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Abstract 

 

Video games are a growing medium brimming with rich digital realms that promise to 

engage the player in immersive storylines and environments. These worlds, 

denominated as “fictional worlds,” sometimes feature the Vikings, the Viking Age 

and/or Norse myth by means of oversimplified representations, many of which are 

prevalent in popular culture and other forms of mass entertainment.  

In the last few years indie developers have made an attempt at creating video 

games that hold true to the cultural and historical memory of the Viking Age, doing so 

by adapting mythological material into the game’s fictional world while keeping in 

mind a backdrop of known elements commonly mediated by popular culture and 

recognizable by the audience as inherently “Viking.” This study defines a “Viking Age 

Proto-Fictional Universe” that contains these recognizable elements by analyzing a 

survey conducted on 755 participants. In addition, this thesis applies the results of the 

survey and takes a close look through adaptation and remediation studies at two indie 

games; Stoic’s The Banner Saga (2014) and Thunder Lotus Game’s Jotun (2015) in 

order to identify how this new medium is capable of remediating the past and re-

contextualize The Prose Edda in an interactive medium.  

 

Ágrip 

 

Tölvuleikir njótandi vaxandi útbreiðslu sem miðill fyrir fjölbreyttan efnivið í stafrænu 

formi og bjóða leikendum sínum upp á aðlaðandi sögur og umhverfi. Í „skálduðum 

heimum“ þeirra má stundum rekast á víkinga, víkingatímann og/eða á verur úr norrænni 

goðafræði. Reyndar er birtingarmynd þeirra gjarnan ofureinfölduð og byggir á ríkjandi 

staðalmyndum úr alþjóðlegri afþreyingarmenningu. 

 Á allra síðustu árum hafa sjálfstæðir tölvuleikjahönnuðir reynt að skapa leiki þar 

sem lögð er áhersla á að sýna sögu og menningu víkingatímans meiri tryggð. Það hafa 

þeir gert með því að laga efnivið úr goðafræðinni að skálduðum heimi leiksins, um leið 

og höfðað er til sameiginlegrar þekkingar almennings á menningu víkingatímans. Í 

þessari ritgerð er leitast við að skilgreina „skáldað heimslíki víkingatímans“ með því að 

greina könnun sem gerð var meðal 755 þátttakenda. Að auki er fjallað um tvo leiki út 

frá könnuninni með hliðsjón af aðlögunar- og endurmiðlunarfræðum. Þetta eru The 

Banner Saga (2014) frá framleiðandum Stoic og Jotun (2015) frá Thunder Lotus 



Games. Spurt er hvernig fortíðinni er miðlað upp á nýtt og efni úr Eddu Snorra 

Sturlusonar sett í nýtt samhengi í nýjum og gagnvirkum miðli.  
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1. Introduction 
 

In the opening scene of Silicon Knight's Too Human Hermond enters Helheim in the 

name of the Aesir, a race of genetically and technologically enhanced people who are 

worshipped by humans as gods.1 As he breaks into the hall of Hel with a group of 

companions, Hermond proceeds directly to a man who appears to be hanging 

unconscious from a machine. Hermond takes him and says "withdraw; we have what we 

need." However, Hel unleashes a beast upon the intruders who fight it with heavy 

artillery and advanced technology. Unable to stop them, Hel declares war on the Aesir.2  

For the unsuspecting gamer, this might seem like a convoluted episode, a 

prelude to what is yet to come. However, for the learned one, the references are quite 

clear; the unconscious man is Baldr, and instead of bargaining for his life as it is told in 

“Gylfaginning”, Hermond (or Hermóðr in Old Norse) takes Baldr from the underworld 

by force and manages to free him from death.3       

This adaptation of Norse myth is noteworthy not only because it is a 

combination of mythