictable
Rite of pas- -
pas Individual H +
sage
Calendrical
. Group + +
rite
Crisis rite Individual/group H 4-

Ihis classification seems useful in connection with a definition of the
iategory of initiation, although we may place a question mark against
some of the criteria (e.g. whether it is appropriate to make rites de pas-
sage centre exclusively on the individual, as this category in its social
orientation also seems to vary from birth, which is completely centred
on the individual, to the puberty rituals, which, at least to a certain de-
cree, are just as collectively oriented as some of the seasonal rituals).
An important observation by Honko consists in distinguishing between
i ‘category’ and a ‘model’, of which the categories form a practical
taxonomy and which makes the classification of the material easier,
whereas the procedural model of a rite is used to shed light on special
problems and their solutions (1979, 372). This distinction is of impor-
tance because, among other things, it justifies the perception that a
model (e.g. van Gennep’s) fits into several categories (1979, 380).2
The question of the classification of rituals has produced a great deal
of debate in the study of religion generally, but it plays only a subordi-
nate role in the study of initiation. Honko’s work has been included in
this survey because it is useful in deciding which general category ini-
tiation rituals may be placed in. It is anticipated that they will be placed
within the transition rituals, for which the present study will substitute
the term ‘initiation rituals’ (see below Chapter 3.3). As far as Honko’s
criteria are concerned, these need to be supplemented with some struc-
tural criteria, such as the relation between the initial and the final
phases of the ritual. For instance it is characteristic that, in the seasonal
rituals, it is a matter of society moving between two phases which may

1 See also Leach 1976, 78 (cf. Pentikainen 1979, 156) for a schematic representation of
Ilie model of rites de passage.
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be characterised as neutral, since the final phase that is aimed at must
merely be at the same level as the level society is moving out of. In the
crisis rituals it is in the nature of things a question of an initial phase
which is negative; and for this reason the ritual must recreate the nor-
mal condition. In the transitional ritual it is the aim, on the other hand,
to let the individual move from one ‘normal condition’ on to another
condition, which is ‘higher’ and therefore may be characterised as a
positive condition. We can, therefore, by operating with the categories
5, 0 and +, carry out a clear distinction between the three types of ritu-
als based on a couple of structural characteristics. 3

Concluding remarks

In this section we have examined a series of more or less significant
works, which have shed light on the phenomenon of initiation or rites
de passage, between which most researchers have not fully distin-
guished. In the next chapter, it will be necessary to return to a series of
elements, which are important as a characterisation of initiation rather
than an actual definition of the phenomenon. In addition, some of the
scholars whose works have been reviewed here have also made valu-
able methodological contributions to the study of initiation. Among
these is Victor Turner’s understanding of symbolic meaning, which can
be applied to the Scandinavian material.

As a provisional summary, it is clear that all the scholars discussed
have fixed on the fact that initiation marks a transition from one status
to another, which in some sense or other is ‘higher’ than that left be-
hind, through a specific sequence of rites. There has been widespread
agreement that the acquisition of ‘knowledge’ or ‘numinous power’
plays a role in this transition. Further, several scholars have seen that a
specific transitional symbolism that circles around the phenomena of
death and rebirth is very often present. With Victor Turner’s analyses
of ‘the liminaP we have seen, besides, that not only the initiation rituals
or the transitional rituals contain a liminal phase, but that rituals in gen-
eral are constructed as a movement between non-liminal and liminal
phases, which are semantic opposites with relation to the dichotomy

3B | have thoroughly discussed this issue in a couple of earlier articles (SchjOodt 1986b
and 1992a) and in addition, | can refer to the improvement of my own graphical model
in Rydving 1993. See also Chapter 3 below.
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uTcd/profane. On the other hand, we have only noticed to a slight
ilci’iee that the same structure, which we find in the rituals, may also be
Intcsent in various narrative genres. Finally, it has been suggested that
Ilii're are problems with the classification of initiation as a ritual cate-
)MHy, both with regard to the sub-categories and the general category of
rites de passage, and the criteria by which this category can be classi-
lial in relation to other categories. We will return to these issues in the
next chapter.

2.2 Initiation within Research on Scandinavian Religion

Research into the history of religion in Scandinavia has only to a lim-
ited extent been occupied specifically with initiation. This is largely due
in (he fact that only a few sources describe sequences of events which
we may reasonably designate as initiation rituals. The main part of the
scholarly literature dealing with the topic only touches on a few ele-
ments in the texts and a few aspects of the initiation complex, and these
will be discussed in connection with the relevant passages in the analy-
ses in Chapters 5 to 9. No attempt has ever been made to lay down pre-
cise criteria for identifying patterns of initiation in Scandinavian
sources.34 The main purpose of most of the contributions appears to
have been to show that certain apparently incomprehensible myths and
mythical statements may be explained with reference to the fact that
lhey have roots in initiation rituals, which Vladimir Propp, too, at-
tempted to demonstrate systematically in connection with Russian
wondertales (Propp 1983, 21-3). This is, naturally, quite legitimate, but
llie lack of theoretical considerations of the relationship between myth
mid ritual seems all the more conspicuous.

Works that specifically discuss initiation in Scandinavian religion

I ily Weiser carried out the first systematic attempt at a scientific inves-
tigation of ‘ob und inwieweit die Uber die ganze Erde verbreiteten

" Uoth Phillpotts (1920) and Gunnell (1995) touch on initiation sporadically in their
rndeavours to prove that the poems of the Elder Edda were staged dramatically, but
neither of them considers more closely what this implies, and it is clear that both of
Ihem assume that the seasonal rituals (see below Chapter 3) were the basis for the po-
ems.
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Junglingsweihen und Mannerbiinde den Germanen bekannt waren’, ‘if
and to what extent the consecration of young men and male societies,
that were spread over the whole earth, were known to the Germanic
peoples’ (1927, 7). In her book Altgermanische Jinglingsweihen und
Mannerbiinde, she formulates the problem thus: ‘gibt es in altgermani-
scher Uberlieferung Spuren der Initiation, wie sind sie beschaffen, darf
man sie als Grundlage der neueren deutschen und nordischen Volkssit-
ten ansehen?’ (1927, 11) ‘are there traces of initiation in the old Ger-
manic traditions, and can more recent German and Scandinavian cus-
toms be seen as being constructed on the basis of them?” Weiser is fa-
miliar with van Gennep and uses this knowledge in several places. She
relates positively to it without managing to transfer the essential part of
his contribution to the Germanic material, however. One of the reasons
for this is probably that she is mainly interested in the development that
the object of her examination has undergone (1927, 12), so the crucial
new ideas in van Gennep’s investigation - the tripartite phased struc-
ture as the analytical model - do not manage to acquire a significant
place in her work. Thus, only relatively few of Weiser’s observations
will be mentioned here. One of these is that, as far back as is known, it
appears that both north and south Germanic peoples had male secret
societies of a kind also known from other parts of the world. As far as
initiation itself is concerned, the material is scarcer, but Weiser refers to
some literary examples, such as Vglsunga saga's description of Sig-
mundr and Sinlj*tli (see Chapter 8.3), and she finds both here and in
other sagas clear traces of initiation rituals. Another example she ad-
duces is Gylfs account of the god horr’s journey to Utgardaloki (Faul-
kes 2005, 37-43). It is the test of endurance and tests of abilities that
attract her attention (1927, 70-82) rather than the symbolic and struc-
tural characteristics. We will return to Weiser in Chapter 8.3.

A work of more far-reaching importance for our understanding of
cult societies in the Germanic area is Otto Hofler’s Kultische Geheim-
binde der Germanen (1934). Hofler, too, was to some extent influ-
enced by evolutionary development models (1934, e.g. 67), which,
however, play a subordinate role in connection with initiation. The
point of departure for Hofler was - just as for Weiser - to prove the
existence of male secret societies. His methodology is, however, more
subtle, and this is one of the reasons that his ideas are still of value to
research and that his book has acquired the status of a classic within the
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history of Germanic religion. Hofler’s material, like Weiser’s, is pre-
dominantly folkloristic, but he also uses both Old Norse and other old
sources extensively, demonstrating by this means that many of the ideas
in the poetry of the Elder Edda, among other texts, show a continuity
both with ancient material like Tacitus and more recent folklore.55

The general value of Hofler’s work is high. To summarise his most
important insights, he, as well as Weiser, has demonstrated that the
phenomenon of male secret societies existed in Germanic territories and
that these had been especially attached to the god OSinn who, above all
else, was god of the male bands,3both in this life and in the next one.
lust as he has shown that the prerequisite for becoming a member of
llicse societies was a consecration which included elements that can be
observed on a global basis in initiations, he also drew attention to a
symbolism which included death, rebirth and the acquisition of numi-
nous knowledge. Hofler has not made much of these elements - proba-
bly because his work is before Eliade, Turner and others discussed ear-
lier in this chapter. But he did nevertheless recognise the symbolism,
and for this alone he is important in relation to initiation. The present
sludy has been inspired to some extent by Hofler’s work, but attempts
to show in far greater detail to what extent the various elements formed
fundamental factors in determining the way in which the Scandinavian
people organised their world view in relation to the phenomenon of
initiation - and not only in relation to initiation into warrior bands.

Lily Weiser and Otto Hofler are the two scholars who have had the
liicatest importance for the understanding of initiation in the Scandina-
vian areas and both have increased our knowledge of male secret socie-
lies considerably, especially in connection with the existence of ber-
serks. Although initiation was not the actual goal of research for either

" One of Hofler’s methodological premises that is not unproblematic is that we must
lake the point of departure in the concrete (the rite), not in the abstract (the myth)
(1934, 284-286). It is largely for this reason that his primary text material consists of
descriptions of young men, equipped with masks, who terrorise their surroundings.

Hofler draws attention to the parallel to the Indian Rudfa (1934, 261) with reference
lo H. Arbmann (1922) and Otto (1932), who are especially relevant in a Indo-European
perspective (see also Kershaw 2000 for a more modern perspective).
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of them, it is nevertheless also those two, together with Danielli, who
have devoted themselves most systematically to the topic.3

In 1945 Mary Danielli made initiation the direct research topic of a
short article. Her point of departure is epic sequences, primarily taken
from Icelandic sagas, which she thinks contain several elements that
reflect elements from actual initiation rituals. It is problematic that
Danielli had apparently not found it important to explain how the saga
material and rituals relate to one another. In the course of the article, the
literary features that are analysed are described as ‘ceremonial’ (1945,
240), and their purpose was, she claims, to tell about a form of ‘initia-
tion of the sons of noble settlers in Iceland into their social responsibili-
ties...” (1945, 232). Although not all the conclusions in the article are
convincing there are many significant analytical observations, and it is
regrettable that the article has never played a greater role in accounts of
pre-Christian Scandinavian religion,3Xwhich is probably due to the fact
that Danielli was on the fringe of the philological mainstream.

In places the article is unsystematic. On the one hand it emphasises
the parallel between the sequence structure in the literary passages and
in initiation while, on the other, Danielli fixes on a series of different
elements, such as tests, dressing up in masks, travels and the presence
of bears or berserkers, who all, it is argued, direct our thoughts towards

37 0On the other hand, within Indo-European research on religion, a series of outstanding
contributions have been made, including Widengren 1938, 311-25 and 1954-55,1, 65-9
in the Iranian area; Rees and Rees 1961, 246-58 in the Celtic; Gonda 1965, 315-36, in
the Indian. In addition to this there are some works on Greek and Roman religion in
which traces of initiation in myths have been found and which are methodologically
interesting; see Knight 1936, Jeanmaire 1939, Vidal-Naquet 1968 and 1973 and Clark
1979. Common to all these contributions is that they have been written to solve prob-
lems within individual cultural contexts, and their value for the Scandinavian material
is, therefore, limited, apart from the fact that they show that there exist certain striking
parallels between the various cultures’ initiations. A book that ought to be mentioned is
Stig Wikander’s Der arische Mannerbund (1938), which, although it has not had any
direct influence on the Scandinavian condition, is of great importance as it was directly
inspired by Hofler’s work. Finally, a more recent work, which contains many interest-
ing observations on male societies both in Scandinavia and in the whole of the Indo-
European area, is Kris Kershaw’s The One-eyed God (2000); as the title indicates, it
deals mainly with Odinn and this god’s attachment to male groups.

j8 It is conspicuous that it does not appear in the bibliographies of the greater collected
accounts of Scandinavian and Germanic religion (thus, neither in de Vries 1956-57,
Turville-Petre 1964, A. V. Strom 1975, Clunies Ross 1994, nor in Steinsland 2005).
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initiation ritual. @ It is, however, problematic when Danielli bases initia-
tion rituals in individual symbolic elements which are used as the frame
ul reference for literary passages.4

There is no doubt that Danielli’s contribution is both original and in
certain places convincing. As mentioned, she takes her point of depar-
ture from a series of sequences in the sagas and a passage in Beowulf4l
in which she points out that the hero experiences a sequence which
corresponds to that of the initiand, with a series of tests, expulsion and a
new status, which is higher than the one he had in the initial phase. She
demonstrates that a series of elements recurs in the passages analysed,
among others that the killing of a ghost or monster takes place at Yule
lime, and from this she concludes that they must have a common foun-
dation in initiation which has the purpose of joining the hero to the
fellowship of the community.

Danielli’s investigation is interesting because it draws a parallel be-
tween structure in literary material and one we know from initiation
iduals, which is also the primary aim of this book. But, as mentioned, it
is also problematic. The general problem is that elements which have a
clear literary function or are based in actual historical conditions are
interpreted as ritual. This, for instance, holds good when Vigfus in
Viga-Glums saga Chapter VI (Kristjansson 1956, 17-19) asks his men
not to provoke the berserk Bj*rn, and Glumr, as the only one can put
him in his place, or when sons of noblemen travel abroad in their youth.
In the first case, we have to do with a literary topos which shows what
the heroes are made of (c.f. also Liberman 2005), and in the second
one, we are faced with a kind of educational travel which in fact often

Il There is no doubt that these elements can form part of initiation, the problem is that
in order to argue that convincingly a more extensive placing of them in the structural
complex that the initiation constitutes is required - a complex which Danielli never
analyses.

Il She states, for instance, that the state of outlawry represents ritual death (1945, 243).
The general term for both the state of outlawry and ritual death is a separated or liminal
condition, but neither the one nor the other of the manifested terms can be said to take
precedence over the other.

1 Arent (1969) heads in the same direction as Danielli, and she even uses the same
material. But Arent also includes pictorial material from helmets and suggests that a
series of motifs circle around initiation, which is possible but can hardly be said to be
probable. Besides, one can criticise Arent on the same points that hold good for
Danielli.
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took place. In other words, we are dealing with topoi which may have a
function in contexts that have nothing to do with initiations. It does not
exclude the possibility that there may be ideological elements in these
descriptions, even those of initiation, but it demands stronger arguments
than Danielli puts forth and argues with. On the other hand, her empha-
sis on the Hgttr-episode in Hrolfs saga kraka is of a completely differ-
ent nature, as the narrative abounds with features that do not have any
literary function and which could only have been drawn from reality, if
one assumes the existence of certain rituals.

An article which must also be mentioned in this connection is Riti
Kroesen’s ‘The Christianization of two Initiatory Patterns in Qrvar-
Odds Saga’ (1985). The topic is naturally more limited, but Kroesen
deals especially with OQinn’s role in initiations in which he takes care
of ‘the hero’. Again, however, we lack a systematic definition of the
phenomenon, and OSinn’s own experiences of initiation are only spo-
radically included. On the other hand, Kroesen realises (1985, 649-51)
that an initiation pattern can be found both in Saxo’s account of Hadin-
gus and in the saga of Hrolfr kraki - two accounts we will examine
more closely below.

The phenomenon of initiation in some larger collected descrip-
tions ofScandinavian religion

It is conspicuous that several of the larger works which claim to give an
overview of Scandinavian or Germanic religion and mythology do not
touch at all on the subject of initiation (e.g. F. Strom 1961, Davidson
1964 and 1967 and Holtsmark 1970). As Jan de Vries in Altger-
manische Religionsgeschichte has collected all that has been considered
to concern initiation up to the 1950s, the present survey will not go
further back. One of the examples that he draws upon is Odinn’s self-
hanging, which he describes, apparently without any further thought, as
both a sacrifice and as an initiation (de Vries 1956-57, |, 499-502 and
Il, 49-50). He follows Weiser’s and Hofler’s views of male secret so-
cieties on the whole without adding anything of importance, just as he
follows Dumezil’s interpretation of the Hrungnir-myth (I, 492-4 and II,
135-8). He acknowledges also, however, that, strictly speaking, we are
not in a position to know whether an initiation had taken place in con-
nection with admission to these groups (ll, 98). Besides the two above-
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mentioned myths, together with the berserk complex and the einherjar
complex, he also connects the myth in Gri with initiation which is
somewhat problematic (cf. Schjodt 1988c), and the motif with Hcttr,
which, as indicated above, is sensible (Il, 135), although he by no
means exhausts this topic. It is interesting that the motif of the estab-
lishment of blood-brotherhood in Gisla saga is regarded as an initia-
tion, with all the symbolism such as we know it from other cultures,
including death, rebirth and the obtaining of a new status (cf. de Vries
1929). The example is interesting, not least because it is the only West
Scandinavian source to give a distinct description of a ritual in which
Ihe symbolism is relatively clear, and which is, therefore, the closest we
come to an initiation ritual in the sources (see below Chapter 9.4). Nev-
ertheless, it has not been considered as an initiation in the remainder of
the works surveying this field.

InE. O. G. Turville-Petre’s Myth and Religion ofthe North, there is
i marked lack of discussion of initiation and the only myth in connec-
tion with which he mentions the possibility is Odinn’s self-hanging. But
even here, he does not attribute any greater importance to the phe-
nomenon, as he obviously prefers the terminology of sacrifice in his
treatment (1964, 42-50). He comments (p. 50):

Initiation is regarded largely as a symbolic death, often followed
by the rebirth of the initiate under another name. It is well possi-
ble that such ceremonial practices were known to the Norsemen
in very early times, but the library sources give scant evidence of
them. (1964, 50)

This viewpoint is largely representative of other contemporary research
in this field: the existence of initiation is not completely rejected, but
the consensus is that we cannot find clear traces of it in the source ma-
terial. This is quite correct when we are talking exclusively about cere-
monial practices, but if we include the mythical material, the case is
different, as we will see.

In the series ‘Die Religionen der Menscheit’ (1975), A. V. Strom
mentions initiation in connection with myths about Odinn. Strém also
follows Dumézil in his interpretation of some of the bérr myths as liter-
ary adaptations of initiation rituals to the warrior function (A. V. Strém
1975, 139) without in any way expanding on this. He also accepts the
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existence of male secret societies without discussing initiation in that
connection (1975, 262). There is, however, one thing which is worth
noticing, namely that he indicates that there is a connection between the
acquisition of knowledge and initiation. Following Hofler, he draws our
attention to the fact that the acquisition of knowledge is associated with
admission into male secret societies and, in this connection, he also
touches on the myth of the acquisition of the mead of poetry (1975,
117). Strom does not make anything further of this connection which is
regrettable as the association is quite central to it, as we shall see:
myths in which the acquisition of knowledge or the acquisition of ob-
jects with numinous qualities form a part ought to be examined with a
view to their possible character as ‘initiation myths’.

Margaret Clunies Ross, too, in Prolonged Echoes | (1994) touches
on initiation, primarily in connection with 06inn's self-hanging;, in a
more analytical and thoughtful way than in the rest of the accounts. As
her book will be discussed in various connections below, and since it is
not an exhaustive treatment of the phenomenon in relation to those
myths that are being discussed, it will not be commented on more
closely at this point.

Two more popular works are Jean Renaud’s Les dieux des Vikings
(1996) and Britt-Mari Nasstrom’s Fornskandinavisk religion. En
Grundbok (2001). In these too, we do not find an explicit discussion of
initiation. 06inn’s self-hanging is characterised as an initiation (Rienaud
1996, 47 and Nasstrom 2001a, 62), and a few transitional rituails are
described (Renaud 1996, 178-80 and Nasstrom 2001a, 230-2). In
Renaud, there is no attempt at the kind of analysis that would give us a
glimpse of their structure and symbolism, whereas Nasstrom touches on
the theme when she includes some of those sources that will allso be
analysed below; but here, too, there is no attempt at any form of in-
depth analysis.2

The most recent general treatments of Nordic/Germanic religion are
Rudolf Simek’s Religion und Mythologie der Germanen from 200)3 and
Gro Steinsland’s Norron religion. Myter, riter, samfunn from 2005.
Whereas Simek hardly touches on the subject of initiation, Steimsland
has a small chapter on rituals connected with biological passages <or life

£ The same author is a little more detailed in 2001b, 115-19 and in 2002, where various
initiation scenarios are discussed. These will be mentioned several times later on..
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crises (2005, 328-344) in which initiation is mentioned a couple of
limes. The aim, however, is to describe what is related in the sources
with only a few discussions of the problems involved.

In summing up research on initiation within the Scandinavian field,
there are very few contributions that have had initiation as their main
locus. Weiser and Hofler were primarily interested in the male secret
societies, which leaves us with Danielli as the only one who has at-
tempted to say something general about initiation. Indeed, a number of
articles and books have been published that deal with the topic of initia-
tion in relation to various myths and other accounts, and we will return
to these in connection with the individual analyses below, but attempts
have not been made to plan full-scale studies of the phenomenon in
Scandinavian religion. There has been a tendency among scholars to
think that the myths could have retained reminiscences from earlier
rituals without further consideration, however, of the relationship be-
tween myth and ritual. In addition, they have as a rule focused on indi-
vidual elements in these myths (and rituals), of which the most promi-
nent have been death/rebirth symbolism and the physical tests together
with the change of status that takes place between the initial and final
situations. The question of what lies between these two phases and how
the various elements have become part of an entity has been almost
completely neglected. Some scholars have also been aware that a kind
of secret knowledge has played a part, and Hofler, in particular, has
noticed that initiation has involved a relationship with death, but none
of them have noticed the connection between knowledge, death and
initiation as a link in a vast semantic complex.
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Chapter 3
Towards a Definition of the Category of Initiation
and Criteria for the Choice of Material

In Chapter 1, we made a provisional attempt at a definition of initiation
which it will be necessary to expand on here. We will examine more
closely the question of what it is that characterises the structure that
identifies initiation. This will entail an attempt at classification of the
various categories of rituals, since initiation has been identified in the
history of research as a ritual category. Our first question must, there-
fore, be: Do initiation rituals form a special category and, if that is the
case, on what criteria, or are they a sub-category of rites de passage, as
van Gennep argued? And then: Is it correct to assume, with van Gen-
nep, a special sequential structure for transitional rituals, or is that
structure which he analyses so general that it holds good in principle for
all rituals? Section 1 of this chapter thus deals with the general classifi-
cation of rituals. After that, we will examine more closely the relation-
ship between ritual and myth, a relationship which is of great impor-
tance in relation to the objective of this study (Section 2). Finally, we
will single out and comment on those elements that comprise criteria
for establishing whether or not a source can be considered initiatory. In
that connection, it will be necessary to enter more closely into some of
the problems concerning symbolism and structure (Section 3).

3.1 The Classification of Rituals

In two earlier articles, | have discussed problems that arise in connec-
tion with an appropriate classification of rituals, primarily with regard
to van Gennep’s model (Schjodt 1986b and 1992a), and | will, there-
fore, only summarise these views here. What is of interest for the pre-
sent investigation is how we can define the category we call initiation.1

1A classification of the rituals is naturally present in every introduction to the phe-
nomenology of religion, but it is remarkable how, not only the classification itself but
also (often implicitly) the criteria, vary (e.g. Heiler 1961, 176-266, Widengren 1969,
216-57 andDhavamony 1973, 167).
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Ihere are two particular problems in van Gennep which claim our in-
lerest. Firstly, he works with the term rites de passage as a special ritual
category, and rites d ‘initiation is understood as a sub-category of this.
Ihis appears reasonable enough as a point of departure, since the chap-
ter about initiation is placed between the chapter dealing with birth and
Ihe one on marriage. It looks as if van Gennep has simply proceeded in
accordance with the order of the ‘biological’ transitions in human life
and that we are therefore dealing with puberty ritual here. This is con-
linned by the introductory remarks to the chapter which focus on pu-
berty rites. The problem is that very soon we learn that the consecra-
tions of kings, priests and magicians are also included among what is
designated as initiation ritual (van Gennep 1909, 94). When, in addi-
tion, it is argued that a wedding could form an initiation (1909, 202), it
becomes very difficult to see what it is that separates initiations from
the rest of the transitional rituals. Van Gennep himself does not tell us
on what criteria he determines the classification.

Secondly, it is noticeable in the arrangement of the book that the cri-
terion that is used for separating les rites de passage from the other
categories of rituals is of a structural kind, namely the combination of
the three types of rites into a definite sequence. This, however, is also
far from unproblematic as the rituals, which follow this structure, are
more general than van Gennep thought, and perhaps even so general
that the criteria cannot be used to effect a classification. We saw that
Chappie and Coon already separated out what they called rites of inten-
sification, without affecting the validity of van Gennep’s structure,
which indicates that this structural characteristic is too broad to be of
use for the purpose of classification. This is also supported by the in-
vestigation of Hubert and Mauss into the structure of sacrifice, which
demonstrates that sacrifices and transitional rituals have to make use of
a comparable structure, although with a wide variation in content.2

We are, therefore, dealing with two problems of a classificatory
kind. The sequence with three types of rites seems to be general, even
for rituals which do not primarily deal with an individual’s change of
status, and the sequence can, therefore, not be used as a criterion for

2 Strangely enough, van Gennep was aware of the analyses of Hubert and Mauss (1909,
263), but apparently they did not influence him in any way.
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classification.3Next, the reason for van Gennep’s sub-division is quite
unfathomable. If the criteria for it are the two forms of status between
which the rituals form a transition, then it is impossible to see what it is
that connects the sub-categories of initiation but at the same time sepa-
rates them from the rest of the rites de passage.

The solution to these problems must be that researchers cannot use
the sequence as a classificatory criterion (cf. also van Baal and van
Beek 1985, 131; Chappie and Coon 1942, 484). All religious rituals
must be understood as an attempt to communicate with The Other
World - a communication which may be direct or indirect.41t is, thus,
necessary to have a separation from This World, a stay in a symbolic
space, which represents The Other World (or in a symbolic space which
makes it possible to make contact with it), and a return to This World.
This naturally includes rites that separate, rites that are liminal and rites
of reintegration. These various categories will not always be present in
a specific ritual, but should be considered as ingredients in a model. By
virtue of the fact that a ritual will always include a transition between
the two worlds, we may argue polemically that all rituals are transi-
tional rituals. Now, it was naturally not this that van Gennep meant by
‘a transition’ as, for him, it had to be a question of a transition between
two stages in an individual’s life (or of the transition from the old year
to the new). Nevertheless, it is relevant enough to ask the question of
whether it must not always be an issue of a transition from a ritual’s
initial phase to its final phase. The ritual is carried out with the purpose
of renewing contact with the actors in The Other World and thereby
improving the present situation. It will, therefore, always be a question
of a transition between two different phases, which are characterised
respectively by an actual or a potential crisis and a negating of this cri-
sis.

3The fact that the sequence that van Gennep established is very general may also have
contributed to the fact that the same material has caused two apparently different para-
digms to emerge within research on rituals in the twentieth century. One paradigm deals
with the dying and reborn god in connection with New Year ritual, and the other deals
with initiation (cf. Versnel 1990, especially 64-7).

4 The designations ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’” communication refer respectively to that
communication in which the subject moves to a symbolic space, which represents The
Other World, and the one to which a mediating factor is added, such as a sacrificial
animal or a sacred object (see also Schjodt 1992a, 15-17 and A. W. Geertz 1990).
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Therefore the term rites de passage - irrespective of how much
honour it has gained within research on religion - is unfortunate with
regard to classification. Naturally, it cannot be chased away from the
scholarly vocabulary, but for two reasons it will consistently be substi-
tuted by the term initiation in this book. The first reason is that there are
no arguments in favour of working with van Gennep’s sub-categories
of rites de passage when the sub-category of initiation is just as hetero-
geneous as all the other groups in relation to the general classification.
Ihe second reason is that the term initiation indicates that, for the indi-
vidual, it is a matter of a new beginning - sometimes he quite simply
becomes a new person in one or more respects, and it is exactly this that
is the issue in all the categories which van Gennep was working with as
transitional rituals, aside from the seasonal rituals.

As far as the general classification is concerned, an essential point
about the terminology suggested here is that it has eliminated the prob-
lem van Gennep had with the relationship between, on the one hand,
the various categories of the rites de passage, and, on the other hand,
the various forms of initiation. The difference between an individual
experiencing a ritualised transition from the state of being unmarried to
that of being married, on the one hand, and a corresponding ritualised
transition from being a child to being an adult, on the other, is not more
striking than the difference between a transition from not being a king
to becoming one, and a transition from not being a member of a warrior
band to being one. We can naturally adduce criteria like the degree of
exclusivity in discerning, but this will go contrary to van Gennep’s
general and sub-classifications and does not tell us anything about how
some of these transitions were supposed to be sub-categories of rites de
passage, whereas others are further sub-categories of initiation.

What we have is not a general category out of which we can sepa-
rate initiation rituals, which can then be further subdivided. With the
designation initiation as the general category, there is, indeed, a series
of sub-categories separated from it, but these must be seen as sub-
categories at the same level (‘Puberty rituals’, for example, would not
be a subcategory under ‘Initiation rituals’, but would be at the same
level as e.g. ‘Funerary rituals’) according to both sequential and struc-
tural criteria (the relationship between the initial phase and the final
phase). By this means we get a series of transitions at birth, puberty,
marriage, when taking up one’s official duties, as well as for admission
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to certain religiously based associations, and at death, all of which have
the characteristics that make them into initiations. This will be further
explained later in this chapter. As a matter of form, it must be empha-
sised in this connection that not all transitions are ritualised in all cul-
tures, nor are they ritualised to the same extent. The purpose for which
we can use such an enumeration is to advance a hypothesis: it is in con-
nection with these ‘biological’ and ‘culturally determined’ transitions
that we may expect in advance that rituals of the initiation type may be
used. And it is, therefore, in sources that shed light on them that we
must take our point of departure when we are searching for a descrip-
tion of initiation rituals in Chapter 9.

It is obvious, for instance, that Eliade’s three categories are exclu-
sively based on the various social categories which are in turn based on
the final situation. Something similar holds good for Weckman who
suggests that various types of criteria may be included in his hierarchi-
cally constructed classification (1970, 76-8). There is no reason to con-
test that, and it seems most purposeful to classify with regard to the
ritual subject’s position in the final situation - not with a point of depar-
ture from the structure of the ritual, which would hardly be possible,
but precisely in relation to those categories into which the individuals
are initiated (e.g. shaman initiations and initiations of leaders). With
regard to the present investigation, the sub-division of the various cate-
gories of initiation rituals does not play a crucial role, although we will
return to this problem several times in passing. The investigation deals
primarily with the general structure and symbolism - elements which
cannot be distinguished consistently in relation to the various sub-
categories.

3.2 Myth and Ritual

So far we have considered transitional rituals and initiation rituals al-
most exclusively. However, in preparation for the following investiga-
tion it is of crucial importance to discuss the relationship between myth
and ritual. The literature on this topic is enormous, and it is far beyond
the scope of this book to enter into a closer discussion of it.5Since

5Light is not only shed on the problem in works that deal directly with the relationship
between myth and ritual, but also in many publications, which work primarily with
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Robertson Smith (1972) [1889] and Frazer (1906, e.g. 169), many
scholars have looked for a close connection between ritual and myth
und argued either that ritual is derived from myth or vice versa.
Through most of the twentieth century, researchers inclined to think
Ihat rituals were the fixed basis and that myths were derived from them
in order to ‘explain’ the events that happened in the culture (e.g. Hooke
1933, 3, Hyman 1955, 462-72 and Wallace 1966, 243-4.), a point of
view that is already found in Robertson Smith (1972, 18) [1889]. Otil-
éis, such as Kluckhohn (1958)6and Leach (1954, 13-4) have neglected
k>evaluate what is derived from what, but continually emphasise the
close connection between the two categories, because the myth is un-
derstood by and large as what is spoken, that which puts into words
what ritual ‘enacts’ - and that they relate to one another as legomenon
to dromenon (cf. Harrison 1912, 328 and Gaster 1954, 187).7 Others
again see the relationship as more complicated and reject an unequivo-
cal relationship between myth and ritual, which is true of Lévi-Strauss
(1958, 232) and Kirk (1970, 28-31). Some scholars, especially from the
second half of the twentieth century, emphasise that myths exist that are
unattached to any ritual (e.g. Stanner 1966, 81-106), and that such an
affiliation, therefore, cannot be the basis for whether a particular narra-
live can be classified as a myth. Discussions of this kind are often
rather pointless as it may be legitimate, although not always to the pur-

cither myth or ritual. Often, we also discover important theoretical reflections in inves-
ligations of myths and rituals in specific cultures. Works with numerous and good
references to various aspects of research on rituals are Grimes 1984 and Bell 1992; for
research on myths Cohen 1969 and Honko 1970. For an excellent discussion of the
myth/ritual complex in general - although with a point of departure in the Greek mate-
rial - see Versnel 1990 with many references. Other general works surveying the topic
nrc de Vries 1967, 209-15; de Waal Malefijt 1968, 172-95; Kirk 1970, 8-31; Doty 1986,
72-106; Ackerman 1991; Bell 1997, 3-22; Segal 1998, 1-13 and not least Fontenrose
1966.

" Kluckhohn’s understanding has played an important role in the history of research. He
Iliinks that both categories have a common psychological basis: ‘Ritual is an obsessive
repetitive activity - often a symbolic dramatization of the fundamental “needs” of the
society ... Mythology is the rationalization of these same needs whether they are all
expressed in overt ceremonial or not’ (1958, 151).

' Gaster, about whom it has been said that he is ‘perhaps the last true Frazerian’
(Versnel 1990, 74), argues that whereas the ritual expresses the immediate aspect of a
situation, myth expresses the transcendal and ideal aspect - a viewpoint expressed in
various forms by the myth/ritual school.

63



Towards a Definition

pose, to reserve a term for exactly this or that usage (cf. Strenski 1987,
1-12). However, to use the term ‘myth’ exclusively to designate narra-
tives that accompany or have accompanied a performance of a ritual
(e.g. Widengren 1969, 150) will exclude a considerable number of nar-
ratives, including those that contain such internal criteria as content and
structure, which indicate their mythic nature, and whose narratives deal
with subjects generally accepted as mythical, like stories of the gods. If
such exclusions were followed, almost all Scandinavian ‘myth-
material’ would not consist of myths (in the same way as a great part of
the Greek and Indian narrative traditions), because in only a very few
cases is there proof of any ritual association.8

One must accept that myths and rituals (as we will use the concepts
in the following discussion and expand on below) may be seen as links
in a single complex, but it must be emphasised at the same time that the
relationship is considerably more complicated than many have been
inclined to think, at least when it has to do with the relationship be-
tween actual rituals and actual myths, in which there are especially
great possibilities for variation - an acknowledgement which has been
taken up within Scandinavian religion by Catharina Raudvere, among
others (2002, 40).

It is necessary to explain how the terms myth and ritual will be used
in the present study. | have previously argued that definitions must keep
to the scholarly field within which they are to be used, and the present
discussion therefore lays claim to be useful exclusively in connection
with the phenomenon of religion, as we have characterised it in Chapter
1 As a pragmatic working definition, we may advance the view that
myth is a phenomenon which of necessity must be characterised by
means of both internal and external criteria, that is partly by criteria
which are characteristic of the myth’s own internal organisation, and
partly by criteria which characterise the attitude the myth encounters in
the culture in which it functions. To start with the latter, it should be
emphasised that the often-used ‘truth-criterion’ - which means that the
individual myth must be understood as being true by the people in the

8The attempts made by such scholars as Phillpotts (1920) and Gunnell (1995) to relate
the Elder Edda poems to rituals may have a certain power of persuasion, but must still
be considered as uncertain (with regard to the history of research in this area see Gun-
nell 1995, 1-10).
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tullure concerned - cannot be a crucial factor. Whether people ‘be-
lieve’ in the content of the myth in all its details and whether all attrib-
iile to it the same meaning are matters of less importance than whether
ihey are influenced by its message in their world view - whether those
mgnals, which the narrative sends out, together with other narratives
linked with it in a mythological corpus, form a part of their way of un-
derstanding and their way of handling the surrounding world. The cru-
cial external criterion is, therefore, whether the narrative has an influ-
ence on individuals’ ways of understanding and arranging their experi-
ences of themselves and their environment (cf. Lawson and McCauley
1990, 155), and whether different variants9of it have influenced their
society as a whole.10In that sense there is no difference between reli-
gious and non-religious myths. The Western-‘myth’ is an example of
how a nation’s world view may be influenced by a certain meta-
narrative.

As far as internal criteria are concerned, we must first be dealing
with a narrativeu and, secondly, this narrative must contain some kind
ol'reference to The Other World. The main actors may be gods or other
supernatural beings whose existence in the consciousness of the speci-
fied culture is beyond any doubt. But they may also be human beings
who interact with The Other World. The myth is, therefore, a narrative,
or a sequence of functions in Propp’s sense, that is, minimal units each
of which constitutes an action by the hero or some of the other dramatis
personae, and which are combined in a certain order (1968, 25-65). It is

1Variation is rather the rule than the exception. The ‘message’ of the myth may be
expressed in many ways, and for this reason it will not surprise us that the liminal ap-
pears in many different forms within specific religious groups. As is argued in Chapter
10, a semantic space is created which may contain many different representations, but
not any kind of representation. Representations must all be able to relate to the semantic
core, which is the actual foundation for this space.

10 We cannot be sure whether this is the case for the Scandinavian narratives included
in Chapters 5-8. It will, therefore, be established only that a broad societal effect is a
characteristic of myth as a general category. That this, however, has been the case in
Scandinavia, too, is indicated by various recent researchers, among others Clunies Ross
(e.g. 2000, 123).

1 Again, there are some limitations in the Scandinavian material, as is the case with the
Mimir complex (Chapter 5.1) among others. We have here a series of hints at and ac-
tual fragments of a mythical sequence, but we do not possess an actual connected narra-
live containing all these fragments. Nevertheless, the sources we do have allow us to
reconstruct the essential features of such a narrative.
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a narrative which deals with events in The Other World only, or events
that are played out in the field between This World and The Other
World, and which are important for the way in which society’s world
view is organised.PWe may thus argue, with Eliade, that myth has a
paradigmatic status or, to put it another way, it belongs to that phe-
nomenological category we may call conditional phenomena (Schjodt
1990c, 141-3): it is the content of the myth which constitutes the condi-
tions for how human beings react socially and religiously and not least
with regard to rituals. This, of course, is seen from the perspective of
the religious person. It is problematic to give a more exact definition
than the one given here, if at the same time it is to be used in specific
analyses. Among other things, the relationship to other related narrative
genres (folk tales, legends and other traditional stories) is not clarified
and, although it will be discussed in passing, it must be admitted that it
is not possible to construct watertight barriers between myths and these
other genres, nor will it be useful to do so (cf. Lévi-Strauss 1964, 12-
14).

The content of the myth or the mythical universe is both taken from
and helps maintain the fund of representations which together form the
ideology that a culture lives by and through which it understands it-
self. BAnd myth is probably the most important manifestation or ex-

PThis characteristic is not unlike the one that is suggested by Maranda (1972, 12-13):
‘Myths display the structured, predominantly culture specific, and shared, semantic
systems which enable the members of a culture area to understand each other and to
cope with the unknown’. The terminology is different and emphasises the structural and
the culture-specific together with the fact that it is semantic systems that we are dealing
with. In this connection | must emphasise that 1am completely in agreement with Dan
Sperber when he rejects the notion that symbolic representations have a ‘meaning’
which is not in itself symbolic (Sperber 1975, 12-16). Yet it is reasonable to talk of
semantic systems since myth creates associations between symbolic representations -
associations which, indeed, do not create exact meanings in individual symbolic ex-
pressions, but which stake out the boundaries for meaning, i.e. a space within which a
certain actual or belief-based phenomenon’s meaning may be characterised and adapted
with relation to other phenomena (cf. also Lawson and McCauley’s discussion in 1990,
148-157, in which they, among other things, say: ‘... larger cognitive constructs rather
than individual concepts ... are the most obvious bearers of meaning’ (1990, 154)).

Bt is here a question of the same two aspects of myth which C. Geertz touches on
when he talks of cultural patterns which are both models ofthe world and modelsfor
the world (Geertz 1966, 8).
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prcssion of this ideology in religious societies.4Some myths contain
ITeat and existentially important parts (semantic fields) of the ideology,
mid these produce the so-called ‘great narratives’, whereas others are
quite simple in their pretensions (e.g. how various animals have come
in look the way they are or, with an example from Scandinavia, how the

net was invented [Faulkes 2005, 48]). The religious myth therefore
inquires its contents from religious ideology, is an element in religious
discourse, and in this respect always refers to a greater or lesser degree
lo The Other World.

The function of myth is partly legitimating: it must give reasons for
mid legitimate a whole series of social institutions and norms. But it
must also be able to give an answer to a great many questions concern-
ing the surrounding world. In this it has both a legitimating and an ex-
planatory function (cf. Bolle 1983, 298). For this purpose, it may use
various scenarios taken from the society and its surroundings, and
through the narrative sequence expose them to manipulations of all
kinds. In the final phase, there will in all cases have to be a kind of
instification or explanation, and so we may argue that all myths contain
an aetiological aspect. But this may be indirect, and that which is justi-
fied will not be apparent until the individual myths are placed in a rela-
lionship with other myths within the semantic universe to which they
belong. That which the individual myth explains may thus be other
myths..5The value of the explanation may, therefore, be both external,
as it can turn towards society and its surroundings and justify certain
natural phenomena, rituals or everyday events, or it may be internal and
lurn inwards towards other narratives. An example is the myth about
llie Norse god Loki’s binding and punishment as it is told in Gylfagin-
ning (Faulkes 2005, 48-9). Externally, it gives an explanation of earth-

1 Ideology, or rather religious ideology, is here very close to that which de Waal Male-
lijt calls ‘dogma’ (1968, 145). She says: ‘The word dogma will be used in this discus-
sion to indicate a set of propositions or cognitions about the universe which include the
supernatural. The beliefs in any such body of cognitions are validated by myth ...
Dogma as the term is defined here, centers on three major topics: the nature of the
supernatural, the nature of the physical world and the nature of man and his society’.
This corresponds to what Clunies Ross calls ‘the shared cultural knowledge’ (1994, 25).
1’ By this is meant that the individual myth primarily refers to other myths and only
‘uses’ elements in the surrounding world because they may be ‘good to think with’. In
(he last instance, it is perhaps reasonable to assume with Lévi-Strauss that the myth
refers to the human spirit (Lévi-Strauss 1964, 346).
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quakes which are said to be caused by the bound god trying to get free.
Internally, it points towards a series of other myths with Loki as pro-
tagonist and thereby motivates the Ragnargk-myth which is represented
as a consequence of his escape from bondage (cf. Schjodt 1981a). In
the last instance, the explanation-value of the myth is related to the way
in which people create order in their world.

It is therefore not, or at least not only, a question of some form or
other of a primitive explanation of the course of nature or the trouble in
human life. Myths are explanatory on many levels, and they therefore
form a link in a construction of The Other World, and thus also of This
World (cf. Berger 1969) through its status as a model.BIt should be
emphasised that myths fulfil their function by virtue of being known. It
is not the concrete situation of recitation which creates their meaning,
but rather the contribution that knowledge of them imparts to ideol-
ogy,I7and thus to society’s construction of the world.

Ritual is a part of the human construction of the world and belongs
to another category of religious phenomena than myth, namely that
group we may call communication phenomena. Rituals serve primarily
communicative purposes as tools to enter into contact with The Other
World.BWith regard to the religious world view, we may, therefore,

16Cf. Eliade 1974, 416-7: ‘The myth, whatever its nature, is always a precedent and an
example, not only for man’s actions (sacred or profane), but also as regards the condi-
tion in which his nature places him...”

T'With regard to what has already been said, it is obvious that myth in an actual situa-
tion of recitation may form a link in a ritual context, beyond the aspects mentioned
here. The recitation of myth (but not myth ‘itself) may thus be a rite (Bianchi 1975,
112), but whether it is a rite does not primarily rest on its content, but on the scenario of
the situation of the recitation.

BNaturally, myth is also in a certain sense a communicative phenomenon, since the
members of a society communicate with each other via the myth, as is the case in all
human forms of expression. It is, however, not this, something we might call a horizon-
tal communication that is at stake here. This sort of communication is also found in
ritual but, for both myth and ritual, we are dealing with another level than when the
ritual is understood as a vertical communication between This World and The Other
World. In the latter case, it is a conscious and purposeful communication - the rituals
communicate, so to speak, more than the myths do (cf. Rappaport 1999, 135). Horizon-
tal communication, which is an important aspect in both myths and rituals, is a latent
function in the recitation of myth or in the performance of ritual, a factor of which the
purpose is to confirm the ideology and with this either to maintain the status quo, or
adapt the ideology to new conditions in the world. Besides, it must be emphasised here
that rituals, in addition to their communicative purpose, have many other functions both

68



Initiation between two Worlds

argue that myth and the semantic universe that it contributes to and is a
part of, are prerequisites for ritual. We cannot, on the other hand, argue
Ihat myth has preceded ritual in a purely historical sense. Actually, it is
likely that ritual in that sense precedes myth.

The communication which ritual seeks to establish always includes
an attempt to manipulate actors from The Other World. Humans need
Ihe intercession of these beings in order to obtain something; the ritual
is ‘purposeful activity’ (La Fontaine 1985, 184).19 That which one
wishes to obtain may be anything from fine weather to victory in battle,
and it may be knowledge of The Other World, or extended possibilities
lor manipulating it.

Whereas myth, as a part of ideology, is active even when it is not
spoken, it goes without saying that ritual is only active, commensurate
with its manifest function, if it is performed. Myth’s function is to ‘ex-
plain’, ritual’s to ‘obtain’. In order, however, to obtain the sought-after
objective, it is crucial that rituals are carried out correctly and that con-
tact is established with The Other World. This contact can only be es-
tablished by symbolically representing a condition, and thereby a space,
in which human beings and gods can meet. This condition and this
space are what constitutes the iiminal’. So, in order for the ritual to
succeed, it must out of necessity draw on the semantic universe, which
we know through myths (but not necessarily through one single myth).

of a psychological and sociological kind, functions which ought to be included if we
want an adequate picture of rituals as such. The present study, however, focuses on the
communicative aspect in order to gain insight into religious and ideological logic.

1 Cf. Podemann Sorensen 1992, 83-6 and 1993, 18. As far as the purpose of ritual is
concerned, | am completely in agreement with Podemann Sorensen, and this also holds
good, to a certain extent, for his definitions of rituals, which is that rituals are ‘represen-
(ative acts, designed to change or maintain their object’ (1993, 19-20). On the other
hand, it must be considered problematical when he argues that ritual is not ‘designed to
inform or persuade any extra-ritual agency. It is designed to work, to act directly on
whatever object it has’ (ibid.). Podemann Sorensen is definitely not after a discussion of
the relationship between religion and magic, although the quotation might point in the
opposite direction. It is obvious that rituals must have effect by virtue of the fact that
lhey are carried out, but the prerequisite for their ‘efficacy’ is a world which operates
with actors from The Other World. It is, of course, true that the assumption of the exis-
lence of such actors belongs to matters of faith (ibid.), but the ritual subject’s con-
sciousness of them is a fact; and after all it is also this subject who must judge their
efficacy. In the consciousness of the subject it is thus crucial that there exists an author-
ity to which one can turn - an Other World - which is the prerequisite of the ritual.
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For this reason, both myths and rituals must make use of symbols and
structures that characterise this universe, and which are subjected to
those principles that the ideology marks out.

The consequences of the inclusion and use of the concept of ideol-
ogy is that we will not be able to derive a specific ritual from a specific
myth. As was mentioned in Chapter 1, we cannot, as Propp thought
(1983, 470), argue that the myth (or folktale) has initiation rituals as its
basis.D Rituals and myths are manifestations of that ideology through
which a society understands itself and the world around it, and which
contains both the features of that culture and universal features. There
will, therefore, be parallels between the two categories, and it may also
be reasonable to argue at this level that they express ‘the same thing’ in
various ways. At another level, however, they relate to each other as
manipulation to ascertainment. With regard to initiation, it is the func-
tion of ritual to transform a subject through communication with The
Other World, whereas the function of myths is to establish and ascer-
tain the possibility of this transformation.

When we speak of initiation in what follows, we are not necessarily
talking of a definite ritual pattern of events, but of a definite sequence
structure with certain characteristics which we will examine more

2 In this connection, it may be of interest to note a remark by Eliade on Propp’s under-
standing (Eliade 1963, 196): ‘Propp sees in folk tales the memory of totemic initiation
rites. The initiatory structure of folk tales is obvious ... But the whole problem is to
determine whether the tale describes a system of rites belonging to a particular stage of
culture, or if its initiatory scenario is “imaginary”, in the sense that it is not bound up
with an historic-cultural context but instead expresses an ahistorical, archetypical be-
havior pattern of the psyche’. This wording is interesting because it emphasises two
completely different attitudes to the ‘similarities’. What Propp can see only as devel-
opments, Eliade is ready to see as ‘ahistorical’ and as ‘archetypes’. We have touched on
the problems in Eliade in Chapter 2.1, and they will not occupy us here, but it ought to
be pointed out that he, too, in a certain sense remains ‘historical’ in that the rituals (and
the myths) are assumed to precede the folktales or, in other words, that the ‘serious’
expression has preceded the non-committal one that we find in the folktales (Eliade
1963, 201-2). On the other hand, it is also obvious that Propp must eventually have to
accept the existence of ‘one or another’ ahistoric entity, because it may be possible to
maintain that folktales go back, in the first instance, to myths (initiation myths) and
then to rituals; but to explain from where they originate must involve something ‘ahis-
torical’, whether it has its basis in the psychological or the sociological. Neither Eliade
nor Propp can accept the possibility that we are simply faced with a structure, which
has always been able to manifest itself in various forms of expression, both narrative
and ritual, the basis of which lies beyond the possibility of any historical research.
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closely in the next section. This sequence structure may be expressed
both in a ritual and in a narrative context, where the narrative is not
least important since it will often serve as the model for the ritual struc-
linc, which must be present in order that the execution of the ritual has
meaning for those who perform it. This does not imply that every action
in Ihe ritual is considered by the participants as having a fixed meaning,
luil only that they must have considered the performance meaningful
Jdiul probably had some idea of what it was about, even if only vaguely
iiul at the general level. In other words: one could not do whatever one
liked in the performance of specific rituals.

Two problems, to which we will return later, will be touched on here
it the conclusion of the discussion of the myth/ritual relationship. These
problems crop up on account of the special character of the Scandina-
vian material. First of all, the nature of the sources is such that it is not
possible in all cases to single out a sequence unambiguously as either a
myth or a ritual. An example of a myth that is at the same time a de-
scription of a ritual can be found in Snorri Sturluson’s account of the
Mineral of Baldr (Faulkes 2005, 46-7). On the one hand, it is clear that
wc are dealing with a mythical scenario, but it is just as clear that a
ritual is taking place at this cremation. Whether it is more correct to
treat such a text in connection with rituals or with myths must to a cer-
tain degree depend on what seems most appropriate with regard to the
overall representation. In the course of the present study, there will be
several cases in which it is debatable whether the texts to be included
slied light on a myth that contains ritual features or rituals that are
placed in a mythical frame. It is not crucially important with regard to
llie semantic universe whether we decide to accept the one or the other
of these suggestions since the distinction is functional rather than de-
pendent on structure and content. If, for example, some of the eddic
poems were in fact ritual texts, as Gunnell (1995) understands it, it is
relevant to ask whether these are ritual or mythical texts, but the answer
would have no consequences for their analysis, since the definitional
criteria that will be advanced here do not exclude either performance or
mythical narrative sequences. On the other hand, the distinction is, of
course, important with regard to one’s evaluation of the extent to which
initiation rituals did in fact take place in pre-Christian Scandinavian
religion. We could perhaps even argue that the ambiguity in the se-
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quences actually strengthens the arguments for not keeping the two
levels - mythical and ritual - sharply separated in the analysis.
Secondly, it may seem to be a paradox to speak of an exchange be-
tween This World and The Other World when the mythical source ma-
terial, at least in Scandinavia, almost exclusively uses protagonists who
are representatives of The Other World. As will appear in Chapter 10.1,
however, it is possible within the myth’s own universe to separate The
Other World into several worlds in which an interaction becomes pos-
sible, which may perhaps form a model for the human ritual sphere.

3.3 Criteria for a Definition

In this section, we will return to the working definition of initiation
advanced in Chapater 1 and consider the characteristics which will be
tested against the results of the analyses of Chapters 5 to 9. We will
also consider more closely some of the methodological problems that
will be of importance for elements in the analyses.

a) Irreversibility n

We may begin by stating that an initiation involves a transition for one
or more individuals. It is not only a question of a transition between the
two worlds, This and The Other, but rather of a transition from one
social and/or religious status in the initial situation to another in the
final situation. We have seen that such transitions are also characteristic
of crisis rituals but, beside the various levels in question, there is also
another important difference from these. Whereas a crisis ritual is car-
ried out in connection with the appearance of a crisis, which in princi-
ple may take place at any time and may happen again and again, the
status that the individual obtains in the final situation of initiation is
irreversible. This is a basic feature of every initiation ritual, and it is
also important with regard to its differentiation from related phenom-
ena. What separates a typical shaman séance, for instance, from an
initiation, is precisely the fact that the shaman, after having gone
through the ritual sequence, returns to the status that he had before the
unfolding of the ritual. As is the case with the subject in all rituals, he
has benefited from the performance of the ritual (obtained knowledge
of things, which otherwise were hidden; brought forth a lost soul and so
on), but he has not reached a permanent new status. During his stay in
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llie liminal space, he has achieved a change of status for a moment, but
In- has not obtained ‘something” which has caused a religious and/or
iocial transformation once and for all.2L By contrast, that has happened
to the initiate as he has acquired something which has changed him
Imover and separates him from what he was in the initial phase. When
\vc extend this criterion from rituals to various narrative genres, it will
Ik- difficult to separate myths from folk tales, in which the main actor,
nlUr having experienced a certain sequence, ends up as a king or a
Pinice, which might normally be considered an irreversible position.
We will return to the differences that are actually involved here in part
<) of this section, which deals with the nature of the numinous object.

Another point that requires emphasis in connection with the defini-
lion of initiation is that the object that is transformed in the unfolding of
llie initiation sequence is identical with the subject, who is the main
netor. It is thus not the natural environment that is manipulated, or soci-
rly as such that primarily benefits from the event. In this respect, initia-
tion is similar to the individual crisis ritual (cf. Honko’s classification),,
hul the latter does not result in an irreversible change of status.

h)The tripartite sequence

At the level of a model, ritual will always follow the sequence that van
(lennep advanced in Les rites de passage. In the following discussion,
we will thus operate with a horizontal structure (the sequence), contain-
ing three categories of events, each of which may be characterised indi-
vidually in van Gennep’s designation as separation, transition and in-
corporation. Such a structure presupposes an initial situation prior to the
separation, just as incorporation must be followed by a final situation.
I lie mutual relationship between these phases is, as we have seen, of
importance to the fundamental idea of initiation, namely that the final
phase is ‘higher’ for the subject, who moves through the sequence, than
the initial phase, whereas the three ritual phases themselves as a general
model can be found in all rituals. In actual fact, we have thus to reckon
with five phases (which are of importance with regard to the next fun-

1 In the religious universe, the two terms often form two sides of the same case. In
practice, religious and social status cannot be separated (see James 1933; Goode 1951,
221-2; Widengren 1969, 594-7). Examples from the phenomenology of religion are
macral kings and cult societies.

73



Towards a Definition

damental element in our working definition: the binary opposites): 1)
an initial phase; 2) a separation phase; 3) a transitional phase or, as it
will be called here, a liminal phase; 4) an incorporation phase or, as it
will be called here, a reintegration phase and 5) a final phase.

This said, we have to pay attention to the fact that the actual se-
quences, not least in ritual connections, may often possess a consider-
able complexity by virtue of the fact that sequences, which from an
analytical point of view ought to be held separate, are woven together
so that it becomes difficult to identify the individual rite. A good exam-
ple of this problem is analysed in Chapter 9.2, in Ibn Fadlan’s descrip-
tion of the rites that are carried out on account of the death of a chief-
tain. The transition of the chieftain to the kingdom of the dead, the
change of status of the slave girl and, finally, the new chieftain’s
change of status appear in the description as a single sequence, but it is
actually a case of three different rituals being enacted, all of which were
caused by the same precipitating event; the death of the chieftain.

*Wii/V i«
c) Oppositional pairs that are analogues to the liminal vs. the
non-liminal

We saw in Chapter 2.1 that Victor Turner in The Ritual Process (1969a,
106-7) put forward a series of examples of oppositional pairs, which
correspond to the basic opposition called liminal versus non-liminal, or,
as he says, liminality in contrast to the status system - a term, which
has marked sociological connotations and which we will therefore not
use here. Turner’s oppositional pairs are found on various levels. Some
are general, such as sacredness versus secularity and continual refer-
ences to mythical powers versus periodic references to mythical pow-
ers, whereas others are more limited to certain cultural situations, such
as silence versus speech and sexual abstinence versus sexuality. The
deciding factor is, however, that in most rituals we encounter a series of
oppositional pairs, which are found on the emic level and which may be
analysed as analogues to the etic category liminal versus non-liminal.2
The actual content will be culturally determined, although there are
some general tendencies, but the construction itself is general, as
Turner himself has demonstrated. This binary structure is not limited to

2 A brief discussion of the emic-etic categories can be read in Jensen, J. S. 2003, 109-
11.
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the initiation sequence, but will in principle be discoverable in all cate-
gories of rituals; and, it may be added, in all kinds of myths and other
narrative genres in which the transition is thematised spatially. In many
cases, it is clear that the opposites are sequentially organised in the
same way as in initiations, as it is a matter of a movement from the
non-liminal to the liminal and back again, the sequence being expressed
in contrasting symbolic relations. When the criterion of the binary op-
posites is nevertheless included here as an important characteristic,
even though it extends far beyond the phenomenon of initiation, it is
due to the fact that it is precisely the actual content of these symbolic
pairs that may give us some knowledge of how The Other World was
actually construed. We may, therefore, also use these symbolic pairs
together with the other criteria in our delimitation of the corpus.

Two further observations should be made about this symbolism of
opposites. From a general theoretical viewpoint there is an asymmetry
between the two poles of the opposites. If, for example, we take
Turner’s Absence of status/status (1969a, 106), we see that the liminal
absence of status is the marked pole in that it is the status pole which
may be defined as neutral in relation to the known world. Its opposite is
characterised only by an inversion of the connotations attached to
‘status’. The point of departure is thus the non-liminal pole, which is
the known one, characteristic of the ‘here and now’ situation. The
asymmetry is clear in this example, in so far as the liminal term only
exists qua the construction of an inverted content. This does not hold
good in all cases, however. In another of Turner’s examples - Foolish-
ness/sagacity - there are two terms that each have their own independ-
ent existence in every society. Nevertheless, the ‘here and now’ situa-
tion is characterised by a cleverness or ‘know-how’ without which a
society would not be able to maintain itself, and an inversion possibility
would, therefore, be “foolishness’; but it could also be a question of
another kind of know-how, for instance numinous know-how as op-
posed to technical know-how. The deciding factor is that the liminal
terms have a marker, which in one way or another (in relation to the
norms or to the ‘nature’ of things) makes them into inversions of the
characteristics at the non-liminal pole. It is therefore an inversion of the
understanding of the ‘normal’, ‘the proper, the correct’, which is ap-
plied symbolically to the liminal phase in the tripartite sequence (cf.
Leach 1976, 72). It is also for this reason that the liminal is often ex-
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pressed in monstrous forms, as monstrosity is one aspect of the liminal
which may be drawn in, in places where the connection demands it,
such as is often the ease in initiation rituals.

Liminality is, therefore, characterised by being the opposite of eve-
rything that is non-liiminal. It is the constant factor in initiation and also
in other rituals and narrative sequences. The content is variable, how-
ever, partly because the terms, which are selected from the non-liminal
world to symbolise iit- in an inverted form - differ from culture to cul-
ture and from rituali to ritual, and partly because there will often be
several possible ways in which one may choose to invert, depending on
what code one selects to thematise within (the opposite to ‘cow’ is
‘bull” or ‘calf or ‘horse’ or ‘human being’ or something completely
different, depending on the code which is made the theme of the actual
sequence).Z But certain non-liminal characteristics are universal and
for this reason, certain liminal symbols will also have a tendency to be
universal - not in the sense that they are necessarily found in all cul-
tures, but in the senise that they may emerge everywhere. This holds
good for status versuis no status, life versus death, restrictions with re-
gard to certain things versus absence of restriction with regard to cer-
tain things, or profane versus sacred. Others, however, have an ex-
tremely limited distribution, as for instance a certain sexual or nutri-
tional behaviour which is ‘inverted’ in relation to the society’s sexual or
nutritional norms. It is well known that such norms vary from society to
society, and the limimal symbols will, therefore, vary correspondingly.
The analyses of the sources will be accompanied by a list of the liminal
terms involved. Here, we will only comment on one widely dispersed
oppositional pair wlhich is also found in the Scandinavian material,
namely that which has to do with life versus death.

First of all, it is important to consider death/rebirth symbolism in re-
lation to the life/deaith-opposition, which is the more fundamental one,
because it is an opposition relating to fundamentally different condi-

Z Liminal symbols may also change in the course of time, as Turner demonstrated. In a
religious ideology, liminal symbols are often inversions of theological and cosmologi-
cal terms, for instance thie elimination of the distance to the gods, the moving back in
illo tempore, etc., whereas in an areligious ideology one would often be obliged to
make use of inversions (of secular entities. In other words, liminal symbols will also
change in tune with the changes of the society, although they are often seen as eternal
by the religious person.
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lions. The death/rebirth-pair, on the other hand, has to do with a process
ind can, therefore, only be viewed as a result of the life/death dichot-
omy in cases where this is symbolically applied to initiation. In this
light, death can be seen in the dichotomy as a semantic inversion of life,
which is the condition that characterises the non-liminal.2 In relation to
Ihis, the symbolic pair death/rebirth is an expression in turn of the tran-
sition from the initial phase to the liminal phase and from the liminal
phase to the final phase. ‘Death’ in the pair death/rebirth ought, there-
fore, more correctly be replaced by ‘dying’, because it is a question ofa
transition to death as a condition. In relation to the sequence with the
live phases that were mentioned above, we may argue, with regard to
the life/death-dichotomy (when it is present), that the initial phase =
life, the separation phase = dying, the liminal phase = death, the reinte-
gration phase = rebirth, and the final phase = life.

Secondly, we will briefly examine the status of this symbolic pair.
IIMade argues that the condition of forgetting one’s language and learn-
ing it again symbolises death (dying) and rebirth (Eliade 1975, 31),
which implies that we are justified in searching in rituals and myths for
elements that have this symbolic value. On the other hand, it is also
obvious that Eliade and others understand death as the most logical
expression for the state of becoming a tabula rasa and rebirth as the
most logical expression for the beginning of a new existence. We are
lhus faced with symbols on various levels, as some expressions refer to
death and rebirth, referring in their turn to something ‘else’ (end and
beginning). Thus we have here an example of Sperber’s argument that
the ‘meaning” of symbols is only other symbols. When the
death/rebirth-complex is a ‘strong’ symbol-complex, this is because the
two terms express transitions to and from the liminal phase, making use
of ‘death’, which in every way is an opposition to the connotations of
This World, and probably the strongest term for ‘otherness’ that one
can imagine. It is, therefore, not surprising that the complex is ex-
tremely widespread since the ‘otherness’ or ‘that which is different’ are
the closest we can come to a general characteristic of the liminal. Con-
versely, we cannot argue that this symbolic pair is fundamental in order

4 It is conspicuous that Turner does not include this opposition in his list. On the other
hand Eliade gives numerous examples that death is seen as a prerequisite for the ‘real’
life, i.e. the life which characterises the final phase.
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to identify a rite as an initiation: only in those cases - and there are,
indeed, many - inwhich the term ‘death’ is seen as an essential charac-
teristic of liminality, would the death/rebirtl-complex be relevant. But
even when this is the case, it does not inevitably follow that dying and
rebirth is included as a marked symbolism. Ifdeath is essentially under-
stood in spatial terms (e.g. as ajourney fromone place to another which
has connotations of death as a semantic category), a metaphor of travel
could become a part instead of rebirth, as representing the reintegration
phase. This applies to Scandinavia where there is, however, also a sex-
ual symbolism in the liminal phase, which saggests a semantic field in
which rebirth, too, may be present, at least in latent form.

d)l\Thé IAObject that is g'équi'rled in the lininal phase always con-
sists ofaform ofnuminous knowledge '

As the fourth and last criterion to be included here as an element in our
model, we have the kind of object that is acquired in initiation. In the
previous chapter, we noticed that all researchers have paid attention to
the knowledge or the numinous power whicl is granted to the initiands.
It is this knowledge that, from the perspective of the religious, consti-
tutes the difference between the initial and final phases. It is that which
is the very reason for the ritual and which, in myth, makes the subject
able to function as a model. Basic to this knowledge on the social level
is that it is supposed to be fundamentally S3cret or unknown to those
who are not initiated (e.g. Allen 1967, 6; Muhlmann 1955, 29; Haekel
1954, 171; Munn 1969, 191; Piddingtonn 1932-33, 46; La Fontaine
1985, 15; and especially Peuckert 1951, Ic8). That is what makes it
numinous.

We may search in vain for a constant content to this knowledge, be-
cause there are great differences from one instance of initiation to an-
other. Both Stanner and Eliade connect tie knowledge aspect with
knowledge of ancient times - knowledge of low institutions and things
in general have come to be the way they are This may occur when the
novices are taken back to a pre-cosmic stage and various things, which
we will call sacra, are revealed to them. Alhough this particular con-
tent is often present, there are copious examples to show that this is not
always the case (e.g. Droogers 1980a, 265-8) and, very often, the
knowledge in question emerges as empiricilly trivial or without any
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iiclual content (cf. P. Boyer 1990, 95). Initiation is thus not constituted
by some definite knowledge content. As Eliade’s collection of exam-
ples demonstrates (1975), there seems to be a tendency for acquired
knowledge to be associated in part with ancient times, including how
i ustoms were formed and became rules and norms of the social group.
Another frequent kind of acquired knowledge is of magic formulae and
lechniques, together with the possibilities of learning these.5In addi-
iion, it may also be a question of the acquisition of a certain know-how
or certain abilities, which are provided with numinous qualities and
offer a direct possibility for the subject to be able to act according to the
inles in the final phase.

‘Numinous knowledge’ or ‘numinous power’ is thus to be under-
slood in a broad sense and may be determined in advance as knowledge
or powers, which the subject is not in possession of in the initial phase,
but is in possession of in the final phase - at least in his understanding
of himself and his surroundings. As mentioned, it may be a matter of
verbally transferred knowledge of cosmic events or instruction in magic
lechniques; it may also be resources or knowledge of resources (magic
objects) for carrying out such techniques, or it may be equipment that
has certain ‘supernatural’ (or liminal) qualities, but which is used in
‘everyday’ situations, such as weapons and battle-equipment, if, for
instance, the ritual is one of warrior-initiation% (e.g. Eliade 1975, 90

' Droogers (1980a, 266-7) draws our attention to the fact that among the Wagenia an
»dual acquisition of knowledge did not take place during initiation, but it is still a
question of various secrets in principle separating the initiated person from the non-
initiated.

1 Whether it is a question of knowledge about magic or ‘merely’ supernatural know-
how with regard to battle, for instance, will often depend on whether the rite is a so-
called shaman consecration, on the one hand, or whether it is a consecration to a war-
rior band or a puberty rite on the other. The crucial fact is whether the object that is
acquired is considered to possess powers which can only be attained through contact
with the numinous in the liminal phase. There are differences between the kinds of
power which the initiands obtain in the various categories of initiations: intending
shamans receive helping spirits, warriors obtain fighting qualities, children at puberty
receive general rules for life in society and possibly its history, etc. This creates ‘com-
petence’ in the final phase in the persons concerned, at least in their own opinion. P.
lioyer has argued strongly that: ‘the rituals which are supposed to convey this knowl-
edge turn out to be vacuous, the secrets are empty’ (1990, 100). This may be correct, at
least in a whole series of cases, and at least on a discursive level, but it hardly touches
on the fact that the very existence of transmitted knowledge gives the initiand the ‘natu-
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and 99). ‘Knowledge’ may thus present itself as ‘words’ (magic formu-
lae or incantations) or as some object or other with numinous qualities.
If the numious content of initiation as a phenomenological category is
variable, there are a couple of aspects that are constant, namely that it is
knowledge or know-how which is considered to be ‘of (and often
about) The Other World’ - often expressed in spatial terms (La
Fontaine 1985, 90 and 96) - and thus only known by special individuals
in the community who, directly or indirectly, frequented this other
world in the liminal phase of initiation.

The numinous potential must, therefore, usually be obtained in the
liminal space, and the main acquisition of knowledge itself will thus
take place in the liminal phase. This does not mean that knowledge
cannot also be obtained in the separation phase or in the reintegration
phase, as it is also here a question of ‘approaching’ the liminal. But the
knowledge which the initiation aims to procure is primarily localised in
the liminal space and/or by the initiand being in a liminal condition.27
In this connection it must be made clear that the crucial part in the logic
of the sequence is not that the subject - the person who is in possession
of the knowledge in the final phase - moves to a symbolically con-
structed Other World in order to acquire numinous knowledge, al-
though this is obviously the most common way and probably occurs
consistently in ritual connections. The crucial part is that numinous
qualities have been added at some time or other to the knowledge or the
knowledge-object by having been in or in contact with The Other
World. In order to ‘explain’ what it is that makes the numinous object
numinous, the myth may, therefore, let it be the knowledge-object
which experiences the sequence in a journey to The Other World and

ralised’ position (ibid. p. 106), which makes him or her ‘competent’ with regard to the
rest of the members of society. Rappaport (1999, 383 and 388-90) argues in the oppo-
site direction to Boyer and says that ritual ’instruction’ is fundamental because it con-
tains both discursive and non-discursive elements, and that both the conscious and the
unconscious are affected so that ‘That which is learned in ritual may thus override,
displace or radically transform understandings, habits and even elements of personality
and character laid down in early childhood’ (1999, 390).

27 The function of numinous knowledge varies considerably. At the symbolic level, the
know-how or the objects being acquired will be necessary for the subject’s role in the
final phase: a warrior acquires weapons or courage, a shaman techniques, enabling him
to make contact with beings that cause diseases, a king the knowledge that is needed in
order to be able to maintain contact between the community and the gods, and so forth.

80



Initiation between two Worlds

buck again in order to become a helper for the actual subject. In that
iuse, the object is given the status of subject in phases 2-4, but it re-
mains different from the subject, who benefits in the final phase. We
will see in the analyses of Scandinavian myths that this is the case in
ihe Mimir complex and partly in the Kvasir complex (see below Chap-
ter 5).

The last item to be mentioned in connection with the acquisition of
knowledge is the actual status this numinous knowledge or numinous
knowledge-object has. We have seen above that initiations and various
narrative genres such as folk tales share structurally parallel sequences.
Another similarity is that objects of knowledge are often acquired in
lolk tales. These are frequently magical objects, which give the owner
ihilities that he did not have previously, and with that the possibility of
obtaining the coveted object in the final phase (the princess, the king-
dom, the treasure). There is, however, a crucial difference, namely that
the acquisition of knowledge in initiation is the reason why the events
lake place and creates, so to speak, the subject in the final phase,
whereas in the folk tales it is only a means to win the sought-after ob-
loct, and after this its importance disappears. The knowledge at stake in
lolk tales is also of a somewhat more limited nature in that it is nar-
lowly directed towards its aim. In initiation, on the other hand, it is a
kind of knowledge which in itself creates the higher status of the sub-
let, and which actually causes the initiate’s change of status to be irre-
versible, forever binding him to the numinous. Having said this, it must
he agreed that there are ‘grey’ areas in which the initiation myth and the
lolk tale may be difficult to separate from one another, and we must
iilso accept that there exists a structural kinship without one genre nec-
essarily having been generated from the other (cf. Kroesen 1985, 651).

('onclusion

Ihere are four elements that are crucial in determining whether we can
talk of initiation: 1) irreversibility with regard to the final phase; 2) a
defined sequence, in which the actual event is played out in agreement
with van Gennep’s model, together with an initial phase and a final
phase; 3) a series of oppositional pairs, which characterises the relation
between the non-liminal and the liminal, and which often, but not al-
ways, is thematised in spatial terms; and 4) the criterion which qualita-
lively separates the initial phase from the final phase is the acquisition
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of numinous power, which takes place in the liminal phase. It is these
four criteria, which form the basis for the theoretical model, against
which we must test our material, and which can be set out graphically
in the figure below, illustrating the mutual relationship of the relevant
elements.
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As we have seen, each individual element does not form a distinctive
criterion on its own. Each one may be found by itself in sequences that
cannot be designated initiations. Individually they are common features
in all other rituals, and there are clear parallels to various narrative gen-
res, especially popular folk tales. Together, however, the four criteria
form an appropriate characterisation of the phenomenon of initiation,
and the placing of these four criteria side by side will be crucial for the
evaluation and discussion of the sequences, which will be analysed in
the following chapters in order to describe the content that the pagan
Scandinavians applied to the model.
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Chapter 4
The Sources

The primary material to be examined in the present study comprises the
loetic Edda and other poetry in eddic verse-formsland Snorri Sturlu-
son’s Edda together with other texts, which relate to this material in
style and/or content.

Both Snorri’s Edda and every poem in the Elder Edda collection
have been thoroughly discussed by philologists. In the case of Snorri’s
Edda, scholars have been especially occupied with his motives for writ-
ing in the way he does, as well as with his possible sources of inspira-
tion - Scandinavian and non-Scandinavian. As far as the eddic poems
are concerned, debate has centred round their age and mutual connec-
tion, and there has been a lively discussion of the motifs the unknown
authors may have acquired from southern regions. It is not my purpose
here to enter into details of the history of this research, as it can be read
in several excellent works.2 This chapter will, therefore, be brief.

1Harris 1985, 68-9 gives a brief outline of the relation between ‘eddic poems proper,
the eddic appendix, and the eddica minora'. Although, in his overview of research,
Harris keeps primarily to the first group, he sees all of them as possessing common
characteristics : ‘All three groups properly belong, it seems to me, to the same field of
study since, with the exception of the “accidents” of manuscript preservation, there are
no important consistent differences from one group to another’ (1985, 68). A similar
understanding is offered by Schier (1985, 357-8): ‘Der Begriff “Lieder-Edda” kann ...
nicht nur auf die Lieder des Cod. regius eingeschrankt werden. Eine erhebliche Anzahl
von anord. Dichtungen zeigt so starke inhaltliche, sprachliche, formale und metrische
Ubereinstimmungen mit den Liedern des Cod. regius, dass man sie von diesen Werken
nicht scharf trennen kann’, “The concept “The Poetic Edda” ... cannot be limited to the
poems of the Codex Regius only. A considerable number of Old Norse poems show
such strong agreement in content, language, formally and metrically with the poems in
the Codex Regius that we cannot sharply separate them from this work’. This under-
standing is also basic to the demarcation of the material here.

” For the slightly older view points, see de Vries 1964-67, Hollander 1963 and Fidjestol
1992. Harris 1985 has a splendid discussion of essential later viewpoints. A discussion
of later contributions to the history of research can also be found in Clunies Ross 1994,
20-33; in Clunies Ross 2005, 6-13 a short overview (especially concerning the way
Snorri used the poems) can be read, and many important elements that have played a
considerable role in the research history are discussed in Meulengracht Sorensen 2006,
62-99. As far as Snorri is concerned, a great many pertinent contributions, which help
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In an investigation based in the history of religion, a number of discus-
sions that deal with literary motifs and ‘borrowings’, as well as ques-
tions of style, language and metrics will not be of overriding impor-
tance, since it is far more important for us to determine whether a rep-
resentation, as we find it expressed in the sources, is likely to be pagan,
inspired by Christian thought processes, or perhaps based on the indi-
vidual author’s imagination. And exactly this question about the char-
acter of the representations and the possibility of being able to reach an
understanding of these representations through the surviving texts have
been discussed in a series of more recent contributions, some of which
we will examine in this study.

4.1 The Corpus

As will be seen from the analyses below, especially in Chapters 8 and
9, other material besides the texts mentioned above will be included.
However, it seems appropriate to take our point of departure primarily
from the poetry about gods in the Poetic Edda and Snorri’s Edda be-
cause there is no doubt that these texts are mythological and thus pro-
vide the type of material most suitable for discussion of the ideological
complex behind the symbolic universe of initiation. As mentioned
above in Chapter 3.2, myth often has a paradigmatic status. Whereas, as
arule, it will be impossible to perceive a precise ritual symbolism with-
out any accompanying explanation, the myth gives us exactly this pos-
sibility because it deals directly with The Other World, and because, as
a paradigm it is obliged, so to speak, to give ‘meaning’. It is, therefore,
a far more direct expression of the ideology from which both the myth
and the ritual obtain their symbolism. In addition to this, as mentioned
in Chapter 1, it is the central target of this investigation to shed light on
a series of myths, whose connection with initiation have not been rec-
ognised, or, ifthey have been, only to a limited extent.

Eddie poems and Snorri’s Edda, however, are not the only texts that
contain mythical information. Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum
and Old Icelandicfornaldarségur also relate myths in which the actors

to shed light on Snorri’s way of working, have appeared in the last three decades (e.g.
Clunies Ross 1978, 1983, 1987, and 1992a; Clunies Ross and Martin 1986; Schier
1981; Dronke and Dronke 1977; Ciklamini 1975; Frank 1981; Faulkes 1983; Weber
1985 and 1986; Steinsland 1995).
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are representatives of The Other World.3In addition, we find many
sequences both in Saxo and in the fornaldarsogur, which are not pre-
sented as myths in a strict sense, as they are placed in a ‘“This-World
scenario’ where the more or less human actors play roles which proba-
bly would have been played by gods or semi-mythical heroes in pagan
times.4With regard to such texts, this study does not in any way pre-
tend to exhaust the topic in the sense that all passages containing ele-
ments, which could possibly be seen in connection with initiations,
have been included. If elements are present in a text that may shed light
on the problem in such a way as to supplement our knowledge about
initiation in relation to the frankly mythological texts, they will natu-
rally be included.

The same is true of sources that shed light on rituals. These will be
discussed in Chapter 9. As was mentioned in Chapter 1, no texts or
other sources are in themselves able to shed light on the symbolism or
structure of initiation rituals, which is probably to be explained by the
quite banal reason that the rituals had been forgotten to a large extent
when the sources were written down, as, in contrast to myths, they
could not be mediated without continued pagan practice (Clunies Ross
2002, 18). On the other hand, it is possible, with the analysis of the
mythical texts in mind, to understand features of various descriptions of
rituals as giving meaning in connection with the initiation model we
constructed in the previous chapter - features which otherwise appear
quite incomprehensible. But none of these descriptions can, as men-
tioned, increase the knowledge we have from the myths about the se-
mantic dimension of initiation.5To assist in shedding light on rituals, |

3As Tulinius (2002, 66) has quite correctly pointed out, there is a tendency in espe-
cially the Icelandic material to emphasize the pagan elements as a part of the recon-
struction of the past (cf. 2002, 114).

4This is the case, for example, in Porsteins pdttr bcejarmagns chapters 6-10 (FSN IV,
331-340), in which the hero t>orsteinn has travelled to Geirradr, in what is clearly an
adaptation of the myth, as we know it from Porsdrapa and from Snorri’s Edda where
I>0rr is the hero. There is a similar adaptation by Saxo in Gesta Danorum (VIII, xiv, )
(Olrik and Reeder 1931, 238-43) where the hero is named Thorkillus (cf. McKinnell
1994, 59-86, 2005, 118-25; Malm 1992, 169-74 and Mitchell 1991, 64-66). The ‘dis-
guise’ may be difficult to penetrate, as in Saxo’s account of Hadingus, where the pro-
tagonist has been shown to be a ‘humanised’ version of Nj¢ror (Dumézil 1970).

5See the remarks above in Chapter 3.2 about the difficulties involved in deciding
whether a text ought to be classified as myth or ritual.
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include passages from sagas of Icelanders (islendingasogur) and, not
least, Ibn Fadlan’s description of the burial of a chieftain among the
Rus people together with a few other sources.

Images and archaeological material will be included in this study to
a very limited extent. This is not for want of theories placing such ma-
terial in the context of initiation. Gotland picture stones, for example,
have been seen as ‘doors’ to The Other World, and their motifs, there-
fore, have been considered important in connection with rituals for the
dead (Andren 1989, 292; 1991, 30); and guldgubber6have been con-
nected with the coronation of kings (Steinsland 1990; cf. Kolstrup
1995, 35-41), just as pictures on helmets have been understood as illus-
trations of warrior consecrations (Arent 1969, 133-45). Such theories
will certainly not be rejected, yet they are so uncertain that it will be
untenable to let them form a part of the argument for a specific seman-
tic content of initiation rituals. With this kind of material, it is generally
the case that it cannot shed light on initiations, whereas the opposite is
conceivable if, by applying the initiation model, we might be able to
shed light on the source material. Something like this will occasionally
be indicated, but it is not crucial for the aim and the results of the study.
A group of sources, which traditionally plays an essential role in the
study of Scandinavian religion, is skaldic poetry. | do not think that
there is any direct information of importance in this poetry connected
with the problem of initiation, although individual passages will be
included from time to time in order to shed light on various myth com-
plexes.7

Below we will return to those sources to be included in the investi-
gation and discuss some of the problems we must come to a decision

6 The term guldgubbe (pi. guldgubber), literally ‘old man made of gold’, is an almost
untranlaterable reference to various types of very small gold foil images of men, men
and women or other figures that have been found in many parts of Scandinavia in con-
nection with human habitations of the prehistorice period and early Viking Age.

7See Marold 1992 for an evaluation of the importance of skaldic poetry in the general
Scandinavian history of religion, in which it is, among other things, argued that the
poetry in most cases is ‘secondary’, as it includes neither cultic nor mythological texts
(1992, 689; cf. McKinnell 2005, 39-40; Meulengracht Sorensen 2006, 100-23, and
Clunies Ross 2005, 13-18). This viewpoint is, however, debatable, but, as mentioned, it
does not look as if there is any information that sheds direct light on the semantic side
of initiation. For a good recent overview of some of the problems concerned with the
reception of the skaldic poems, we can refer to Wurth 2007.
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about if they are to be used to shed light on pre-Christian circum-
stances. In conclusion, then, the material that contains crucial informa-
tion about the structure and symbolism of initiation is in eddic poetry
and Snorri’s Edda, supplemented by passages from the fornaldarsogur
and Saxo, when these sources contain new information which goes
beyond what the first group contributes.

4.2 Eddic Poetry

It may seem fundamentally inconsistent to make use of a text corpus,
which includes works of such a different nature as is the case with ed-
dic poetry and Snorri’s Edda. Even within the corpus of poetry in the
Codex Regius of the Elder Edda, there are considerable differences in
form, content and age, which become more problematic when we in-
clude poems that are extant in other manuscripts of more recent date,
like the so-called Eddica Minora, which are taken from manuscripts of
the fornaldarsogur. In the form in which they have been transmitted,
they may be quite recent, not only in relation to pagan times, but also in
relation to the Codex Regius, which is usually dated to c¢. 1270 (Harris
1985,68).

Although it will be argued below that the postulated date of a spe-
cific eddic poem cannot be a deciding factor in whether we can use its
subject matter to shed light on a pagan idea-complex, we will briefly
evaluate existing possibilities for dating eddic poems. The most striking
assessment of whether the mythical poems of the Elder Edda can be
dated is perhaps Gabriel Turville-Petre’s: ‘In general, it must be admit-
ted that critics fall back on subjective arguments in dating the mytho-
logical lays’ (1964, 13). There are, in fact, very few objective criteria
for dating them. In most cases, it is possible to give a terminus ante
quem since the poems are found in a small number of manuscripts
which may be dated with some certainty, or they are quoted in Snorri’s
Edda, which is usually dated to c.1220-5. But such criteria do not give
us a basis for deciding whether a poem was composed in pagan or
Christian times. It is not of any special interest, seen from the viewpoint
of the history of religion, whether the poems are from the twelfth or
thirteenth centuries or later. The introduction of Christianity marks the
important divide. And even in cases where it is probable that a poem
originates, for example, from the beginning of the tenth century, we
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cannot for that reason be sure that it has not been influenced by Chris-
tian ideas, conscious or unconscious. This again supports the argument,
which has been advanced with great force by Meulengracht Sorensen
(1991 a), that we must concentrate on concepts rather than on a specific
poem.

At the other end of the spectrum, some scholars have thought that it
ought to be possible to set an earlier chronological boundary for dating
by referring to the linguistic changes that took place in the period up to
the Viking Age, but even this criterion has been doubted as definitive
proof (Harris 1985, 93). However, convincing arguments have not been
mounted to show that the poems, as we know them, could be dated
back to before 800.x

Beyond quite palpable arguments, which generally, however, cannot
show anything but when a poem may have existed, there has been con-
siderable discussion about the age of the poems with reference to their
content, form, chronological interrelatedness and their ‘tone’. Most of
these arguments are what Turville-Petre referred to as ‘subjective’.
When one can claim about a poem such as Lokasenna that it has to be
relatively recent because of its coarse tone, thereby placing the gods in
a ridiculous position, and because it contains some passages that are
also found in other eddic poems (de Vries 1964-67, Il, 123), both ar-
guments have failed (cf. Harris 1985, 97-100). As far as the second is
concerned, there will be formulaic passages in orally-transmitted tradi-
tional poetry 9that may be repeated in various places, but this does not
tie certain poems together in a state of reciprocal dependency.With

8Birger Nerman is especially known in this connection, as he has attempted to prove a
very early date for some passages in the poems and for whole poems, using archaeo-
logical evidence in support (e.g. 1931, 1969, 1971). The arguments are, however, not
convincing in any other sense than as demonstrating that the composers of the poems
knew about and operated with objects, belonging to an earlier period. It is in no way a
question of providing definitive proofs.

) Acker 1998, 85-108 gives a good survey of the use of ‘oral-formulaic’ theories appli-
cable to eddic poetry.

10 Lonnroth (1981) discusses the formula Igrd/upphiminn. His wide-ranging conclusion
holds good for this and many other formulas. He argues that ‘dependence-theories’
... 'should be avoided ... because they tend to conceal the basic fact that all the texts are
dependent on oral tradition, not on literary imitation’ (1981, 323). He is speaking about
‘thought-pattems’, since the formula he investigated is found in certain meaning-
contexts, irrespective of the actual text in which it is found. Longer phrases may possi-
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regard to the former, the type of humour in Lokasenna is known from
several religions, so that argument tells us more about the researcher’s
relationship to one of the Biblical religions. That conditions were dif-
ferent in pagan Scandinavia, however, as they were in most other
places, is confirmed through several investigations (e.g. Gurevich 1976,
130-4; Clunies Ross 1989a 8-10; North 2000b, 394 and Maier 2003,
44-47). Similar counter-arguments may be advanced against a great
many attempts at dating eddic poetry, and there are very few compel-
ling arguments on a scientific basis for a definite dating of whole po-
ems. It will not be denied that certain stanzas, on the other hand, can be
argued with great probability to be from the Christian period, although
here, too, other explanations can often be found for apparently Chris-
tian thought processes. 1l

A question which researchers have seldom tried to answer is why
Christian poets would be motivated to compose poems about pagan
gods. We may talk as much as we like about a ‘Renaissance’ in the
twelfth century, but it is one thing to collect old material together,
something different to compose new poems, and in the twelfth and, for
that matter, also in the thirteenth century, paganism was still relatively
close, probably so close that it would have been difficult to compose
whole poems about pagan gods.121do not claim that this argument may
not also be held to be ‘subjective’, but it does seem relevant. A subject

bly be used in several different texts in which the merging of meanings-contexts is open
for discussion (cf. Schier 1985, 382). Lindow 1987 and McKinnell 1987, too, have
problematised the relation between similarities of motifs on the one hand and mutual
influences between motifs on the other.

1L An example is found in Vgluspa 65, which, as is well known, is only found in
Hauksbok, and which nearly all researchers attribute to a Christian poet or at least to a
poet who was conversant with the central ideas in Christianity. Nevertheless, Ake V.
Strom (1967, 196-200) has attempted to prove that even the motif of the mighty one
who comes from heaven is Indo-European. To me, however, his arguments seem un-
convincing, primarily because there is no merging of functions or, rather, aspects:
Ahura Mazda must be a transformation of the first function’s ‘aspect of a magician’,
whereas Tyr (and Baldr, too, who has been seen as inn nki, cf. Naumann 1934, 30-1)
must represent the ‘aspect of law’. A more convincing reasoning, which, however, is
not unproblematic as far as the pagan affiliation is concerned, is found in Steinsland
1991b, 340-5, where inn riki is understood to refer to Heimdallr.

2Quinn (2000, 38) has suggested that a purposeful stamping out of paganism may be
inferred from the fact that no eddic stanzas (or, rather, almost none) relate to pagan
rituals; for a contrary view, see Gunnell 1995.
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that is far more important than whether an individual poem in the form
in which it has been transmitted to us has been composed at one time or
another is that of the poems’ underlying ideas.

Both Kurt Schier (1985, 378-85) and Preben Meulengracht Sorensen
(1991a, 217-18) give explicit grounds for distinguishing between the
poems and the ideas that are articulated in them. Meulengracht Soren-
sen expresses this in the following way (1991a, 218):

Den kildemsessige benyttelse forudssetter ... ikke nodvendigvis,
at digtet i den form, der er bevaret, kan henfores til forkristen tid.
Det er tilstraskkeligt at tage stilling til, om det i henseende til de
dele, der benyttes, bygger pa en trovaerdig tradition.

The use of the sources ... does not necessarily presume that the
poem may be traced back to pre-Christian times in the form that
is preserved. It is sufficient to take a position on whether it builds
on a reliable tradition with regard to the parts that are used.

And further (1991a, 222):

Nar det g¢elder indholdet, er digtene i den bevarede form og den-
ne forms datering imidlertid kun af sekundasr interesse, nemlig
som et hjaelpemiddel til at forsta indholdet.

When it has to do with the content, the poems in their preserved
form and the dating of this form are only of secondary impor-
tance, namely as an aid to understanding the content.

I agree with these points of view. Meulengracht Sorensen gives us two
arguments for assuming that the poems have preserved a genuine world
of ideas (1991a, 225), firstly, that there are no references to anything
that may be attached to Christianity, and secondly, that nothing indi-
cates that the writer considered them as anything other than pagan. He
is aware that these arguments cannot be understood as ‘proof that the
poems carry pagan material, and he says directly that, if we wish to
relate the poems in their preserved form to people’s thoughts and his-
tory, we have to interpret them and, in doing so, ‘give up objectivity in
the traditional sense’ (opgive objektiviteten i traditionel forstand,
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1991a, 226).131t is difficult to disagree with this, but there are, how-
ever, a couple of further arguments which are of importance for the
degree of probability governing the poems’ usefulness as sources for a
pre-Christian mythical universe.

One of these is that in only very few cases are we able to understand
all the details in the myths that are mentioned.4Ursula Dronke has
observed (1992, 657) that eddic poetry is:

very frequently allusive or cryptic in its religious references,
since it is intended for a heathen audience with a practised ear,
well versed in old traditions and in the many poetic variants of
them. (1992, 657)

The poems in the form we know them presuppose knowledge on the
part of the audience (cf. also Clunies Ross 2005, 96-102), which mod-
ern researchers have only incomplete access to through other sources,
lirst and foremost through Snorri’s Edda. This knowledge must have its
loots in the pagan world of ideas and, irrespective of how far into the
Christian era it has extended (possibly for a long time, which Snorri
seems to be a proof of), it cannot have been created from Christian
itleas. In other words: the degree of incomprehensibility alone points to
a pagan origin.

Finally, there is an argument, which is not unproblematic, but never-
theless appears inevitable, namely that, in many passages, we are deal-
ing with elements and religious structures that are so well known from
the phenomenology of religion that they simply have to be considered
as the Scandinavian variant of certain very widespread phenomena (e.g.
Yggdrasill as the axis mundi; Ymir as the original being that furnishes
the ‘building material’ for the cosmos). In certain cases, it is also possi-
ble to find some of these elements in Christianity, but that does not give

" Cf. also Clunies Ross 1994, 19: ‘Literary interpretation and the understanding of
myth that can be gained through predominantly literary texts, as the Old Norse sources
are, is by no means an exact science’.

U Meulengracht Sorensen makes this observation (1991a, 223): Eddadigtet forudsaetter
myten bekendt, og gengiver ofte kun en del af den og tit i specielle sammenhsenge ‘The
Ixlda poem presupposes that the myth is known, and often relates only a part of it and
frequently in special contexts’. Strangely enough, he does not use this explicitly as an
argument for the ideas being deeply rooted in paganism.

'93



The Sources

us the right to speak about ‘borrowings’ solely because of certain simi-
larities that are present, as has often been done (cf. Meulengracht
Sorensen 1991a, 225). In many cases, the similarities are of such a
character that we must regard them as different variants of more or less
universal ideas. This does not imply that we may not reckon with
changes and interpolations of a Christian character when we are dealing
with those manuscripts that we now have, because there seems not to be
any doubt that interpolation took place in some passages. But - and that
is the crucial point in this context - unless there are content-elements
that seem to be incompatible with the pagan understanding of the
world, which we are generally presented with, it is artificial to accept a
connection with the Christian concept of the world only because we can
demonstrate a (often not especially convincing) parallel from Christian
scriptures, which might have been known in Iceland or in other parts of
Scandinavia in the twelfth, thirteenth or fourteenth centuries. Exactly
on this point, the comparative history of religion seems to be able to
contribute constructively to finding new perspectives from which we
can observe the Scandinavian mythical sources.

A question, which has been discussed a good deal, is how far the
poems have been handed down orally.’5Most modern scholars have
considered that some form of oral transmission can be taken for
granted, at least as far as some of the poems are concerned (e.g. Harris
1983; Lonnroth 1981; Clunies Ross 1994; Schier 1985; Kellogg 1990
and 1991; Gisli SigurSsson 1990; Johansson 2000a and b; Meulen-
gracht Sorensen 2000, 2006 and Gade 2000),16and | can only agree
with them in this. Another question concerns how consistently ideas
that are expressed in eddic poetry can be paralleled in other media
throughout the Scandinavian area. Irrespective of where we want to
place ‘the origin’ of the individual poems (cf. Harris 1985, 94 and

15See Harris 1985, 111-126 for a survey with many pertinent references, and, for a
more general discussion, Foley 1991.

16 These are all strongly inspired by Parry’s and Lord’s investigations (cf. Lord 1960)
of Serbo-Croatian popular poetry, which is rejected by Jonas Rristjansson 1990 who,
however, accepts the existence of oral transmission and roots going back into the pagan
era. A good introduction to the Parry-Lord-tradition is Foley 1985; for the history of
research with regard to the eddic poems, see Acker 1998, 85-108. A poem such as
Vgtuspa which, at least aesthetically, occupies a special position among the eddic po-
ems, will, irrespective of whether we accept an author of genius as its originator there-
fore also depend on mythical competence on the part of both the poet and the audience.
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Schier 1985, 383-5), both the runic finds at Bryggen in Bergen and
Saxo’s Latin versions of poems in the Gesta Danorum (cf. Meulen-
gracht Sorensen 1991a, 219-20) demonstrate that poems comparable to
those of the Elder Edda collection had been used and probably com-
posed in other places besides Iceland. In addition, it is likely that im-
ages on stones, especially those in Gotland (Buisson 1976, especially
116 and Andren 1989, 297-302, with references), show myths that are
known from Old Norse written texts. The inclusion of these, together
with other sources from East Scandinavia, and also to a lesser degree
material from the southern part of the Germanic area, makes it possible
for us to assume the probability that at least some of the Edda myths
were known far beyond Iceland (cf. Meulengracht Sorensen 2006, 68).
Whether this also holds good for those myths for which there are no
parallels, must to a certain extent be a matter of faith. There is no rea-
son on the basis of ethnographic parallels to reject the notion that con-
cepts varied from area to area (cf. Schjodt 2007d and Brink 2007). But
to argue that the Scandinavian people, who, as far as we know, had
more or less the same gods, more or less the same language and more
or less the same culture, and where considerable inter-communication
stretched far back into prehistory, had completely different religious
understandings from one region to another, seems unworthy of cre-
dence, although variants naturally did exist, both with regard to rituals
and myths. In all circumstances, the burden of proof seems to be with
those who want to make such a claim.

Before concluding this discussion of the Edda poems, we should
briefly address a question that has often been discussed, but to which a
satisfactory solution has never been found. It has to do with the func-
tion of the Edda poetry, their Sitz im Leben. There is no reason to as-
sume that a definite answer, for which there might be a consensus, can
be given, nor is the aim of this study to attempt it. One problem area
has, however, special interest for the topic of this study, namely the
relationship of the texts to the ritual sphere - a relationship that is
clearly connected with the discussion of the texts’ written or oral
transmission.

There is no reason to pursue further the presumption that the content
of the texts, primarily in the poems about gods, is mythical by nature,
as we have already discussed the concept of myth and have reached the
conclusion that the definition often used, that myth is a narrative which
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has accompanied rituals, is too narrow. Instead, we must understand
myth as a narrative which, by virtue of its inclusion of the phenomenon
‘The Other World’, says something with an important significance for
that culture in which it functioned. However, the argument has in fact
been advanced that several of the Edda poems had originally been cult
texts. Magnus Olsen (1909) suggested that Skirnismal (Ski) was a poem
attached to the cultic performance of hieros gamos. A more compre-
hensive attempt to connect the Edda poems with rituals was advanced
by Bertha Phillpotts (1920), but this point of view has not gained much
popularity (cf. Schier 1985, 376). However, it has more recently
emerged in various connections from time to time (e.g. Martin 1972;
Haugen 1983) and is best argued for in Gunnell 1995. Without rejecting
the idea that these poems (or some of them) were originally ritual texts,
it should be conceded that there are neither absolute nor positive rea-
sons for their actual fulfilment of this role (cf. e.g. Baetke 1939, 202-
5).17 It is, however, important that we distinguish between cult poetry,
understood as texts that were in fact recited in connection with rituals,
on the one hand, and, on the other hand, poems, the content of which
formed a frame for the understanding for the performance of specific
rituals in a vaguer sense. Without being able to prove a connection with
certainty, the present investigation will indicate that we must operate

17 A considerable part of the problematic, namely the dialogues which have the charac-
ter of a verbal battle, has been discussed by Ellis Davidson 1983. Here it is argued that
there is no direct connection to pagan rituals, and that the texts, as we have them, can-
not be understood as originally ritual texts. Haugen is more positive about the relation-
ship to rituals, stating directly: ‘I am convinced that these texts as we have them are
very close to the cultic rituals which were enacted among them as among most other
archaic peoples. In emphasizing their literary quality most students have overlooked
their religious values’ (1983, 21). Haugen is not especially precise in his understanding
of the way in which the poems are supposed to have been used, but, as it will emerge,
there is hardly any doubt that a relationship between the structures in the poems and
those in the rituals did exist, only it is probably considerably more indirect than Haugen
hints at when he claims for the dialogues (e.g. Harb and Lok) that: ‘It is this high de-
gree of performance-oriented quality about the poems that has convinced me that we
are very close to having something like a text for cultic occasions in the poems of the
Elder Edda (1983, 5). A similar understanding is expressed by Gunnell (1995, 350):
‘Some form of ritual drama certainly existed in pagan Scandinavia, and there is good
reason for believing that some of the Eddie poems in Ljodahattr must have evolved
within such a tradition’. The first part of the statement is a priori probable, whereas the
second part must remain open for discussion (cf. also Lonnroth 1990).
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with the assumption that there was a semantic and structural connection
between poems and rituals. That means that it will be possible to state
something about the notions that were behind the rituals by examining
Ilhe myths, but we can hardly hope for a detailed reconstruction of the
rituals themselves.

In concluding our discussion of the use of eddic poems as sources
lor pre-Christian Scandinavian religion, we can, therefore, state that,
although it may be difficult to provide positive proof that they could
have been composed in pagan times in the form in which they have
been transmitted to us, the crucial question we must ask ourselves is
whether the conceptions that are mediated are pre-Christian. Important
criteria, which have to be included in our considerations, are therefore
whether there are direct or indirect references to Christian ideas, or if,
on the other hand, it is at all possible to understand the content outside a
pagan frame of reference. As will emerge from the analyses below,
there are several features which can only be understood if they are seen
as Scandinavian variants of general religio-phenomenological catego-
iles. By arguing in this way, we are not saying that the poems could not
have been composed by Christians in a Christian age, even though no
nrefutable arguments for such a position have been advanced, as Einar
llaugen briefly and concisely states: ‘It is ... unconvincing when some
scholars have attributed some or all the Eddic poems to Christian poets’
(llaugen 1983, 3, cf. Mundal 1992b, 190 concerning Vgluspci). The
probability speaks for the notion that the fixing of the poems in a writ-
ten form only constituted a small part of the mythical universe, which
m pagan times was orally transmitted, sometimes in a narrative form, at
other times only by way of suggestion.

4.3 Snorri’s Edda

turning to Snorri’s work, the situation is completely different. We
know when he lived, approximately when he wrote his works, and we
know that Iceland had then been Christian for a couple of hundred
years. We have no reason to assume that Snorri would not have been a
good Christian, who had a good knowledge of European Christian lit-
erature. Secondary literature about Snorri’s works is just as voluminous
as is the case with the eddic poems. And the problems involved in a
religio-historical use of both his Edda and Ynglinga saga (Yng) in
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Heimskringla (which, as far as the first ten chapters are concerned, is
not very different in style from Gylfaginning [GyIf\) with regard to the
pagan period are at least as great. As far as the Edda poems are con-
cerned, we may argue that they could have been produced in pagan
times, whereas this is of course not possible with regard to Snorri.

Although Snorri’s works as sources are of a completely different
character from the Edda poems, the problems attached to using his writ-
ings in this investigation are not essentially different from those we
have outlined above. Here, it also became clear that, in spite of the fact
that it is apriori most likely that many of them must have originated in
the pagan era, this cannot be the deciding factor in assessing whether
they are useful sources for this investigation. The crucial criterion is
whether the transmitted ideas and notions may be considered pagan,
and precisely the same is the case with Snorri’s work.

Within recent decades, a wealth of research has been published on
the subjects of Snorri’s working methods, his attitude to the pagan
world that he described and the sources of inspiration that were avail-
able to him. Assessments of the value of his sources have varied con-
siderably, especially with regard to how consciously he adapted the
myths to the Christian tradition to which he himself belonged. Disre-
garding their considerable individual differences, there has been a ten-
dency among most scholars to consider this adaptation as fairly exten-
sive (e.g. Holtsmark 1964; Gurevich 1971; Schier 1981; Lonnroth
1986; Weber 1985 and 1986; Clunies Ross 1987a and 1992c, Janson
2005).88BWe cannot enter into a more detailed discussion of these as-
pects, but only state that all researchers probably agree that we can find
in Snorri’s works both an influence from the cultural situation in which
he lived in Iceland in the 1200s as well as from the tradition which, at
least partly, leads back to pagan times, and which he had available from
both oral and written sources (cf. Gisli SigurSsson 2004, 5-17). Dis-
agreement does not appear until we begin to decide how much of his
works, is due to the one or the other.

18 A strong opposition to Snorri’s ‘Christian’ transformation of the myths is put up by
von See 1988, whose thesis, however, in no way supports any greater historical reliabil
ity for Snorri’s works. See Beck 1993 for a discussion of some of the more recent posi-
tions in Snorri research, and, especially with regard to his euhemerism, Beck 2000.
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The tendency in research - in spite of, or perhaps rather because of,
what has been done to map out the manner in which Snorri worked,
including his use of medieval Christian prototypes - leads, as was also
llie case with the poems, in the direction of a more positive evaluation
DI' Snorri’s Edda as a source of pagan religion. This tendency is con-
nected with several factors.

Firstly, researchers have acknowledged that it is not possible to state
very much about pagan religion, and especially about the mythology, if
we refuse to include Snorri and use only material whose provenance is
pagan (Meulengracht Sorensen 1990 and 1991b). This cannot in itself
he an argument for including Snorri, but it intensifies the need to find
such arguments if possible. Secondly, comparative research on Indo-
I uropean myths has played an essential role in the evaluation of myths
that Snorri has recorded. ¥ Thirdly, it appears that many elements in
Snorri’s narratives can be supported from older sources such as eddic
imd skaldic poems (e.g. Schier 1981, 420) and stone images (e.g. We-
ber 1985, 410). Fourthly and finally, it is possible by means of ethno-
graphic parallels to find support for the idea that we are often dealing
with myths which are well-known from the phenomenology and which,
nllhough they may appear incomprehensible, acquire meaning when
Ihese parallels are included as types of models for interpretation. We
will return to this last point below (4.3).

The publication that perhaps best illustrates the view of Snorri in
contemporary research is Gerd W. Weber’s article on Snorri’s Edda in
Rcallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, even though it is more
Ilian 20 years old. Here, having maintained that Snorri was very greatly
influenced by contemporary Christian modes of interpreting the pagan,
Weber insists that the basic structures in Snorri’s myths are expressions
of pagan ideas (1985,409-10):

Weber (1985, 408) expresses it as follows: ‘Neuerer Forsch, zeigt sich Snorri’s E. als
mythenkonservierend und verldsslich, und Dumezils Urteil, dass “Snorri’s Zeugnis
nicht verdachtig, sondern im Gegenteil immer der Beachtung und ernstlichen Diskus-
sion wert ist,” besitzt als Maxime Giltigkeit’, ‘Recent research demonstrates that
Snorri’s Edda is a preserver of myths and is reliable, and Dumezil’s judgement that
‘Snorri's testimony is not suspicious, but on the contrary always worthy of considera-
tion and serious discussion’ has validity as a maxim’. North (1991, 11) is, therefore,
incorrect in stating that Snorri’s works are ‘attributed now more than ever not to an

ancient Germanic past, but to imaginative reconstructions’. The whole issue is more
complicated than that.
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Erst im Ernstnehmen des Eingebettetseins der E. in die herr-
schenden theol.-geschichtsphilosophischen Traditionen wie z.B.
den Neuplatonismus wird Snorri’s eigentliches Erkenntnisziel
und ‘Interesse’ an seinem Gegenstand als Deutungssystem of-
fenbar, das es ihm moglich machte, den Stoff selber weitgehend
unangetastet zu uberliefern und, statt ihm zu zerbrechen lediglich
zu perspektivieren ....

Not until it is taken seriously that the Edda is embedded in the
ruling theological and philosophical historical tradition such as,
for example, the Neoplatonic, will Snorri’s actual aim of recogni-
tion and ‘interest’ in his subject as a system of interpretation be
revealed, which made it possible for him to pass on the material
untouched to a great extent and, instead of destroying it, put it in
perspective ...

Weber goes on to enumerate the various ways in which Snorri related
to his material, and the conclusion is, as mentioned, unambiguously
positive, if we are conscious of the manner in which Snorri worked (cf.
also Clunies Ross 1992a, 655). Therefore, with the necessary reserva-
tions, there appears today to be no controversy in using Snorri’s work
to shed light on pre-Christian Scandinavian religion. The question is
only how it should be done, and to what extent we are aware of how
Christian features, conscious or unconscious on Snorri’s part, are im-
plicit in his account.

All things considered, a great deal of the information Snorri has re-
corded will be used and discussed in this study. The basic assumption
will be that information, for which no convincing parallels can be found
in the Christian world, proves meaningful when seen in connection with
the structure of initiation, as it has been described in Chapter 3, and for
this reason alone must be considered a reflection of pagan ideas.

4.4 Other Sources

The guiding principle in deciding which other sources to include in this
study must remain whether the ideas that are expressed in them may be
assumed to be of pre-Christian origin, and not whether the works them-
selves are. Relevant material such as the sagas of Icelanders (Islendin-
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gasogur) and the fornaldarsogur, or mythical-heroic sagas, are obvi-
ously late, just as Snorri’s works are, and the same is the case with
Saxo’s Gesta Danorum. lbn Fadlan’s value as a source will be dis-
cussed in Chapter 9.2. Whereas the fornaldarsogur and the Gesta Da-
norum are primarily interesting in relation to initiation because of their
mythical or ‘half-mythical’ testimony, the sagas of Icelanders contain
some descriptions of rituals which may be associated with actual initia-
tion rituals (cf. Schjodt 2000a and 2007a). As only a few passages from
lliese sources are of interest in connection with this study, they will not
form the subject of a long research-historical account here, but a couple
of important questions connected with their use will be mentioned
briefly.

I have discussed elsewhere (Schjodt 2007a) the relationship between
sagas as sources and sagas as literature, and this will not occupy us
more closely here. It must, however, be emphasised again that there are
clear tendencies in modem research, which have demonstrated that
traditional elements play a part both in the sagas of Icelandersand in

See in particular Meulengracht Sorensen 1992, where a series of statements that may
relate to the god Freyr are investigated. The conclusion (1992, 735) is that ‘Die engen
I"arallelen zwischen den Abstammungsgeschichten der Sippen in den Islandersagas und
/wischen den Islandersagas und der Landnamabdk sind Ausdruck fiir eine starke Kon-
zentration bestimmter mythischer Ziige und religiéser Vorstellungen. Ein dahinter
liegendes Bedeutungsmuster oder Teile davon haben Spuren in diesen Erzahlungen
lunterlassen. Oder mit einem Bild gesagt: Der Mythos liegt immer noch wie ein magne-
tisches Feld unter dem Text, und er hat bestimmte Erzéhlelemente angezogen, und
andere abgestofRen, so dass wir sein Muster hinter der historischen Erzdhlung sehen
koénnen’ “The close parallels between the narratives concerning descent in the sagas of
Icelanders and between the sagas of Icelanders and Landnamabdk signify a strong
concentration of certain mythical traits and religious conceptions. A pattern of meaning
or part of it lies behind these narratives. Or, figuratively speaking, we can say that the
myth lies always as a magnetic field beneath the text, and has drawn in certain narrative
elements and pushed away others, so that we can see its pattern behind the historical
narrative’. The reasoning and analyses here seem convincing, and this procedure has
since been taken up by, among others, van Wezel (2000, 544-52), but precisely because
il is a question of a mythical feature, it will not be possible to use the same method on
Ilie descriptions of rituals analysed below. Clunies Ross (1998) has discussed a whole
meries of passages from sagas of Icelanders from the same premises, being much
broader in its scope, however. It is noteworthy that we are not dealing with a definite
narrative transmission in these works, but with ‘vaguer’ traditional complexes. Further
analyses that continue these perspectives are Haraldur Olafsson 1995, 130-4 on Land-
mamabdk and Hermann Palsson (2000, 97-118) on Gisla saga. For a recent and thor-
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the fornaldarsogur2'. Stephen Mitchell identifies two kinds of pagan-
ism to be found in the fornaldarsogur, namely direct references to pa-
gan gods and forms of practice, on the one hand,2and on the other the
less transparent remnants of the mythological tradition (Mitchell 1991,
60; cf. also Clunies Ross 2000, 120-3). This is undoubtedly a fruitful
distinction, but we could add a third category, namely the unconscious
use of elements that may be traced with high probability to pagan ritual
sequences. Examples of this are the events that make llgttr into Hjalti
in Hrolfs saga kraka Chapters 35-6 (FSN I, 66-9) and Sigmundr’s and
Sinij™tli’s experiences in the forest prior to the killing of Siggeirr in
Vglsunga saga (Vpis) Chapter 8 (FSN I, 123-128) - passages which we
will look at more closely below.

These various ways in which pagan material is included in the for-
naldarsogur must also be viewed differentially. As Mitchell points out
(1991, 61-63), the pagan gods are demonised in several passages and
viewed in a markedly negative light, whereas in other connections, and
sometimes even in the same sagas, we get an image which is apparently
close to the understanding that may have belonged to the pagan world
(cf. also Mitchell 1985b, 777-86). Whether this is due to a tradition in
one form or another from pagan times, or whether it is only a question
of antiquarian interest, is in many cases difficult to decide. There is a
great probability (but no certainty) that we are dealing with authentic
features from pre-Christian religion, in connection with the unconscious
use of pagan myth and ritual features. Mitchell mentions, for example,
the relationship between Porsteins pattr bcejarmagns and i>orr’s jour-
neys to GeirroSr and Utgardaloki (1991, 64-66), as we know these ac-
counts from Porsdrapa and particularly from Snorri’s Edda. On the

ough presentation of the problems concerned with these sagas cf. Gisli Sigur6sson
2004.

21 Mitchell is representative when he says (1991, 179): ‘It has been possible to see how
the texts in their current forms draw on traditional themes, inherited poetry, and learned
works, but it is equally important to bear in mind that they were also shaped by individ-
ual writers who created poetry and interpolated episodes’(cf. Schjodt 2007a). Mitchell
concedes that oral transmission plays an important role particularly at the structural
level (p. 47). Tulinius argues (2002, 54) that oral accounts may have existed prior to the
written version but, all things considered, such accounts would have been essentially
different from the extant texts.

2 Examples of such references, including to the god 06inn, can be found in Boyer
1998, 222-9 and Lassen 2003b.
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other hand, there are no parallels in the rest of the Scandinavian mate-
rial with the examples from Hr6lfs saga kraka and Vc¢ls, and for this
reason we are obliged to authenticate them by means of comparisons
based on the phenomenology of religion (see below Chapter 4.5).

All in all, we must conclude that it is not possible to give definitive
proof of whether this or that episode in these sagas ought to be consid-
ered as pagan material. Provisionally, we must be content with stating
that, in agreement with research of recent decades (cf. Mundal 2003,
H-2), we must at least reckon with the possibility that we are dealing
with an inheritance from pagan times.

What has been argued for the fornaldarsdgur also holds true to a
great extent for Saxo, as his Gesta Danorum will be used in this study.
Scholars have acknowledged for a long time that Saxo must have ob-
tained much of the material for his first nine books from existing and
lost accounts of the same kind of material as we find in the fornal-
darsogur (Olrik 1894, cf. Schier 1970, 79-80 and Skovgaard-Petersen
1987, 40-2). There is no doubt either that he knew heroic poems which
have now been lost (de Vries 1964-67, Il, 275). However, it is incon-
trovertible that Saxo changed a series of narratives which he knew, and
his critical attitude to everything that appears explicitly pagan is well
known. To what extent he himself adapted material about pagan times
or how much he had come to know in an already adapted form, we
cannot know for sureZand it is not important in the present analysis.
The crucial factor is whether we may credit Saxo’s narratives which
have a bearing on pre-Christian religion, and that certainly seems to be
the case, although the narratives are often transformed in various ways
(Dumézil 1970).

" Apart from his generally negative way of mentioning the pagan gods, investigations
of various narrative sequences point to the fact that Saxo, at least in some points, was
very conscious of the way in which he used material obviously connected with pagan-
ism. This is true of the account in Book VIII (Olrik and Raeder 1931, 214-49) of
Thorkillus’ journey to GeirroSr and UtgarSaloki (Malm 1992) and probably also parts
ofthe Starkatherus saga (Skovgaard-Petersen 1985).
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4.5 Some Methodological Considerations in the Use of
Sources

With the backing of recent research, we have presented a series of ar-
guments supporting the use of certain types of information from the
sources that will be used in the following analyses to shed light on the
circumstances of paganism, but in all cases we must reckon with possi-
ble influences from Christian ideas in these sources. We are, therefore,
left with a crucial problem, which is whether it is defensible to make
use of precisely that information which is relevant to the problem of
initiation.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, we can hardly claim objectivity
in the traditional sense. What we may hope for is an acceptable degree
of probability, which has always been the situation in discussions of the
sources of pre-Christian Scandinavian religion. It is clear that the
strongest argument for a pre-Christian origin for certain mythical and
ritual elements is mounted with reference to parallels which undoubt-
edly existed in pre-Christian times. Such parallels are, however, very
few and seldom unambiguously convincing. As an example, we may
mention Tacitus’ well-known description of the Nerthus cult (Warm-
ington 1970, 196), which seems to form a proof of the Vanir’s connec-
tion with fertility. But it is only in a few cases that something like that
is possible, and there is very little that would remain of pre-Christian
Scandinavian religion if we were forced to rely on such parallels alone.

Another possibility is Indo-European parallels. Here, the potential
comparative material is far greater, but it is still only a limited part of
the Scandinavian material that we can find parallels for. With regard to
the problem of initiation, there is so to speak no help from that direction
because, among other things, the parallels in the information that we
have about initiation from other Indo-European religions seem to be of
such a general kind that we cannot argue for a genetic relation. This
brings us to a third kind of parallels to be taken into consideration.

These are parallel structures in the Scandinavian material on the one
hand, and general phenomenological categories on the other (cf.
Steinsland 2000, 17-18). There is no doubt that this is a dangerous road
to follow. A wealth of investigations has included ethnographical and
phenomenological parallels in order to discover meaning in the Scandi-
navian material, sometimes successfully, though more often the results
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that follow seem so uncertain that they can hardly be described as any-
thing but suggestions, which have no more validity than all other possi-
ble suggestions. The sparser the material is, the more uncertain such
results will be. It is not surprising that some research, for example that
which relies on archaeological material only, without any support in
written sources, may give the reader a feeling of sheer arbitrariness
about the conclusions drawn. The crucial question must be for what
purpose one is using such parallels and how one uses them. Much could
be said about these things, but here it is only a matter of how parallel
material of this type may be included in discussions of how far the in-
formation in the sources is of pre-Christian origin.

The obvious answer must be that phenomena, like initiation, which
are so widespread in the general history of religion that they can be
designated universals as far as form and structure are concerned, can
also be presumed to have occurred in Scandinavia, though with a spe-
cifically Scandinavian character. When, therefore, the structure of ini-
tiation, as it was described in the previous chapter, can be discovered in
the sources, it is difficult to argue in favour of it having arrived at a late
date. Certainly, there may be features in the myths and rituals we are
dealing with that could be Christian ‘borrowings’ or expressions of an
author’s imagination. But if the semantic universe that emerges does
not have specific parallels in the corresponding Christian phenomena
but may only be ‘explained’ as a special variant of the universal basic
structure, then there seems to be only one place from which they may
have been taken, namely the pre-Christian Scandinavian religion itself.

In order to analyse these parallels and the ideas behind the texts, the
sources must be interpreted; and interpretations will, as is well known,
always have elements of subjectivity about them and thus some degree
of uncertainty.24 The degree of certainty increases, however, propor-

1With regard to the relationship between subjectivity and that which is ‘scientific’, de
Vries more than forty years ago made a statement which is not a great theory, but which
nevertheless quite precisely characterises the practice that we are faced with when we
want to say anything about Scandinavian and Germanic religion. After stating that
subjectivity is unavoidable, he writes (1964, 2): ‘Bedeutet das also, dass einer durchaus
subjektiven Deutung der Vergangenheit Tir und Tor gedffnet werden soll? Natirlich
nicht; wir sind dem Geiste echter Wissenschaft verpflichtet, nicht an die Statt der Wirk-
lichkeit unsere Wunschtrdume zu stellen. Nichternheit, Zuverldssigkeit, peinliche
I hrlichkeit werden immer die hochste Zierde wissenschaftlicher Forschung sein; aber
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tionally to the number of statements in the sources that support the in-
terpretation. That means that in cases where reservations can be ex-
pressed about the interpretation of an individual source-statement, the
greater the number of statements, which seem to be saying ‘the same
thing’, the greater support for the justification of that individual inter-
pretation. This is of importance for some of the analyses to be carried
out below, since there must be a certain degree of reconstruction. Be-
cause of the kind of material we are dealing with, it is unavoidable that
reconstructions of parts of rituals and myths with uncertain elements
must take place. When we can only get a glimpse of the tip of the ice-
berg of our subject, we have to make an assessment of the significance
of the whole of which we can only see part, and from which we today
are cut off both with regard to the details in the individual sequence and
obviously from whole sequences. The individual analyses, on the one
hand, make it possible for us to construct an entity out of a series of
details and, on the other hand, that entity will also be able to help us in
a rough way to fill in some of the lacunae containing individual details
in the sequence. The risk of circular argument is obviously present, but
it seems possible to find a balance, as part of the material is in itsel f
adequate enough for us to be able to form a clear idea of its basic struc-
ture and symbolism.

Thus it may be possible to enter into the universe of ideas that con-
stituted part of the basis for the texts as they have been transmitted to
us. We will obviously never reach complete knowledge of the ideas that
were associated with initiation in pre-Christian Scandinavia. Many
details and symbolic relations, which we do not understand, will re-
main. Some of them have obviously not even been understood by those

wir sind uns dessen bewusst, dass sie allein nicht ausreichen zu seiner wahrhaft schop-
ferisch-gestaltenden Wissenschaft. Zu ihr gehdren auch die zusammenschauende Phan-
tasie und die bis ins Mark der Dinge dringende Intuition. Wir fordern deshalb das
Recht, unsere Ansicht tiber die Vergangenheit auszusprechen, obgleich wir wissen, wie
zeitbedingt und personlich bestimmt das Urteil sein wird.” ‘Does this mean, then, that a
door will be opened to a completely subjective interpretation of the past? Of course not.
We are responsible to the spirit of real science not to put our wishful dreams in place of
reality. Sobriety, reliability, scrupulous honesty will always be the greatest ornament to
scientific research; but we are aware that it alone cannot reach to a truly creating-
shaping science. To this belong also the all-embracing fantasy and that necessary core,
intuition. We claim, therefore, the right to speak our opinion about the past, although
we know the judgement will depend on time specific and personal circumstances’.
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people who related the myths or carried out the rituals (cf. Chapter 3.3),
hut they nevertheless contributed to the creation of meaning in their
lives, perhaps precisely because the myths or rituals evoked only vague
associations. They may have been difficult to understand or perhaps
completely incomprehensible. But they were symbols of The Other -
precisely that which could not be understood with the rationality of
I'nis World. It may, therefore, be difficult to decide whether the lack of
precision in the universe of ideas to be analysed is due to the problem-
atical state of the sources or is an inherent obscurity in this universe
itself. We cannot do anything other than interpret the connection be-
tween the elements that can be analysed and their logical relations
which makes that connection possible and ‘natural’, as far as we can;
but we cannot expect to be dealing exclusively with logic, at least not a
logic that we have a chance to immerse ourselves in.

As a sort of conclusion to this chapter, we will cite a quotation by
Margaret Clunies Ross, which compares research on Scandinavian re-
ligion to the work of anthropologists (1994, 26), and with which | en-
tirely agree:

... the only feasible course of action is to transform one’s out-
sider status into that of a partial insider through a process of will-
ing immersion in the alien culture, or, in our case, as students of
Norse myth, in the whole corpus of the texts and other fragments
Old Norse culture has left to us. This will certainly not give us
access to complete, objective categories of knowledge or “the
whole picture”; our knowledge will remain partial and incom-
plete because of the nature of the evidence itself, and because of
our limited powers to understand the ancient culture’s ways of
constructing meanings in narrative as in other processes.



Chapter 5
Odinn Myths 1: Mimir and Kvasir

5.1 Mimir

Mimir is a mythic being whom scholars have always had trouble plac
ing within Scandinavian mythology. In the first instance, there are only
a few hints about his character dispersed through the sources. Snorri
Sturluson has a relatively consistent portrayal of Mimir’s death in Yng 4
and, in addition, has some confusing and, apparently, contradictory
information about him in Gylf. There are no relevant mythical se-
quences whatsoever in poetry. Secondly, the being goes under three
different, closely related names. Although the names are similar, they
may conceal two or three different characters (cf. von der Leyen 1909,
150; de Vries 1956-57, I, 246). These names are Mimir, Mimr and
Mimi."' Before beginning to discuss this problem it is necessary to list
the sources in which Mimir appears.

The sources
The most important of the poetic texts are Vsp 28 and 46:

28 Alone she sat outside, when the old man came,
the Terrible One ofthe /Esir and he looked in her eyes:
‘Why do you question me? Why do you test me?
I know everything, Odin, where you hid your eye
in the famous well of Mimir.’
Mimir drinks mead every morning
from Father of the Slain’s wager - do you understand
yet, or what more?2

1The term Mimi is not found in the nominative case in the source material, but is im-
plicit in the term Mimameidr in Fjglsvinnsmdl 20 and 24 (SG |, 204-5). As a starting
point, we will consider all three names as a designation for the same mythical person
and refer to him as ‘Mimir’.

Ein sat hon uti,

108



Initiation between two Worlds

46 The sons of Mim are at play and fate catches fire
at the ancient Giallar-hom;
Heimdall blows loudly, his horn is in the air.
Odin speaks with Mim’s head.3(Larrington 1996, 7, 10)

Another important poetic source is Sigdr 13-14:

13 ‘Mind-runes you must know if you want to be
wiser in spirit than every other man;
Hropt interpreted them,
cut them, thought them out,
from that liquid which had leaked
from the skull of Heiddraupnir

Ipaer inn aldni kom
Yggiungr asa,

oc i augo leit:
Hvers fregnit mic,
hvi freisti6 min?
alt veit ec, 06inn,
hvar Jau auga fait:

i inom masra
Mimis brunni.
Dreccr migft Mimir
morgin hverian
afve3i ValfQ3rs -
Vito6 er enn, e3a hvat?
(NK 1962, 7)

Leica Mims synir,
enn migtudr kyndiz
at ino gamla
Giallarhomi;

hatt blaess Heimdallr,
horn er a lopti,
maelir 06inn

viS Mims hgfud.
(NK 1962, 11)
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and from Hoddrofnir’s horn.

14 ‘On the cliff he stood with Brimir’s sword,
a helmet he had on his head;
then Mim’s head spoke
wisely the first word
and told the true letters4. (Larrington 1996, 168-9)

The name Mimameidr occurs in Fj 20 and 24. The context indicates
clearly that the tree (meidr) referred to is the World Tree, better known
as Yggdrasill. Vafdr 45 (NK 1962, 53) mentions Hoddmimis holt
‘Treasure-Mimir’s wood’, which is the name for a place where Lif and
LifJ)rasir have survived a mighty winter fimbulvetr). In Gri 50 we en-
counter the name Socmlmir or Soccmimir,5which designates a being
that OSinn visited. It should also be mentioned that a kenning for OSinn
in some passages in skaldic poetry is Mims vinr ‘Mimr’s friend’ (e.g.
Egill Skallagrimsson’s Sonatorrek 23 (Finnur Jonsson 1908-15 B 1,
37)). In apula (Faulkes 1998,1, 110) and in Yt 2 (Finnur Jonsson 1908-
15 B 1, 7), Mimir appears to be the name of a giant.6

Hugrunar scaltu kunna,
ef|ju vilt hveriom vera
geDsvinnari guma;
Jsaer of réo,

jjasr of reist,

Jeer um hugoi Hroptr,
af})eimlegi,

er lekié hafdi

or hausi Heiddraupnis
oc or homi Hoddrofnis.

A biargi st66

me8 Brimis eggiar,

hafoi sér & hgféi hidlm. 1

{jamselti Mims hgfuD

frodlict if>fyrsta oro,

oc sag5i sanna stafi.

(NK 1962, 192).
5Gering prefers the first name, which he interprets as ‘the aggressive giant’, whereas
Neckel has Soccmimir ‘Mimir in the deep’ in his edition.
6 For other combinations with Mimir, see references by Faulkes 1998, |1, *492.
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Snorri gives considerably more detailed information about Mimir.

Gylf 15:

But under that root that reaches towards the frost-giants, there is
where Mimir’s well is, which has wisdom and intelligence con-
tained in it, and the master of the well is called Mimir. He is full
of learning because he drinks of the well from the horn Giallar-
hom. All-father went there and asked for a single drink from the
well, but he did not get one until he placed his eye as a pledge.
Thus it says in Voluspa: (then follows Vsp 28/7-14). (Faulkes
1987,17)7

Gylf51:

Then Odin will ride to Mimir’s well and consult with Mimir on
his own and his people’s behalf.8 (Faulkes 1987, 54)

Yng 4:

Othin made war on the Vanir, but they resisted stoutly and de-
fended their land; now one, now the other was victorious, and
both devastated the land of their opponents, doing each other
damage. But when both wearied of that, they agreed on a peace
meeting and concluded a peace, giving each other hostages. The
Vanir gave their most outstanding men, Njorth the Wealthy and
his son Frey, but the iEsir, in their turn, furnished one whose
name was Hosnir, declaring him to be well fitted to be a chieftain.
He was a large man and exceedingly handsome. Together with
him the (Esir sent one called Mimir, a very wise man; and the
Vanir in return sent the one who was the cleverest among them.

7En undir |aeiri rot er til hrimjjursa horfir, {jar er Mimis brunnr, er spekS ok manvit er i
folgit, ok heitir sa Mimir er a brunninn. Hann er fullr af visindum firir i at hann drekr
or brunninum af hominu Gjallarhomi. t>ar kom AlfgSr ok beiddisk eins dryckiar af
brunninum, en hann feck eigi fyrr en hann lagSi auga sitt at veSi. Sva segir i Vcjluspa.
(Faulkes 2005, 17)

8t>a ri6r OSinn til Mimis brunns ok tekr ra8 af Mimi fyrir ser ok sinu li5i. (Faulkes
2005, 50)
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His name was Kvasir. Now when Heenir arrived in Vanaheim he
was at once made a chieftain. Mimir advised him in all things.
But when Hcenir was present at meetings or assemblies without
having Mimir at his side and was asked for his opinion on a dif-
ficult matter, he would always answer in the same way, saying,
“Let others decide.” Then the Vanir suspected that the Zsir had
defrauded them in the exchange of hostages. Then they seized
Mimir and beheaded him and sent the head to the Asir. Othin
took it and embalmed it with herbs so that it would not rot, and
spoke charms over it, giving it magic power so that it would an-
swer him and tell him many occult things.9 (Hollander 1992, 7-8)

Yng 7:

Othin had with him Mimir’s head, which told him many tidings
from other worlds.0(Hollander 1992, 11)

As is evident, Mimir appears in a series of different forms whose con-
nections may be difficult to perceive immediately. If, however, we hope
to obtain a greater understanding of the function and meaning that this
character or these characters have in the mythological universe, we
must necessarily examine all aspects with a view to either confirming
or disproving such connections, even if the nature of the sources pre-
vents us from drawing definite conclusions.

906inn fér med her & hendur Venum, en Jaeir uréu vel vid ok verou land sitt, ok hgfou
ymsir sigr. Herjubu hvarir land annarra ok geréu skada. En er fiat leiddisk
hvarumtveggjum, lggdu jjeir milli sin seettarstefnu ok geréu frio og seldusk gislar.
Fengu Vanir sina ina ageztu menn, Njcrd inn auéga ok son hans Frey, en /sir j3ar i
mot Jmnn, er Heenir hét, ok k¢llubu hann allvel til h¢foingja fallinn. Hann var mikill
madr ok inn veansti. Me6 honnum sendu Asir ]jann, er Mimir hét, inn vitrasti maor, en
Vanir fengu par i mét jjann, er spakastr var i jjeira flokki. Sa hét Kvasir. En er Heenir
kom i Vanaheim, j)a var hann Jaegar h¢fdingi ge¢rr; Mimir kendi honum rad c¢ll. En ef
Heenir var staddr & Jjingum eo6a stefnum, sva at Mimir var eigi ner, ok kemi ngkkur
vandamal fyrir hann, jja svaradi hann & inu sama: ‘radi adrir’ kvad hann. M grunadi
Vani, at A£sir myndi hafa falsat J)a i mannaskiptinu. i»a toku Jjeir Mimi ok halshjoggu
ok sendu hgfuéit Asum; Oéinn tok hijfudit ok smuréi urtum Jjeim, er eigi matti fafia, ok
kvad Jjar yfir galdra ok magna6i sva, at Jjat melti vio hann ok sagéi honum marga
leynda hluti. (Bjami Adalbjamarson 1979, 12-13)

1006inn haféi med sér hefud Mimis, ok sagdi Jjat honum tiéendi 6r ¢drum heimum, ...
(Bjami Adalbjamarson 1979, 18)
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The etymology of the name is uncertainll (see AEW, 387) but, most
probably, as Miillenhoff indicated (1883, 105-6), we are dealing with a
meaning that lies within the semantic field o f ‘spiritual ability’, cognate
with the Latin memor ‘[to be] mindful’. In spite of the elements of un-
certainty associated with this etymology, the proposed meaning accords
well with the role that Mimir has in the mythology (cf. Clunies Ross
1994, 214), and which we will now examine more closely.

Analysis

In Vsp 28 we hear of a well or a spring called Mimis brunnr in which
Od6inn has placed or hidden his eye,2and that every morning Mimir
drinks mead from Valftjot's (O6imt's) pledge (af vedi Valfgdrs).u The
whole stanza is exceedingly problematic, not only in relation to the
Mimir character, but also in relation to O6inn and not least his pledge.
The latter is traditionally understood as meaning that Mimir drinks
from O6imts eye, which, therefore, is to be identified as ved

1 Even words for which we can lay down certain etymologies only have a limited value
as a rule when we are dealing with the meaning of a mythic character, because they
cannot be a corrective to the results that emerge from functional and structural analyses.
On the other hand, they can at times support these results. The shifts in the meaning of
mythological figures that historically take place over time cannot be captured by a
study of etymology. For example, to focus on t>orr’s connection with thunder because
of the etymology of his name would be to foreground a secondary feature over a pri-
mary one, viz. his role as a giant killer and thus the guardian of the cosmos.

PWith regard to the sense of the verbfela ‘to hide’, I must declare myself in agreement
with the traditional view of its meaning and thus at variance with Hockert 1926, 44-8,
who argues that it refers to a magical act. For a more detailed discussion, see Wessen
1927, 74-5. Hockert’s general view of sts 21-29, that Mimir is identical with the world-
tree and even the sky (1926, 83), cannot, as we will see in the following analyses, be
correct, as MImir’s chthonic character is quite clear. Hockert’s general approach is
based on pan-Babylonism and that school’s understanding of the world-tree and the
heavens, something which one cannot today use as a point of departure for an analysis
of, for example, symbols in Scandinavian religion.

Bt has been suggested by Ake Ohlmarks (1937, 366) among others, that af vedi
Valfgdrs is the result of a scribal error, influenced by the wording of stanza 27. He
argues that 28/13 should actually have read af horni Heimdallar ‘from the horn of
Heimdallr’. Such a suggestion can be neither confirmed nor denied in the absence of
any supporting textual evidence. *
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Valfgdrs. 4 This is never made explicit in the texts, however, and Snorri
understood it differently in his interpretation of Gylf8, where he main
tains that it is the Gjallarhorn that Mimir drinks from.

This nexus may be connected with the fact that stanza 27 of Vsp
mentions Heimdalar hli6d (27/1-2), a phrase in which the word hli6d
may mean a horn, silence or the sense of hearing. The last is almosi
certainly the original meaning (Siguréur Nordal 1927, 64), whereas the
first is likely to be a poetic circumlocution. The last four lines of stanza
27: & sér hon ausazl aurgomforsil afvedi Valfgors — vitod ér enn, edu
hvat? do not help us, as ved Valfgors here is just as obscure as in the
following stanza. If, however, hli6é is understood to mean horn, vet)
Valfgors may be identical to Gjallarhorn in the way that Fleck has sug-
gested (1968, 119; cf. Meletinskij 1973, Il, 71). But in that case we arc
dealing with a mythical theme which the texts do not otherwise men
tion, for, in the passages in which the name Gjallarhorn occurs, we find
it associated specifically with Heimdallr (Hockert 1926, 44). Fleck is,
however, later less categorical and is aware that the problem can also be
solved by understanding ved Valfgér as the mead itself (Fleck 1971,
399). However, in both cases the depositing of OSinn’s eye has nothing
to do with Mimir’s daily drink.5We will look more closely at these

14 Sigur8ur Nordal (1926, 66) says of this interpretation: ‘Boer taler om “die sinnlose
Behauptung, dass Mimir aus dem Auge trinkt”. Dog er dette hems fejlagtige opfattelse,
ikke digterens. Drekka a/betyder ganske vist ofite det samme som drekka iir (drikke af
f.ex. baeger, kande; og saledes har Snorri forstaet udtrykket her, fordi han tasnkte pit
Gjallarhomet), men det kan ogsa betyde drekka ofan af = drikke af en vaeske, hvori
noget ligger (urter el. lign., som giver vaesken kraft). ... Odins oje giver alt vand fra
bronden ny kraft.” ‘Boer talks about “die sinnlose Behauptung, dass Mimir aus deni
Auge trinkt” [“the absurd assertion that Mimir drinks from the eye”]. Yet, this is his
wrong perception, not the poet’s. Drekka afmeans, indeed, often the same as drekka tir
(drink from, e.g. a beaker, ajug; and it is thus that Snorri has understood the expression
here because he was thinking of the Gjallarhorn), but it can also mean drekka ofan af*
drink of a liquid in which something is floating (herbs, or the like, that gives the liquid
its power) ... Odin’s eye gives all the water from the well new power.’

B Fleck’s viewpoints and theories are especially interesting and will be discussed in
more detail in what follows. However, | am not in agreement with him on all details,
nor with his overall interpretation of the myth of 06inn’s self-hanging, but he has been
the first to present a clear perception of the connection between the most importanl
myths that have to do with the acquisition of numinous knowledge. As far as 03inn’s
pledge is concerned, it is reasonable, as already mentioned, to presume that we arc
dealing with the mead itself, although it is difficult to understand the pledge both as the
eye and the mead, as van Hamel (1925, 299) has argued: ‘The pledge of 05inn is his
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problems below in connection with a discussion of the information in
(iylf 8, but we can already establish that the lack of any final solution
must point to the probability that Snorri did not have any clear under-
standing himself of the ideas that formed the basis for his account.161n
connection with Vsp 28, we will, therefore, content ourselves here with
concluding, firstly, that Mimir in this source is thought to be alive; sec-
ondly, that he is thought to drink mead, and thirdly, that he has a close
connection with a well or a spring in which Odinn has placed his eye.

In Vsp 46, we hear partly about Mims synir ‘the sons of Mimr’ and
partly about Odinn, who speaks with Mims hgfud ‘Mimr’s head’. We
know nothing about Mimr’s sons, as they are mentioned in no other
source. Various suggestions have been made that they are metaphorical
expressions for giants or streams (SG Ill, 60; Finnur Jonsson 1932, 15),
but it will become clear below that making Mimir the father of such
beings does not lie within the semantic sphere in which he operates.
I leek proposed that synir ought to be read as synir ‘sights, visions’I
(Fleck 1968, 120; 1971, 397). There are neither palaeographical nor
metrical reasons to contradict this proposal, although syn in the sense of
spiritual vision is only attested in late prose sources. How leika, nor-
mally meaning ‘to play, move, swing’, is to be understood in Fleck’s
interpretation is uncertain, as unambiguous parallels are not found (LP:
3. leika), but one assumes that the meaning is that Mimir’s visions have
lull liberty in and through the great things that are about to happen. The
question cannot be decided with certainty but, in consideration of our
relative ignorance about any sons that Mimir may have had, and of the
lact that he is not such a prominent giant character (see below) that his
name seems obvious in a kenning for giants, Fleck’s suggestion is
lempting. Furthermore, Mimir’s role in the mythology is exclusively as

eye, which the god was forced to deposit in the well of wisdom, and thus the expression
could easily be used to indicate the well itself. This position appears rather far-fetched.

Carey (1983, 214-18) endeavours to bring order into the relationship between the
mead of wisdom and Mimir’s well by means of Irish parallels, and suggests, without
having any direct parallel, that ‘In the V¢luspa, where Mimir drinks “from Valfodr’s
pledge (afvedi Valf¢drs)”, the lost eye has itself become the well” (1983, 217).

From syn, f. ‘sight, sense of sight’. The indication of vowel length is in any case
inconsistently used in the manuscript (Lindblad 1954, 61-2). This, then, neither contra-
dicts, nor supports Fleck’s proposal.
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the transmitter of knowledge from other worlds, which also supports
this suggestion.

In stanza 46/7-8, we learn that OSinn speaks with Mims hgfud
‘Mimr’s head’. It happens immediately before Ragnarpk, and the word-
ing indicates that we are here dealing with a head that is separated from
the body. On the other hand, in this passage there is no reference to the
well, unless the mention of Gjallarhorn can be understood as such. In
that case the clause horn er a lopti ‘the horn is in the air’ might indicate
that it had been taken up from the well in which it had been hidden
since the events that are mentioned in stanza 27. In consideration of the
disconnected images in this part of Vsp, there still does not seem to be a
compelling connection between Heimdallr, the horn, OSinn and
Mimir’s head, and we must therefore take up the problem again after
having examined the individual sources.

In Sigdr 13-14, the content of which is especially obscure and diffi-
cult to understand, Mimir’s role is very uncertain.IXThe first question is
whether the content of stanza 13 actually refers to Mimir at all. We
cannot be sure of this from the internal evidence of the poem, but a
certain possibility appears when other elements of the Mimir-complex
are considered. If the stanza says anything about Mimir, it must be be-
cause it is he who is hidden behind the names Heiddraupnir and Hod-
drofnir, which do not appear elsewhere in the mythology. These names
mean, respectively, ‘he who drips clearly’ and ‘he who opens treasures’
or ‘treasure-breaker’ and can be connected with what we otherwise
know about Mimir, as one who drips from the liquid in the well and one
who gives wisdom (Simpson 1962, 51-2).9Viewed realistically, it is
clear, however, that, had it not been for the following stanza, one would
hardly think of Mimir in connection with the two names. In this context
it is possible, but it remains only a possibility, that the stanza improves
on the knowledge we have about Mimir from other sources. It is there-
fore important that there seems to be a certain connection between the
hugrunar ‘mind-runes’ of Sigdr 13/1 and the liquid from Mimir’s well
together with OSinn’s acquisition of runic wisdom. The attachment to,

18Stanza 13, 7-8 together with all of 14 are only found in the Codex Regius (R), but not
in Vgls (NKS 1824 b 4).

19De Vries 1956-57,1, 245; Fleck 1968, 118; Hockert 1926, 53-4 and Renauld-Krantz
1972, 94-7 (see further Doht 1974, 292) also assume an identity between these two
characters and Mimir.
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respectively, a skull and a horn poses a difficulty, as we again have
problems with the exact connection. Nevertheless, we do know the two
phenomena in connection with Mimir from other sources, among oth-
ers, as we saw above, in Vsp 27, the placing of which indicates a con-
nection between hliod Heimdalar and Mimir’s well in the following
stanza and also in Vsp 46, in which both Heimdallr’s horn and Mimir’s
head are mentioned.

Thus it seems acceptable to let the possibility be left open of placing
all these referents within a semantic field with Mimir at its centre.
There is also the possibility that we are simply dealing here with a
drinking horn from which one drinks the liquid that is mentioned. In
that case, the meaning must be that OSinn (Hroptr) has become master
of ‘mind-runes’, which he has obtained from a liquid that has dripped
from Mimir’s skull (Mimir’s head) and from Mimir’s horn, which, if
we follow Snorri, is identical with Gjallarhorn. Whether OSinn in fact
must have drunk from the liquid, as Palmer thinks (1928, 249), we can-
not know for sure, but it is not evident from the poem itself, and there is
thus no direct support for Snorri’s claim that OSinn wished to drink of
the liquid from Mimir’s well.2

It is not remarkable that knowledge should be at the centre of a wis-
dom-poem, but we must pay careful attention to how all four links in
the transmission of this knowledge are presented. Firstly, there is
SigurSr to whom knowledge is transmitted from Sigrdrifa, who, there-
fore, must possess it, though we do not learn how she has acquired it.
But before her, OSinn, at least, must have been in possession of it, and
he in turn has interpreted the runic wisdom from the liquid that dripped
from Mimir’s head and his horn. From this text, we cannot know for
sure exactly what the liquid is, but with the parallels that exist with
other myths about the acquisition of knowledge, and which we will

2 Palmer (1928) is probably the scholar who has discussed stanza 13 in greatest detail.
He construes red, reist and hugdi as descriptively laying the foundation for the same
process, viz. the execution of magical runes. His reasoning seems sensible; his interpre-
tation of the last two lines in relation to this execution of runic magic corresponds
perfectly to whatever else we know about Mimir. It is interesting that Palmer (1928,
250) finds an exact parallel between Sigdr 13-14 and Havm 139-40 - a parallel which
unfortunately is not followed up but, as we will see below, is of great importance for
the establishment of the whole semantic universe to which the acquisition of knowledge
is central.
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examine shortly, there cannot be any doubt that it was not a question of
ordinary water, but a drink that gives special abilities to the one who
consumes it (Palmer 1928, 250).2L This supposition is strengthened by
stanza 18, which speaks about various magical runes that have been
carved in different places, and which are now scraped off into the mead
in order to be sent out into the whole world (cf. Dorner 1993, 50-2). We
are thus dealing with a metonymical connection between mead and
runes that is essential for the understanding of the acquisition of numi-
nous knowledge in general.

Sigdr 14 is not without problems either, but here the problems do
not have the same importance for our understanding of Mimir’s role as
is the case with stanza 13. It is most difficult to determine the identity
of the person who stands on the mountain with Brimis eggiar ‘Brimir’s
sword’ [lit. ‘edges, blades’], but most take him to be OSinn, and that is
also the solution that best fits the context, as the stanza then becomes an
expansion of OSinn’s acquisition of knowledge from Mimir. The diffi-
culty rests primarily in the fact that we are dealing with a sword and not
a spear, which is OSinn’s characteristic weapon. This point is not, how-
ever, a decisive objection to understanding the person as OSinn.

The more important issue for us is that in the last three lines of
stanza 14 we get some essential infonnation about Mimir (or Mimr).
Here, we are dealing with his head, as in Vsp 46; we are also informed
that he speaks wisely (frodlict), and that he sagdi sanna stafi ‘told the
true letters’. The latter is an interesting expression, as it can be trans-
lated literally to say that Mimir spoke ‘true staves’. Naturally, it is the
runes that are the topic of discussion and, as we will later see, they play
an essential role in the whole of the wisdom-complex. But at the same
time they can also be mere ‘letters’ or ‘words’, and we can, therefore,
see here an indication that the runes in the wisdom-complex, beyond
denoting ‘letters’, can also be understood in a more general sense as

21 This differentiation is not unproblematic when it concerns the language of myth in
which elements from everyday life often acquire a specific ‘mythic’ meaning, i. e. a
meaning that involves qualities and characteristics that are fundamentally different with
relation to those that we know from This World. The whole problem about this liquid is
treated in Doht 1974, especially 152-156 (see also Schjodt 1983). Generally, it would
be wrong to draw too sharp a line between water and an alcoholic drink, as elements of
both enter into the knowledge-complex (see also Bauschatz 1982, xix).
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‘words with a secret content’ (cf. Clunies Ross 1994, 214 and Chapter
6.1 below).

To summarise the information in Sigdr, we can say that, although it
contains elements of great uncertainty, these elements do not introduce
any discordance element into the picture of Mimir that we get from Vsp
and the rest of the source material. We come across a figure that ap-
pears only as a head, characterised by great wisdom and knowledge
with regard to runes and secret things in general. Besides this, a liquid
and a horn, which is probably to be regarded as a drinking horn in the
context of the liquid, apparently play an important role.

In Fj 20 and 24, we hear about Mimameidr, which, as previously
mentioned, is likely to be a synonym for Yggdrasill. Part of the evi-
dence for this interpretation comes from 20/2-3 en pat mangi veit! af
hverjum rétum renn ‘and no one knows from which roots it comes’,
which has an almost exact parallel in Havm 138/8-9 where there can
hardly be any doubt that it is the World Tree which is referred to. In
addition, the tree’s supernatural resistance to fire and iron, as well as
the fact that it falls before that which nobody expects, must refer to
Yggdrasill’s function as the measurer of time (Steinsland 1979; Schjodt
1992b), as its destruction is synonymous with Ragnargk.

Stanza 24 is considerably more difficult but, in spite of all the diffi-
culties, it is clear that we are confronted with a tree that has special
significance. Even though the information that is given is not otherwise
known in connection with the World Tree, the fact that the cock Vidof-
nir is present among the branches of the tree is one indicator that we are
dealing with Yggdrasill, upon which many animals are present (Gri 32-
4), as is the mention of Surtr whose eschatological function is testified
to in Vafdr 51 and elsewhere.

It is of some interest that the length of the vowel in Mima- is uncer-
tain,2 but that in itself cannot be decisive in the identification of Mimi
and Mimir. As it will emerge, the placing of Mimir near Yggdrasill is
incontrovertible, and the name Mimameidr for the World Tree is, there-
fore, in agreement with our mythological knowledge.

Vafdr 45 refers to Hoddmimis holt “Treasure-Mimir’s wood’. The
expression reminds us partly of Hodddrofnir in Sigdr and partly of
Mimameidr in Fj. The reference to Mimir’s wealth is probably to be

2 S0 SG 11, 1,412.
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understood in connection with his intellect, and the very expression is,
as most scholars agree, a circumlocution for Yggdrasil.Z3We do not
know from any other sources that a couple named Lif and Lifyrasir
survive the mighty winter (fimbulvetr).24 Snorri, who paraphrased this
stanza, argues that it is the burning of the world they avoid in Treasure-
Mimir’s wood, probably in order to maintain the logic of his own ver-
sion of Ragnaryk. The deciding factor seems to be that the human cou-
ple survive in the centre of the world, a place which in all horizontally
oriented cosmologies (cf. Schjodt 1990a) is in possession of a special
‘holiness’ (Eliade 1969a, 51), and which, in connection with Mimir, is
named after him.

The last poetic source to be discussed in connection with Mimir is
Gri 50. It is one of the most difficult, as the reading of the text is uncer-
tain and the myth it refers to is otherwise unknown. It has to do with the
fact that OSinn has visited a giant by the name of Sgkkmimir (also
Sekmimir in pulur, although with variations in the manuscripts, and Yt
2), whom he apparently killed.5Now, it is uncertain if Mimir is to be
understood as a giant at all, and the myth thus cannot be taken as a clear
indication that it is about the same character that is known from other
sources. Nor does the name itself provide a compelling argument, as it
may have two very different meanings depending on the form of its
first element. If we read Sykmimir, the first element may mean ‘battle’,
a possible meaning of the feminine noun sgk, normally ‘charge, lawsuit,

2 There is one problem in that holt does not mean a single tree but a wood or forest
(Martin 1972, 126 with references). However, the usage here is probably an example of
a metonymical connection between the concept of wood/forest and tree.

240Irik 1902, 167-75 argued that the ‘Fimbul Winter’ in certain areas of Scandinavia
referred to the very destruction of the human race or Ragnargk itself (1902, 169) and
not, as Snorri argues, only a prelude to it. It is not impossible, but Olrik’s argument
seems too rationalistic: ‘Menneskeparret i Hoddmimes skov er i lae for vinteren; men
for en verdensbrand eller en verdensdrukning vil skoven jo vasre til liden nytte’ “The
human couple in Hoddmimir’s forest is sheltered from the winter; but against a global
fire or a drowning of the world, the forest would, after all, be of little benefit’. True,
there is logic in myths, but their logic is on another level, and in the face of certain
problems, e.g. how a whole world can be destroyed and at the same time individual
beings (both gods and humans) can survive, even the myths have to give up, and this
holds good not only for Scandinavia.

51t is not certain whether Sgccmimir is identical with MiSvi6énir’s son who is men-
tioned later in the same stanza and, if that is so, whether it is him that 06inn has killed.
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legal action.”2 The Codex Regius manuscript seems, however, in
Wimmer’s and Jonsson’s photo-technical edition (Wimmer and Jonsson
1891, 20) to indicate that a double consonant is more likely (sgcc-) and
in that case we get Sgkkmimir - Mimir in the abyss (cf. LP: sgkk n.).
Such a descriptive name could be in agreement with the information we
have elsewhere about Mimir, but the name remains uncertain and there
is nothing in the other sources that lets us suppose that OSinn killed
Mimir.2Z7 Snorri gives a completely different version of Mimir’s killing.

Both here and in Yt 2 (in which the name also appears with a single
consonant) and in pulur Sgkk/SgkMimir is associated with giants who,
judging by the other sources do not seem to have anything to do with
Mimir. The suggestion of wisdom that is connoted by the very name
Mimir can be explained by association with the great age of the giants
and, as a consequence, the knowledge that is attributed to many of
them.

In Snorri’s writings, we get various pieces of information about
Mimir, some of which are based on the poems examined above. More-
over, Snorri gives us some very interesting pieces of information about
him that we do not know from other sources, and he also gives us an
insight into some connections that are obscure in the poems. Gylf 15
establishes a connection between Mimir’s well and the World Tree,
which supports the interpretation of F j's statement about Mimameidr as
an alternative name for Yggdrasill. Furthermore, we learn that there is
wisdom in the well, that Mimir himself is filled with wisdom, and that
the well is placed under the root that leads to the frost giants.

According to Snorri, Mimir’s wisdom results from his drinking from
the well out of Gjallarhorn, which, as already mentioned, seems illogi-
cal in consideration of the fact that Vsp 28 is paraphrased and quoted
immediately afterwards, and of the general interpretation of this pas-
sage being that ValfgSr’s pledge is OSinn’s eye. But Snorri obviously
had problems with the myth, demonstrated by his mention of Mimir’s
drinking from the Gjallarhorn as well as his quotation of the stanza in
which it is stated that he drinks from ValfgSr’s pledge. In his own

2 So Gering (SG Ill, 1, 195). For other meanings of this word, see LP: spk.

21 In this regard | must declare myself in complete disagreement with Drobin 1991, 102
and 127, who claims that Sigdr 14 gives the impression that it is 05inn who has cut off
Mimir’s head (cf. Domer 1993, 48).
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voice, Snorri adds the information that identifies this pledge with
Odinn’s eye. A priori, it seems most likely that a liquid is drunk from a
horn, and it is, therefore, understandable that some scholars have placed
a question mark against the traditional interpretation of Vsp 28 and
thought that there could be something in Snorri’s assertion about Gjal-
larhom, not least because a horn appears in several places in the poeti-
cal sources alongside the mention of Mimir (Simpson 1962, 52-3).
Fleck (1971, 399), as mentioned earlier, is of this opinion and can-
vassed two possibilities: that ved Valfgdrs might be either the horn or
the mead itself. However, he did not comment on 28/7-10 alt veit ec,
Odinn,l hvar pu augafait.7 i inom mcera Mimis brunni ‘I know every-
thing, Odin, where you hid your eye, in the famous well of Mimir.” His
failure to comment here is problematical as the meaning of the lines can
hardly be other than that Odinn has placed his eye in the well, an action
for which we are not given any support elsewhere. Naturally, we can
assume that there were two myths in existence or two variants of a sin-
gle myth, one in which Odinn has given some pledge or other from
which Mimir is able to drink (the mead or the horn), and another in
which he, for some unknown reason, has put his eye in the well. Such a
reconstruction must remain completely hypothetical. Sigurdur Nordal’s
understanding (cf. above note 14) ought also to be considered here. It
avoids the problem that results from the idea that Mimir drinks from the
eye, because it represents him as drinking from the liquid in which the
eye lies. However, if Sigurdur is correct that the eye gives strength to
the liquid, which is possible, then it seems illogical that Snorri should
argue that Odinn wished to drink, but first had to give his eye as a
pledge: what could Odinn’s motive be, to wish to drink when the liquid
does not acquire power until the eye is in it? In that case it must be
Mimir who benefits from the transaction.28 Moreover, it seems most
likely that the liquid in itself possesses a knowledge potential (cf. the
skaldic mead and the mead of knowledge) from which Mimir, who
drinks every morning, becomes wise (cf. Vsp 28). Even so, we cannot
completely rule out Sigurdur’s proposition, but Snorri’s interpretation,
nevertheless, seems to show traces of a misunderstanding of Vsp.

2B Kure (2006) has elaborated on Sigurdur's idea. He says (p. 537): ‘As a pledge (as
opposed to a payment or a sacrifice) the eye is still his and works to his benefit....".
This theory must certainly also be taken into consideration.
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The most likely hypothesis is to suppose that Odinn hides his eye in
the well (which, among others things, explains why he has only one
eye) in order to gain something, but this something can hardly be the
mead itself, an interpretation for which there is no support in other
places than in Snorri, but rather the words that Mimir’s head becomes
capable of uttering after it has drunk from the liquid. A further problem
is the connection between the liquid in Mimir’s well and the mead of
knowledge, which we will examine below. If the mead were to be
OSinn’s pledge, as was suggested by Fleck, he already had it, and it
would therefore not be necessary to pay with his eye in order to get
permission to drink it.

It does not seem possible to reconstruct a narrative sequence that
both has support in the texts and at the same time explains all the dif-
ferent elements in this myth-complex.24 Moreover, there are simply too
many elements of uncertainty. Their coherence remains obscure, and
the only thing that seems to be certain is that there is an exchange of
knowledge in which Odinn’s eyelDand especially the liquid in Mimir’s
well play a part. But even this affirmation of salient details is important
because it shows that 06inn on the one hand has transferred an object
to Mimir and on the other has obtained a benefit from it, which consists
in knowledge. It is also of great importance that Mimir, who is stated in
Gylf8 to befullr afvisindum ‘full of learning’, obtains his knowledge
from a well from which he drinks.

We are also informed in Gylf 15 that Mimir’s well is located under
that one of Yggdrasill’s three roots which leads to the frost giants. The
information is given in Snorri’s own narrative, whereas the three roots
are testified to in Gri 3f. Several scholars have thought that Snorri’s

A Cf. also Drobin 1991, 105: ‘De myter som ligger bakom pantsattningen av Odins 6ga
och bakom Heimdalls hlié6 har gatt forlorande. Ett synes emellertid sta fast: Mjodet
participierar i den mytiska kosmografin och Odin och Heimdall participierar i mjodet;
den som dricker darav blir vis genom att bli delaktig i det gudomliga vetandet’ “The
myths that form the basis for the pledge of Odin’s eye and Heimdall’s hlié6 have been
lost. One thing seems, however, to be certain: the mead participates in the mythical
cosmosgraphy and Odin and Heimdall participate in the mead; the one who drinks from
it becomes wise by participating in the divine knowledge’. Drobin has several interest-
ing observations in this article, but interprets a series of details quite differently from
my own interpretation.

,0 It must be considered likely that the eye has something to do with ‘inner sight’ - the
function of O6inn in the mythology taken into consideration (cf. Lassen 2003a, 88-92).
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three wells are the product of systematisation, which the learned Ice-
lander introduced himself (eg. Turville-Petre 1964, 279; Holtsmark
1964, 47), and it is true that we do not know elsewhere about three
wells that are each connected to a separate world. If this assumption is
correct, we have to ask why Snorri associates Mimir with the root that
reached to the frost giants or the giants in general. The answer may be
that Snorri here builds upon such sources as Gri 50, pulur and Yt 2, as
the Sgkkmimir mentioned there is the only ‘Mimir’ that can be under-
stood to be a giant. Although most scholars, as a matter of course, have
accepted Mimir’s status as a giant, there is only a very small amount of
evidence that points in that direction apart from Gylf 15 and, in any
case, he is first and foremost characterised as living with the (Esir, as
we are told in Yng 4 (cf. Haudry 2001, 304). That he descends from a
giant family is not impossible, as we shall see in connection with the
analysis of 05inn’s self-hanging about which it has been suggested that
Oo6imt's maternal uncle perhaps should be identified with Mimir (cf.
Drobin 1991, 110). But in that case he appears fundamentally different
from normal giants, whose wisdom is connected specifically with
memory. In spite of the etymology of his name, it emerges clearly that
Mimir is able to do other things than simply tell about the past.

In Gylf 51, we learn that Odinn rides to Mimir’s well and gets ad-
vice from him. The whole passage concerning Ragnaryk (Faulkes 2005,
49-53) is almost a paraphrase with certain additions of the Ragnaryk
account in Vsp, which is also quoted. In that connection it is worth no-
ticing that Mims hgfud ‘Mimr’s head’ is not mentioned explicitly in
Snorri’s prose interpretation. We hear here, on the other hand, about
Mimis brunnr ‘Mimir’s well’, which is not mentioned in Vsp 46, and
Snorri must, therefore, have seen a connection between the head and
the well - a connection that cannot have been decided from knowledge
he had from other known sources.

There is hardly any doubt that, behind all the fragmentary state-
ments we have examined up to now, there lies a narrative sequence or a
myth, which told how Odinn’s eye, Mimir’s well, which probably con-
tained runic wisdom, and Mimir’s head were closely connected with
each other. We get part of the explanation in Yng 4.

The myth that Snorri relates in Yng 4 is the only one that forms a
complete narrative sequence with Mimir at its centre, and it gives some
conclusive information about him, although it does not fill' all the lacu-
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nae. He was sent to the Vanir as a hostage, and specifically as a kind of
guarantor of peace. His direct opposite in the exchange is Kvasir, who
is the most clever (spakastr) among the Vanir, but on the other hand not
Njcrér and Freyr, who, according to Snorri’s description, are ex-
changed with Hecenir (en Asir par i mot pann, er Heenir hét, Bjarni
Adalbjarnarson 1979, 12). It is not until after this exchange that, almost
as an addendum, one gets to know that Mimir, who is especially clever
(inn vitrasti madr) is also sent to the Vanir and is exchanged with Kva-
sir. It is evident that the Zsir got most out of this hostage-exchange, as
Heenir was apparently unable to fulfil any positive function, yet for
unexplained reasons Mimir had to pay for Hcenir’s irresoluteness by
being beheaded. In addition, he was of benefit to O6inn alone and not
to the Vanir, as the latter sent the severed head back to the Zsir. Con-
versely, Njcrér’s and Freyr’s positive qualities were obviously useful to
the Asir and likewise those of Kvasir, to which we will return. When
Odinn received the severed head, he rubbed it with herbs in order to
preserve it and sang incantations over it so that it could converse with
him and tell him secret things from other worlds (Yng 7).

Thus Mimir had originally belonged to the circle of the Asir, after
which he stayed for a time with the Vanir where he was killed. His head
was sent to the /Esir, and O6inn, through his magic know-how, saw to
it that it became capable of speech, telling him secret things. In this
way, it came to acquire a role as a kind of instructor for O6inn (Dumé-
zil 1948, 164). In this text we have no less than three statements that
have to do with Mimir’s wisdom: a) he is called inn vitrasti madr ‘the
wisest man’; b) he advises Heenir: Mimir kendi honlm rad cll ‘Mimir
advised him in all things’; and c) his head sagdi hondim [O6inn] marga
leynda hluti *his head told him [Odinn] many occult things’. The adjec-
tive vitr means ‘wise’ (Fritzner: vitr) and seems, as far as meaning is
concerned, to correspond closely to the word that is used to characterise
Kvasir, spakr, although spakr usually signifies wisdom that derives
from prophetic vision (Dumézil 1986, 222; cf. AEW: 531). Finally, we
have in Yng 7 (Bjarni Adalbjarnarson 1979, 18) a statement that Odinn
possesses Mimir’s head, which gives him information from other
worlds, and in the same connection we learn that Odinn restored the
dead to life and sat down under the hanged (to learn their secrets). The
only new information added is that the occult or secret things which are
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also mentioned in chapter 4 of the saga, more exactly is described as
tiendi 6r ¢cérum heimum ‘tidings from other worlds’.

If we summarise the information gleaned from the heterogeneous
source material surveyed so far, we arrive at the following précis:
Mimir has a mythic history, which we hear of in Ynglinga saga, where
we learn that he originally stayed with the Zsir in order to be sent to
the Vanir as a hostage, forming an element in the conclusion of a pad
There he is beheaded because of what the Vanir consider a deception
on the part of the /sir. After this, his head is sent back to the Zsir
where it is ‘quickened” with the help of O6inn’s magic. Yng does nol
tell us what happened to the head after this, except to say that it gives
Odinn knowledge. By connecting the statements in Gylf51 and Vsp 28
and 46 it appears, however, that it is thought that the head resides in or
near a well from which it drinks mead; on the other hand, it is only in
Gylf 15 that we hear that it is thought that Odinn also drinks from it.
The well must be located in the immediate proximity of the World Tree
(Gylf 15; Vsp 27 and 28), which is also called Mimameidr (Fj 20 and
24). Whether Snorri’s understanding is correct is, as mentioned, doubt-
ful, as Vsp 28 certainly support the idea that the eye has been placed in
the well, but not that it constitutes a pledge. However, Valf¢cdrs vex) is,
as we have seen, so problematical a concept, both with regard,to the
motivation for paying it and what it in fact consists of, that we cannot
reach even an approximately certain interpretation of the motif, and we
are not able to make a general reconstruction ofa ‘Mimir myth’ on that
basis.

The mythical landscape we encounter consists of a well and a tree,
which should in all probability be understood as Yggdrasill. The idea
that it is reasonable to see a connection between Mimir’s well and
Mimir’s tree is not only supported by an a priori understanding of the
two figures as identical. That identity is also based on a knowledge that
the well and the tree, in both a mythic and a cultic sense, formed a
complete representational complex. We know from Adam of Bremen
(1V, 26 schol. 138; Trillmich 1973, 471), that the temple itself, the well
and the tree had been placed in close proximity to one another at the
sacred place in Uppsala.3l Vsp 27 likewise strengthens the supposition

3L For me there is no reason to assume either that Adam’s description was taken from
mythology or vice versa (cf. Graslund 1999, 59 and Hultgard 1997, 24-7). Both sugges-
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about a ‘landscape’ consisting of a tree and a well, in which Valfgdrs
ved is also found (Fleck 1971, 385-94). It will thus be obvious that
Mimir’s head, which rules over or is found in or near the well,®has
given the well and the tree the designations Minus brunnr and Mima-
meidr.

We have seen that knowledge is of absolutely central importance in
connection with Mimir’s role in the mythology, irrespective of how we
interpret the details. In the texts considered so far, knowledge is ex-
pressed in three different ways: a) in the form of a fluid from the well
(Gylf 15 and Vsp 28); b) in the form of speech (Yng 4 and 7; Sigdr 14;
Vsp 46 and Gylf 38); and c) in the form of runes (Sigdr 13 and 14).
Items b) and ¢) can be summarised as ‘words’ with a numinous content
in written or oral form (Flowers 1986, 145-53). Both the head and the
well thus have a clear affiliation with knowledge. The last item a) can
either be identified with or seen as a parallel to Urdarbrunnr ‘the well
of Ur5r’, UrQr, one of the Norns, being a personification of fate, also
placed in close proximity to the World Tree (Vsp 10). Its connection
with knowledge is clear, as the Norns are characterised precisely as
margs vitandi ‘knowing much’(Vsp 20). The tree, whose role is, among
o»ther things, to function as an axis mundi, a role to be explained further
later on, constitutes a direct connection between the different strata of
the cosmos and is therefore the tree upon which OSinn hangs himself
and obtains knowledge (Havm 138-41). Wisdom thus constitutes a kind
of common denominator for head, tree and well, and for this reason any
doubt as to the identity of Mimir, Mimr and Mimi as one and the same
being seems to be unfounded. Besides, ‘knowledge’ is the concept that
best describes the relationship between OSinn and Mimir, as the subject
of the transmission of knowledge from Mimir to OSinn is a constant
Ineme, irrespective of the interpretation of the details in the Mimir-
complex.

lilons seem hypercritical, and the parallelism between cult and myth must in a religio-
phenomenological perspective apriori be considered probable.

2 It seems to have been firmly established from Celtic parallels that the combination
head and well represents a fixed complex (Ross 1962, 41; Simpson 1962, 49-50) in
both Celtic and Germanic religion. For a discussion of the relationship between the well
a:nd the tree, see Bauschatz 1982, 19-29, although his treatment is primarily about
LJrdr’s well.
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Sequence analysis

We will now consider how the different elements that are contained in
the only narrative sequence that we have about Mimir are related to one
another and to some of the elements in the rest of the Mimir-complex.
Let us once more sketch the myth: Mimir is sent to the Vanir alive in
connection with a peace agreement and, although he is wise, the Vanir
do not think that they get anything out of his wisdom. He is therefore
killed by being beheaded, as the Vanir consider the hostage-exchange a
deception on the Zsir’s part. His head, which is now separated from the
body, is sent to the Asir and here it becomes Odinn’s special property;
from then on it functions excellently as his advisor. If we pause for a
moment, we will see how the narrative’s unfolding of this story sepa-
rates out some oppositional pairs, and how these are organised in rela-
tion to the initial phase with the Zsir and the following phase with the
Vanir: peace agreement versus Killing, life versus death, body/whole
versus head/part. Furthermore, it appears that the Vanir, whose most
important function in myth and religion is wealth and fertility (Schjodt
1991a), cannot exploit Mimir’s potential capacities and therefore send
his head back to Odinn, who, in his role as magician,Bactivates it and
makes very good use of the capacities Mimir possesses.

At one level, we can read the myth as an explanation of how’Odéinn
became the deity to receive the knowledge that Mimir represents. The
living Mimir belongs in the myth’s initial phase to a collective of Asir
and afterwards becomes a part of a collective of Vanir. It is in this
phase that the decisive transformation takes place as he is killed in or-
der then to be ‘divested’ of his body and to function as a pure fund of
knowledge or pure intellect, to be sent back to the /sir and made eter-
nal (or in any case to be given good keeping qualities) by Odinn, who is
apparently the only one who has access to this well of knowledge. In
this sense, we can talk of an aetiology since, to use Dumézil’s termi-
nology, we get an argument for why the first function represents this
aspect of the intellectual (cf. R. Boyer 1986, 132-41) and not the third
function, although the Vanir are also mentioned as wise (Vsp 24) and

B Examples of descriptions and mythic relations that associate Odinn with magic are
legion, and his function as the god of magic par excellence, will be further supported in
what follows. Boyer (1986, 135) characterises Odinn as ‘I’archétype ... du magicien
dans le Nord’ ‘the archetype ... of the magician in Scandinavia’.
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have a kind of connection with wisdom. We will come back to this
subject in Chapter 10.

There is, however, a deeper level in the Mimir-complex, because we
are establishing a connection between three key concepts in this inves-
tigation: knowledge, death and fertility. Mimir is sent to the Vanir, who
control fertility and who, like most fertility gods, have a chthonic aspect
(Schjodt 1991a, 305-7; cf. Clunies Ross 1994, 215 and Chapter 10).
This means that Mimir is sent to the underworld, which is the Vanir’s
residence in the vertical cosmological model,34and dies there. Back in
the upper world with the ¢Esir, his head denotes pure intellect, which
also remains the sphere in which he functions in the rest of the mythic
narrative; but at the same time he is in a state between life and death,®
as he has been transformed from an entity consisting of a body and a
head, of instincts3® and intellect to one consisting only of the last-
named. Nevertheless, in spite of his physical death, he is intellectually
more alive than ever before, and the myth indicates by this that, al-
though the connection is not expressed explicitly, there exists a rela-
tionship between physical death and intellectual life. In any case, it is
clear that the realisation of this knowledge first occurs as a consequence
of a stay in the underworld, a death, and a return back to the upper
world in a new form.

4 The problematic nature of the cosmology in Scandinavian religion has been taken up
in various papers. Several scholars realise that we must operate with two cosmic mod-
els, viz. a horizontal one and a vertical one (cf. Meletinskij 1973, Gurevich 1969, Has-
trup 1981 and Schjodt 1990a).

BCf. Simpson 1962, 50: ‘...he belongs neither to the world of the living, nor wholly to
that of the dead; there is thus no real contradiction between passages where he seems
living and active, drinking the waters of his own well, and those where he seems merely
to respond to G6itin’s necromantic arts.” This statement is entirely correct, and it may
be added that in both connections it is presumably the head that communicates with
08inn and not the entire person who, because of his journey to the underword, has
become ‘pure intellect’, expressed through the physical metaphor of a head without a
body.

¥ It is not made explicit in this context that the body connotes the instincts, as the main
point of the myth is the creation of pure intellect, but there is no doubt that the under-
emphasised, but structurally secure role of the body in relation to the head is to be the
dwelling-place of the non-intellectual part of the person. In addition, we can also see
that it is precisely the Vanir who are characterised by bodily attributes that clearly serve
to promote sexuality (Freyr is phallic, whereas Freyja is so beautiful that she is desired
sexually by both gods and giants).
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When we work with the opposition life versus death, it is important
to pay attention to the fact that there are two kinds of life, namely on
the one hand a life which takes place before death, and is characterised
both by physical and intellectual activity, the last of which, however,
cannot be manifested ,and on the other hand a ‘life’ that cannot be
lived until after physical death, an intellectual life that flourishes and
manifests itselfin that world where 03inn is the divine king.

As we have seen, wisdom acquires concrete expression in words and
drink. Mimir, we are told, drinks daily mead from ValfgSr’s pledge.
Irrespective of its connection with this pledge, we are dealing with a
knowledge-drink, and thereby a strong semantic affinity, if not an iden-
tity, is established between the content of Mimir’s mead-well and the
mead that 06inn steals from Suttungr, which we will consider in the
next section. At this point we seem to encounter a paradox: 06inn is
dependent upon the mead, but he is also dependent on the wisdom that
comes from Mimir’s head. It cannot be denied that we have here a dou-
ble expression of the means of obtaining knowledge. OQinn has after all
had the mead himself, he has received Mimir’s head, he could merely
drink of the mead himself. This may be considered to imply that either
Mimir or the mead is superfluous. We are dealing here with a redun-
dancy that is characteristic of almost all myths and which is in no way
superfluous, but on the contrary gives the myth special dimensions by
tying several different narrative sequences into the construction of the
semantic universe which it is their task to establish. The liquid as well
as Mimir are necessary in order to legitimise and explain that reality in
which the Scandinavian people lived and which finds expression in the
notion that numinous power could be obtained through the consumption
of mead that, among other things, had a sacral character, and through
the communication of words; it is precisely the Mimir-complex that
shows that the two forms of obtaining knowledge are inseparable:
Mimir drinks and utters wise words which 06 inn receives.

The mead is located in a well or a spring.37 Whichever of these two
words we choose as a translation of brunnr is of little significance be-
cause an important characteristic is present in both of them: the visible
part is located in the upper world, but the source comes from the un-
derworld. As we know that the spring is literally a source of knowl-

37 Bauschatz 1982, 16-19 has a detailed discussion of the possible meanings of brunnr.
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edge, it becomes clear that it is this knowledge that flows forth from the
underworld in order to be used in the upper world. With this we get yet
another indication that the tree and the well are located within the same
semantic field, as both are vertically oriented and therefore contribute
to creating a possibility for communication between the upper world
and the underworld.3XThe roots of the tree are also in the underworld,
whereas its visible manifestations are in the upper world.

This quality of the well establishes two further oppositional pairs,
high versus low and manifest versus latent. As hinted at above, and as |
shall argue in Chapter 10, it is probable that the Vanir have a chthonic
association, and this is made more likely through the high/low dichot-
omy, which is consituted at the cosmic level but can be found also at an
anthropological level, because the head/body-dichotomy,34 irrespective
of what other connotations it may have, also involves a high/low di-
chotomy. A further characteristic of all the oppositional pairs men-
tioned so far is that the one pole constitutes a manifestation of the latent
content that lies in the other. The value of the tree and the well as meta-
phors in this regard is, as we have seen, exemplary; but the same can
also be said for the anthropological opposition, because Mimir was
wise before the hostage exchange and while he lived with the Vanir, but
the latter were not able to use this wisdom, even to the point where they
felt that they had been deceived by the ¢Fisir. It is not until after the
head has been sent back to the ¢Esir that Mimir’s knowledge becomes
manifest. In other words, there is something that could indicate that the
underworld in the universe of the myth cannot manifest the knowledge
that is undoubtedly present in latent form. And the very object of
knowledge - Mimir’s head and the mead itself- will not be able to be
activated or manifested in the upper world until it has been around this
mythical entity.

1B There has, presumably, also been an association between the aurr that showers
Yggdrasill (Vsp 19) and the liquid in the well (cf. Domer 1993, 46 and Chapter 10
below), just as the well, when it is thematised as Urdr’s, plays a part in the creation of
mankind (Johansson 2000b, 53).

P It is impossible to differentiate in this connection between head versus body on the
one hand and head versus whole on the other. In the Mimir-complex, the body is not
connoted as positive, but only as a negation of the head, and as such ‘wholeness’ in the
unfolding of the myth is to be seen as parallel to ‘body’. It is not until the severed head
is introduced that we meet the positively connoting pole in the oppositional pair.
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The high/low dichotomy also contains a couple of ‘sociological’
connotations, because the group that is ‘low’ participates in the third
function, whereas the other one participates in the first and second
functions (Dumézil 1959, 3-39). In addition, the Vanir, aside from the
hostages, are an apparently undifferentiated collective, not only here
but throughout the entire mythology, whereas the Zsir group is ex-
tremely individualised and, in connection with Mimir, it is exclusively
Odinn we hear about. This is undoubtedly connected with the etiologi-
cal aspect mentioned above, and accentuates Odinn’s paramount impor-
tance in representations of numinous knowledge and its procurement.

The final point to be made about the Mimir-complex in the context
of the acquisition of numinous knowledge is that it inverts the tradi-
tional structure of the Vanir as fertility gods and Odinn as god of the
dead, for Mimir is with the Vanir when he is killed, whereas O6inn
makes him intellectually active, though he does not restore him to life.
This inversion reveals the ambiguity of the underworld as the domain
of both death and fertility, something we know from most other archaic
religions, too.

In summarising the results of this preliminary analysis, we are able
to establish the following fundamental elements: the narrative structure
of the myth-sequence, which we only find explicitly in Yng, gives us an
explanation of and a reason why exactly it is Odinn who is in posses-
sion of numinous knowledge, the nature of which we cannot yet be
specific about, except to state that it can be effected partly as words and
partly as a drink. We have also seen that there is a quite definite rela-
tionship between death and knowledge. When he is alive, Mimir is
passive and unable to function, whereas after his physical death he is
made active so that his intellect can manifest itself as the giver of wis-
dom to Odinn. With this it becomes clear that death is understood as a
relative condition, and it is more than hinted at that death is the prereg-
uisite for the active use of knowledge.

Furthermore, we have seen that the myth is composed of a series of
semantic oppositions: peace agreement versus Killing, Asir versus
Vanir, physical life versus physical death, intellectual life versus physi-
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cal death,40manifest versus latent and high versus low (on both a cos-
mological and an anthropological axis). Apart from the first of these
oppositions, which exists exclusively in the narrative sequence and
which is only elaborated here and in the Kvasir-complex,4 we will see
that a mediating factor is added to the remaining pairs, namely Mimir
himself, who moves between the .;Esir and the Vanir, is both alive and
dead, whose knowledge is both latent and manifest, and who resides in
a physical state in the underworld and as intellect alone in the upper
world. Besides, both the tree and the well also have the character of
mediators in the high/low dichotomy, as this appears in connection with
the knowledge-complex; and it is primarily in this that the unity of the
Mimir-complex, doubted by some, resides: all elements contribute to
the establishment of certain definite semantic oppositions.

Finally, we will briefly consider how the elements identified in
Chapter 3 as determining the structure of initiation are implicated in the
Mimir-complex. The situation is complicated by the fact that we are
apparently dealing with two subjects, the one that moves to the under-
world - Mimir, and the one that benefits in the final phase - OSinn.
This evident problem will be discussed later. For the time being, we
must be content to conclude that both Mimir and Odinn have reached
an irreversibly higher status with regard to knowledge. Next, the myth
operates with a tripartite horizontal sequence, namely Mimir’s move-
ment from the /Fsir’s world to that of the Vanir, which, as we will see
in Chapter 10, is an ‘Other World’. Here he is killed, but, after his re-
turn to the /Esir’s world, he is made intellectually ‘alive’ by OSinn. The
majority of the oppositional pairs we have analysed so far are in a rela-
tionship describable as between ‘This World” and “The Other World’
which, in turn, can be characterised as non-liminal versus liminal. Fi-
nally, we have seen that knowledge is absolutely central in relation to

QIn Chapter 10, we shall discuss in detail the death-life complex in relation to the
terms physical and intellectual, where they will be related to the three phases, pre-
chthonic, chthonic and post-chthonic.

41 This contrast is only of limited importance for the initiation-complex and will, there-
fore, not be elaborated on further. Seen in the light of Dumezil’s comparative investiga-
tion of this theme, we can glimpse the outline of a myth that contributes to the creation
of the society of the gods, which coincides with a killing that could perhaps be inter-
preted as a sacrifice. In the same way as"Ymir is ‘sacrified’ in the cosmogony, Mimir
and Kvasir are ‘sacrificed’ in the sociogony (cf. Clunies Ross 1994, 152-9 and 197-8).
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the object obtained, which is Munir’s head, and that this object plays a
role for OSinn right up to Ragnargk and thus has significance in the
final phase of the mythic sequence.

5.2 Kvasir

Inextricably bound up with the Mimir-complex is the mythical se-
quence that deals with Kvasir and the theft of the mead of knowledge.
One could in fact speak of two different myths, but we will discover
that there are good reasons to accept the close connection which Snorri
expresses in his version of the story in Skm (Faulkes 1998, I, 3-5). In
contrast to the Mimir-complex, it seems that the main points connected
with both Kvasir and the theft are fairly fixed, which is due to the fact
that the two main sources both have the character of a narrative. The
various references to the complex that are dispersed in the sources are
reasonably easy to arrange in relation to the narrative sequence, al-
though certain interpretations are not compelling in themselves.

The sources

The two most important sources are Havm 104-10 and Skm 57-8.
11dvm 104-10 reads:

104 | visited the old giant, now |’ve come back,
didn’t get much there from being silent;
with many words | spoke to my advantage
in Suttung’s hall.

105 Gunnlod gave me from her golden throne
a drink ofthe precious mead;
a poor reward | let her have in return,
for her open-heartedness,
for her heavy spirit.

106 With the mouth of the auger | made space for myself
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and gnawed through the stone;
over me and under me went the paths of the giants,
thus I risked my head.

The cheaply bought beauty | made good use of,
the wise lack for little;

for Odrerir has now come up

to the rim of the sanctuaries of men.

I am in doubt as to whether | would have come

back from the courts of the giants,

if I had not made use of Gunnlod, that good woman,
and put my arms about her.

The next day the frost-giant went

to ask ofthe High One’s advice, in the High One’s hall;

they asked about Bolverk: whether he was amongst the gods,
or whether Sutting had slaughtered him.

I thought Odin had sworn a sacred ring-oath,

how can his word be trusted!

He left Suttung betrayed at the feast

and made Gunnlod weep. £ (Larrington 1996, 28-9)

Inn aldna iijtun ec sotta,
nu em ec aptr kominn,
fat gat ec Jjegiandi Jjar;
mgrgom orfiom

maslta ec i minn frama
i Suttungrs sglom.

Gunnl*S mer um gaf

gullnom stoli a
drycc ins dyra miadar;

135



Odinn Myths 1

ill i6ginld

1ét ec hana eptir hafa
sins ins heila hugar,
sins ins svara sefa.

106 Rata munn
létomc rims um fa
oc um griot gnaga;
yfir oc undir
stédomc jQtna vegir,
sva hstta ec hgfai til.

107 Vel keyptz litar
hefi ec vel notid,
fas ec frobom vant;
|3viat Odrerir
er nd upp kominn
4 elda vés iadar.

108 Ifierméra,
at ec vasra enn kominn
ijQtna ggréom or,
ef ec Gunnladar né nytac,
innar g66o kono,
[leirar er lggéomc arm yfir.

109  Ins hindra dags
gengo HrimJjursar,
Hava rads at fregna,
Hava hQllo i;
at Bglverki |ieir spur6o,
ef hann vaeri meé bgndom kominn
eoa hefdi hanom Suttungr of séit.

110  Baugei6 O6inn
liygg ec at unnit hafi,
livat seal hans trygéom trGa?
Suttungr svikinn
hann Iét sumbli fra
oc greetta Gunnlgoéo.
(NK 1962, 33-4)
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Skm 57-8:

‘How did this craft that you call poetry originate?’ Bragi replied:
‘The origin of it was that the gods had a dispute with the people
called Vanir, and they appointed a peace-conference and made a
truce by this procedure, that both sides went up to a vat and spat
their spittle into it. But when they dispersed, the gods kept this
symbol of truce and decided not to let it be wasted, and out of it
made a man. His name was Kvasir, he was so wise that no one
could ask him any questions to which he did not know the an-
swer. He travelled widely through the world teaching people
knowledge, and when he arrived as a guest to some dwarfs, Fia-
lar and Galar, they called him to a private discussion with them
and killed him. They poured his blood into two vats and a pot,
and the latter was called Odrerir, but the vats were called Son
and Bodn. They mixed honey with the blood and it turned into
the mead whoever drinks from which becomes a poet or a
scholar. The dwarfs told the /Esir that Kvasir had suffocated in
intelligence because there was no one there educated enough to
be able to ask him questions.

‘Then these dwarfs invited to stay with them a giant called
Gilling and his wife. Then the dwarfs invited Gilling to go out to
sea in a boat with them. But as they went along the coast the
dwarfs rowed on to a shoal and the boat capsized. Gilling could
not swim and was drowned, but the dwarfs righted their boat and
rowed to land. They told his wife what had happened and she
was greatly distressed and wept loudly. Then Fialar asked her if
it would be some consolation for her if she looked out to the sea
where he had drowned, and she agreed. Then he told his brother
Galar that he was to go up above the doorway she was going out
of and drop a millstone on her head, and declared he was weary
of her howling; and Galar did so. When Gilling’s son Suttung
found out about this, he went there and seized the dwarfs and
took them out to the sea and put them on a skerry below high-
water level. They begged Suttung for quarter and offered him as
atonement in compensation- for his father the precious mead, and
they were reconciled on these terms. Suttung took the mead
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home with him and put it for safe keeping in a place called Hnit-
biorg, setting his daughter Gunnlod in charge of it. That is why
we call poetry Kvasir’s blood or the dwarfs’ drink or the contents
or some term for liquid of Odrerir or Bodn or Son, or dwarfs’
transportation, because this mead brought them deliverance from
the skerry, or Suttung’s mead or Hnitbiorg.’

Then spoke “isgir: ‘I think it is an obscure way to talk to call po-
etry by these names, but how did the ./Esir get hold of Suttung’s
mead?’

Bragi replied: “There is this story about it that Odin set out from
home and came to where nine slaves were mowing hay. He asked
if they would like him to hone their scythes. They said yes. Then
he took a whetstone from his belt and honed, and they thought
the scythes were cutting very much better and asked if they could
buy the whetstone. The price he set on it was that he who wished
to buy must give what was reasonable for it, and they all said
they wanted to and bade him sell it to them, but he threw the
whetstone up in the air, and when all tried to catch it they dealt
with each other in a way that they all cut each other’s throats
with the scythes. Odin sought lodging for the night with a giant
called Baugi, Suttung’s brother. Baugi reckoned his economic af-
fairs were going badly, and said his nine slaves had killed each
other, and declared he did not know where he was going to get
workmen from. Odin told him his name was Bolverk; he offered
to take over the work of nine men for Baugi, and stipulated as his
payment one drink of Suttung’s mead. Baugi said he had no say
in the disposal of the mead, said that Suttung wanted to have it
all to himself, but he said he would go with Bolverk and try
whether they could get the mead. Bolverk did the work of nine
men for Baugi during the summer, and when winter came he
asked Baugi for his hire. Then they both set off. Baugi told his
brother Suttung of his agreement with Bolverk, but Suttung flatly
refused a single drop of the mead. Then Bolverk told Baugi that
they would have to try with some stratagem to see if they could
get hold of the mead, and Baugi said that was a good idea. Then
Bolverk got out an auger called Rati and instructed Baugi to bore
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a hole in the mountain, if the auger would cut. He did so. Then
Baugi said that the mountain was bored through, but Bolverk
blew into the auger-hole and the bits flew back up at him. Then
he realized that Baugi was trying to cheat him, and told him to
bore through the mountain. Baugi bored again. And when
Bolverk blew a second time, the bits flew inwards. Then Bolverk
turned himself into the form of a snake and crawled into the au-
ger-hole, and Baugi stabbed after him with the auger and missed
him. Bolverk went to where Gunnlod was and lay with her for
three nights and then she let him drink three draughts of the
mead. In the first draught he drank everything out of Odrerir, and
in the second out of Bodn, and in the third out of Son, and then
he had all the mead. Then he turned himself into the form of an
eagle and flew as hard as he could. And when Suttung saw the
eagle’s flight he got his own eagle shape and flew after him. And
when the (Esir saw Odin flying they put their containers out in
the courtyard, and when Odin came in over Asgard he spat out
the mead into the containers, but it was such a close thing for him
that Suttung might have caught him that he sent some of the
mead out backwards, and this was disregarded. Anyone took it
that wanted it, and it is what we call the rhymester’s share. But
Odin gave Suttung’s mead to the ~Esir and to those people who
are skilled at composing poetry. Thus we call poetry Odin’s
booty and find, and his drink and his gift and the yEsir’s drink.43
(Faulkes 1987,61-4)

& ‘HvaSan af hefir hafizk su if>rott, er |ier kalli5 skalskap?’ Bragi svarar: ‘t>at voro
upphgf til Jjess, at guSin hgfdu ossett vi8 Jaat folk, er Vanir heita, en jjeir lgg8u meS ser
frisstefnu ok settu gri3 a J)a lund at Jjeir gengu hvarirtveggju til eins kers ok spyttu i
hraka sinum. En at skilna6i Jja toku godin ok vildu eigi lata tynask J)at gridamark ok
skgpubu par or mann. Sa heitir Kvasir. Hann er sva vitr at engi spyrr hann ]jeira hluta er
eigi kann hann orlausn. Hann for vi3a um heim at kenna mgnnum frce6i, ok pa er hann
kom at heimbo6i til dverga nokkvorra, Fjalars ok Galars, pa kgllu&u Jaeir hann me6 ser
a einmaeli ok drapu hann, letu renna blo6 hans i tvau ker ok einn ketil ok heitir sa
03reyrir, en Kkerin heita Son ok Bo6n. i>eir blendu hunangi vi8 blo6it, ok var3 par af
mig6r sa er hverr er af drekkr, ver6r skald e3a frce6ama3r. Dvergamir sggdu asum at
Kvasir hefSi kafnat i manviti firir > at engi var Jiar sva fro6r at spyrja kynni hann

fro61eiks.
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I>4 buéu Jiessir dvergar til sin j¢tni })eim er Gillingr heitir ok konu hans. > budu dver-
gamir Gillingi at réa a se med sér. En er Jjeir foru firir land fram, rara dvergamir a
boba, ok hvelfdi skipinu. Gillingr var ésyndr ok tyndisk hann, en dvergamir réttu sitt
skip ok reru til landz. i>eir sggdu konu hans Jjenna atburd, en hon kunni illa ok grét hatt.
i>a spur6i Fjalarr hana ef henni myndi hugléttara ef hon szi Ut & seinn ]jar er hann hafoi
tynzk, en hon vildi jjat. T™>a melti hann vidé Galar, brodur sinn, at hann skal fara upp yfir
dyrmar er hon gengi Ut ok lata kvernstein falla i h¢fud henni ok taldi sér leidask 6p
hennar, ok sva gerdi hann. i>a er jjetta spur6i Suttungr, brééurson [W and U have son]
Gillings, ferr han til ok ték dvergana ok flytr a s& Ut ok setr }ai fleedarsker. t>eir bidja
Suttungr sér lifsgrida ok bjoda honum til sattar i fcdurgicld mjcdinn dyra, ok Jjat verdr
at sett med Jieim. Flytr Suttungr mj¢6inn heim ok hir6ir ])ar sem heita Hnitbjgrg, setr
jjar til gezlu déttur sina Gunnlgdu. Af Jiessu k¢llum vér skéldskap Kvasis bldd eda
dverga drekku eda fylli eda nakkvars konar Igg Odreris edba Bodnar eda Sonar eda
farskost dverga, fyrir Jm at sa migor flutti J)eim figrlausn or skerinu, eda Suttunga micd
eba Hnitbiarga Icgr.'

t>a meelti Agir: ‘Myrkt jjykki mér }at mealt at kalia skaldskap me6 Jjessum heitum. En
hvemig kému {)eir &sir at Suttunga midi?’

Bragi svarar: ‘Sja saga er til ]Jjess at Odinn fér heiman ok kom jjar er {)relar niu slogu
hey. Flann spyrr ef ]jeir vili at hann bryni lja Jjeira. i>eir iata Jjvi; ])a tekr hann hein af
belti sér ok bryndi, en jjeim Jjotti bita ljamir myklu betr ok fcluéu heinina. En hann mat
sva at sa er kaupa vildi skyldi gefa vid héf, en allir kvadusk vilia ok badu hann sér selja,
en hann kastadi heininni i lopt upp. En er allir vildu henda, f)a skiplusk })eir sva vio at
hverr bra ljanum & hals ¢oram.

Odbinn sotti til nattstadar til jctuns Jsess er Baugi hét, bréoir Suttungs. Baugi kallaoi ilt
ijjarhald sitt ok sagdi at Jjraelar hans niu h¢fou drepizk, en taldiz eigi vita sér van verk-
manna. En Odinn nefndisk fyrir honum Bglverkr. Hann baud at taka upp niu manna
verk fyrir Bauga, en malir sér til kaups einn drykk af Suttunga mibi. Baugi kvazk
enskis rad eiga af miéinum, sagoi at Suttungr vildi einn hafa, en fara kvezk hann mundu
me6 Bglverki of freista af Jjeir fengi mj¢6inn. Bglverkr vann um sumarit niu mannsverk
fyrir Bauga, en at vetri beiddisk hann Bauga leigu sinnar. i> fara }jeir baoir til Suttungs.
Baugi segir Suttungi bré6ur sinum kaup Jieira Bg¢lverks, en Suttungr synjar {jverlega
hvers dropa af midinum. >4 melir B¢lverkr til Bauga at Jjeir skyldu freista véla nokk-
vorra ef Jjeir megi nd miéinum, en Baugi leaetr Jrat vel vera. i>a dregr B¢lverkr fra nafar
Jiann er Rati heitir ok malir at Baugi skal bora bjargit ef nafarinn bitr. Hann gerir sva.
i>4 segir Baugi at gcgnum er borat bjargit, en Bclverkr blaess i nafars raufina, ok hrjota
speenimir upp i méti honum. >4 fann hann at Baugi vildi svikja hann ok bad bora
gcgnum bjargit. Baugi boradi enn. En er Belverkr blés annat sinn, i>a fuku inn spceninir.
M brask Bglverkr i orms liki ok skreid i nafars raufina, en Baugi stakk eptir honum
nafrinum ok misti hans. For Bglverkr J)ar til sem Gunnlgd var ok Ia hja henni Jirjar natr,
ok Ipé lofadi hon honum at drekka af mig6inum |srj& drykki. | inum fyrsta drykk drakk
han allt 6r Odreri, en i ¢dram 6r Boon, i inum Jjridia 6r Son ok haféi hann ]sa alian
mjcdinn. I>brask hann i amaham ok flaug sem akafast. En er Suttungr sa flug amarins,
tok hann sér amaham ok flaug eptir honum. En er /sir s& hvar O6inn flaug ]sa settu
Jieir Gt i garéinn ker sin, en er O6inn kom inn of Asgaro, J)a spytti hann upp midinum i
kerin, en honum var >4 sva nar komit at Suttungr mundi na honum at'hann sendi aptr
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We hear about Kvasir again in Gylf50 where he is one of the ¢Esir who
come to Loki’s house in order to catch Baldr’s radbani ‘contriver of
death’:

And when the ¢Esir came to the house, the first one, who was the
cleverest of all the iEsir, and whose name was Kvasir, went in.
And when he saw the burned remnants of the net on the fire, he
figured out that it might well be used to catch fish with, and he
told the jEsir this.44 (Faulkes 1987, 51)

In Einarr skalaglamm’s Vellekla 1 (Finnur Jonsson 1908-15 B 1, 177),
Kvasir’s name is the determinant in a kenning for poetry, Kvasis dreyri
‘Kvasir’s blood’.

There are other possible allusions to the myth about the mead, the
most important of which is Havm 13-14:

13 The heron of forgetfulness hovers over the ale-drinking;
he steals men’s wit;
with the feathers of this bird | was fettered
in the court of Gunnlod.

14 Drunk I was, | was more than drunk
at wise Fialar’s,
that’s the best sort of ale-drinking when afterwards
every man gets his mind back again4s. (Larrington 1996, 16)

suman mjgéinn, ok var |)ess ekki gsett. Haf6i Jjat hverr er vildi, ok kgllum ver Jat
skaldfifla hlut. En Suttunga mjgS gaf OSinn Asunum ok jjeim mgnnum er yrkja kunnu.
I kgllum ver skaldskapinn feng 06ins ok fund ok drykk hans ok gjgf hans ok drykk
Asanna. (Faulkes 1998,1, 3-5)

4 En er sesir komu til hussins, Jja gekk sa fyrst inn er allra var vitrastr, er Kvasir heitir.
Ok er hann sa a eldinum fglskann er netit haf8i brannit Jaa skil5i hann at [jat mundi vael
vera til at take fiska, ok sag6i Asunum. (Faulkes 2005, 48)

45

13 Ominnis hegri heitir,
sa er yfir glSrom Jjrumir,
hann stelr ge8i guma;
{ess fugls figQrom
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Finally, Kvasir appears also, as we saw in the previous section, in Yng
4.

As with the discussion of Mimir, we will also briefly examine the
name Kvasir. One among several possibilities is the etymology that
belongs to the same semantic field as modern Danish kvase ‘to crush,
squash, squelch” (AEW: 336), which can refer to pressing or crashing,
as in the preparation of intoxicating drink, and in accordance with the
myths, one can see Kvasir as a personification of intoxicating drink.
This understanding is supported by the comparisons that Dumézil has
made with Indian material, in which we find a figure, ‘Mada’, who is
the personification of drunkenness and just like Kvasir is an important
element in the peace agreement between the representatives of the first
and second functions on the one hand and representatives of the third
function on the other (Dumézil 1959, 32-7).46 The etymological argu-
ment is not assured, so it will not play any further part in the following
analysis and discussion.

Some viewpointsfrom the history ofresearch

The myth-complex about Kvasir and the mead of knowledge has an
important place in the history of research, which will only be dealt with

ec figtradr varc
i gardi Gunnladar.

14 Qlr ec varo,

var6 ofrglvi

at ins froda Fialars;

(Dv er glor baztr,

at aptr uf heimtir

hverr sitt ged gumi.

(NK 1962, 19)
461t is difficult to determine whether the word can be connected to the Russian kvas,
which means saurliches Getrank ‘sour drink’ (Vasmer 1950-8) and could thus be in
semantic accord with Kvasir, as a personification of the mead, although kvas is not a
very potent intoxicant. However, it is an open question whether or not the Russian and
Scandinavian words are Indo-European cognates or whether the Russian word is a loan
from Norse; if the latter, it could not have taken place before the Viking era (cf. Sten-
der-Petersen 1927, 83-4).
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summarily here.47 Three contributions from the 1970s, which have been
concerned with this myth-complex to a greater or lesser extent, will be
briefly mentioned, because each of them contains observations of value
for this investigation. These are an article by E. M. Meletinskij, a dis-
sertation by R. Doht inspired by Otto Hofler and, finally, a book by the
French Scandinavianist P. Renauld-Krantz.

Meletinskij’s article ‘Scandinavian Mythology as a System’ from
1973 is one of the earliest contributions to research on Scandinavian
mythology to be influenced by structuralism, and as such it is interest-
ing, but at the same time it is especially difficult to work with, partly
because of the almost complete lack of references and partly because it
lacks precision and includes much incorrect information about the con-
tent of the sources. Meletinskij’s understanding of the myth about Kva-
sir and the theft of the mead of wisdom (which only occupies a limited
part of the article) is that the myth, as told by Snorri, actually contains
three different ‘plots’, which

... become one by virtue of the fact that the mead from the spittle
of the gods is treated only as the spirit of the mead which has yet
to be killed and transformed into food (although the very name
Kvasir undoubtedly points to the fact that originally what was
meant was a drink, which then was anthropomorphized, similar
to Hindu soma), which the dwarfs do in fact carry out. Dwarfs in
Scandinavian mythology are usually shown as demiurges, as
wondrous master-craftmen (they make various ‘treasures of the
Aesir’). (1973, 11, 67)

Meletinskij tries to place the myth of the theft of the mead in a larger
mythological context and brings in, among other things, the myths
about OSinn’s self-hanging and Mimir because, he says (1973, I, 72):

47 There has been a tendency to ‘dissect’ the myth to completely incoherent parts in
order to trace its presumed historical development. Examples are Schneider 1936, Olrik
1925, and later researchers such as Doht (1974 231-4). Some, for example Mogk 1923
and Frank 1981, go even further and attribute to Snorri a considerable part in the crea-
tion of the individual elements. Some of these suggestions will be considered below in
the interpretation of the myth.
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In this way, the sacred mead creates a vast semantic field, in
which the mead on one level appears as a drink, revivifying one’s
forces and arousing inspiration, while on the other level it is a
symbol of wisdom and poetry. Wisdom itself appears sometimes
as a personal trait, at others as a kind of reserve of sacral infor-
mation including mythological secret knowledge proper and
magic incantations. It is for this reason that wisdom is symbol-
ized by the mead drink and source or by a wise and living human
being (Kvasir) or by the lifeless head of a wise man (Mimir).
Correspondingly what is distinguished in the plots is the acquisi-
tion of wisdom, magic runes, sacred mead as a personal attribute
or as a certain range of sacred information. The origin of the sa-
cred mead is also distinguished - its acquisition by the commune
of the Aesir, the shaman’s receiving it for himself as a result of
his elect status and painful consecration (in a series of variants),
and the receiving of the mead after the completion of what is in
principle a repetition of the ritual, generally the ritual drinking of
the mead or beer at the feast.

There is no doubt that Meletinskij is here speaking about something
essential in connection with the acquisition of knowledge in general in
Scandinavian mythology, and that he gives us a superficial glimpse of
the larger connection in which some of the myths in which 06inn ob-
tains knowledge are involved. Unfortunately, it is limited to the un-
elaborated hint that the mead in the myth may have two functions, each
on its own level, to be a source of wisdom on the one hand and a life-
giving force on the other, although, as Meletinskij observes immedi-
ately afterwards, the immortality-function in the mythology is taken
care of by I5unn’s apples (1973, I, 75-7). He succeeds, however, in
arguing convincingly for a connection between the myths about the
theft of the mead and the theft of ISunn’s apples and the structural simi-
larities between the two complexes, whereas he does not succeed in
explaining an ‘immortality-function’ in the Kvasir myth itself. In addi-
tion, Meletinskij observes that the myth is etiological in the sense that it
explains why it is 06inn who is the owner of the mead, precisely be-
cause he occupies the role as a culture hero.

While | concur with the main thrust of Meletinskij’s interpretation
of the myth, it is important to be aware that his interpretation does not
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include all the essential elements either of the myth itself about Kvasir
and the mead ofwisdom, or of other relevant myth-complexes. Besides,
his article is to some degree influenced by a traditional ‘developmental’
way of thinking in which one tries to account for ‘original’ versions,
which is a quite different perspective from the one that is the basis for
this book, although in fairness it must be said that these attempts only
play a subordinate role in a structuralist-inspired comprehensive view
(cf. Meletinskij 1976, 98-101).

A more detailed analysis is produced by Renauld-Krantz in his
Structures de la Mythologie Nordique from 1972, which in several re-
spects has points in common with Meletinskij and consequently also
with the viewpoints in the present study. Renauld-Krantz is inspired by
Dumézil, but also by scholars such as Eliade and the psychologist
Bachelard (1972, 8-10) who have influenced his interpretation, includ-
ing his use ofthe concept of ‘archetype’, evidently related to Jung’s use
of the term, although this is not said directly (eg. 1972, 8), and other
terms taken from depth psychology. The phenomenology of religion
likewise plays a considerable part, and Renauld-Krantz follows Eliade
in his - often too uncritical - use of the term and of the concept of sha-
manism (e.g. 1972, 83, cf. Schjodt 2001). But in spite of these differ-
ences between his and my approach, there are also important points of
contact. The most important of these appear in the chapters that deal
with Odinn as a magician (1972, 66-101). Renauld-Krantz shows how
the two most important versions of the myth (in Skm and Havm) can be
seen without difficulty as mutually confirmatory and complementary
(1972, 72-6), and that only the Baugi-episode should be considered
‘spurious’ (1972, 70). He further sees a connection between the liquid
elements and femininity: ‘Le liquide est d’essence feminine’ ‘liquid is
the essence of the feminine’ (1972, 74), and alcoholic drinks are espe-
cially closely connected to women’s erotic powers. He states directly
that O6inn’s acquisition of the intoxicating drink is equivalent to the act
of lovemaking without, however, this being analytically clarified fur-
ther; but that the two acts are interdependent will become evident be-
low.

It is furthermore significant that Renauld-Krantz invokes the phe-
nomenon of initiation with its widespread use of the symbolism of
death and rebirth in connection with this myth. He observes that the
water of life is a symbol of spiritual regeneration (1972, 75 and 82) that
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is taken from Mother Earth and brought to the surface. That it is pre-
cisely a question of spiritual regeneration is important, because the
myth has also been interpreted as a reminiscence of an actual fertility
ritual, for which, as we will see below, there is little evidence. Finally,
Renauld-Krantz emphasises that the functions of the liquid as water of
life and as a drink of knowledge cannot be separated.

A very carefully worked out exposition of the myth of Kvasir and
the theft of the mead as well as of the complex surrounding intoxicating
drinks in general in Scandinavian and Germanic mythology is Renate
Doht’s dissertation of 1974, Der Rauschtrank im germanischen Mythos.
Doht’s main conclusion has to do with the relationship between the
different kinds of liquid and the functions they may have had. And es-
pecially in that connection lies the basis for criticism of her often exag-
gerated and apparently quite unreflecting use of the phenomenology of
religion as an answer-book. She pursues two different motifs in connec-
tion with the liquid. On the one hand, she sees it as conclusive that the
drink is connected with magic, intoxication and ecstasy, elements be-
longing to the semantic field that we can call ‘knowledge’ or intellectu-
ality or numinous power. On the other hand, she makes much of show-
ing that the ‘liquid’ element, which she claims to be a universal fertility
symbol, played a considerable role in fertility cult and therefore belongs
to the semantic field of physical fertility (1974, 34-5).4XIt is presuma-
bly correct that both of these aspects of the liquid are present in the
complex, but whereas the two aspects are understood as fundamental in
this book, Doht places them in originally different complexes which
were blended together only in a later phase,fa view also found in Me-
letinskij. In conclusion she says (1974, 231):

48 Moreover, it is quite strange that Doht (1974, 227) sees the quality ‘moist” in connec-
tion with symbolism about rain and semen virile (cf. also Fleck 1971, I, 403-11) in
contrast to Renauld-Krantz, who links the element to the feminine, a detail that indi-
cates how insecure it is to attempt to interpret the symbolic content of individual ele-
ments in a myth.

49 The closest that Doht comes to a semantic connection is on p. 150 where we read (as
a general phenomenological ‘statement’): ‘Das Lebenswasser, wie das Wasser Uber-
haupt, teilt hoheres Wissen mit, weil es mit dem Lebens- und Erkenntnisbaum verbun-
den ist, oder weil es von den Goéttern stammt, aber auch, weil es aus der Unterwelt
hervorsprudelt und die Toten nicht nur ewiges Leben, sondern auch Erkenntniss und
Weisheit besitzen’. “The water of life, like water in general, imparts a higher knowledge
since it is connected to the tree of life and the tree of knowledge, or since it originates
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Zusammenfassend mdchte ich sagen: mir scheint die Geschichte
vom Raub des Dichtermets, so wie sie die Germanen aufgezeich-
net haben, aus der Kombination zweier verschiedener Mythen
entstanden: a) dem altererbten indogermanischen Mythos vom
Raub des Géttentrankes durch ein Raubvogel, b) einem Mythos
von der gefahrvollen Henseitsreise zu einer gottlichen Frau, die
den ambivalenten Lebens- und Todestrank htet und die sich mit
der Initianden - als solchen miisste man dann den Eindringling
wohl auffassen - in einer Heiligen Hochzeit verbindet un ihm
von dem heiligen Trank darbietet.

In summing up, | can say: it seems to me that the story of the
theft of the poetic mead, such as the Germanic peoples have re-
corded it, originated from the combination of two distinct myths:
a) the ancient inherited Indo-Germanic myth of the theft of the
gods’ drink by a bird of prey, b) a myth about the dangerous
journey to the other world to a divine woman who guarded the
ambivalent drink of life and death, and who unites herself with
the initiand - as such one could probably construe the intruder -
in a sacred wedding and offers him the holy drink.

Doht also touches in several other places on the role of intoxicating
drink in initiation, but the closest she comes to a definition of this rela-
tionship is in the following quotation, which she borrowed in part from
Glntert (1974, 100):

Der Trank is durchaus ambivalent zu verstehen: ‘Der Held muss
als Mensch sterben, wenn er als “Unsterblicher” leben will: der
Eingang zur ewigen Jugend fiihrt nur durch die Pforten des irdi-
schen Todes’ (Glintert 1919: 163)-das Geheimnis jeder Initiati-
on.

The drink is to be understood as thoroughly ambivalent: “The
hero must die as a human being, if he wants to live as “immor-

from the gods, but also because it springs from the underworld and endows the dead,
not only with everlasting life, but also possesses knowledge and wisdom’. Doht does
not make anything else out of this connection and does not acknowledge an original
unity in the mead-complex in the Germanic tradition.
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tal”: the entrance to eternal youth leads only through the gates of
earthly death’ (Giintert 1919, 163) - the secret of every initiation.

These are big words - probably too big; but the drink is here seen both
as a drink of life and a drink of death in connection with the initiation
complex (1974, 228).8LThis life function, it is argued, is not the crux of
the matter in the Germanic domain as it is in India and the Orient,
rather the knowledge-function is seen as of greater importance (1974,
156 and 233). | disagree with several of Doht’s arguments, but her
work encompasses a wealth of functions that ‘the sacred liquid’ has in
many cultures. The most serious criticism of it is that it does not man-
age to place the myth in a wider context within Scandinavian religion.8

Analysis

The Havm stanzas contain a couple of problems of a textual kind that
are important from the perspective of the study of the history of relig-
ions and for the connection to Snorri’s version. It is evident that there
are differences between the two versions, primarily because each text
contains themes that are not found in the other, which may partly be
due to a generic difference between them. 2 Snorri narrates the whole of

5 Initiation is mentioned in several places, for example pp. 18, 100, 122, 129 and 142.
5L A later contribution focussing on the problematic status of the mead of knowledge is
Drobin 1991 which we have touched upon earlier. There are certainly many valuable
observations here, but only a few that are of value for the present study. This is due
partly to the fact that the goal that is pursued is the matter of the role of the mead in the
symbolism of sacrifice, but not its role as an object of knowledge, and partly that the
article, in order to reach the desired result, makes use of interpretations for which there
are hardly any supporting examples, such as the claim about OSinn’s identification with
the mead itself (1991, 116-17).

B Cf. Meulengracht SOrensen 1991a, 223 on the Havm version: ‘Myten kan ikke forstas
alene pa grundlag af disse strofer. De forudsaetter altsa, at den pa forhand er bekendt.
Det synes heller ikke at vére Hdvamal-passagens vigtigste formal at fortaslle myten.
Strofeme star som en del af et sterre afsnit, der handler om livets usikkerhed og isaer
om kvinder og maends falskhed i erotiske forhold. Den fragmentarisk f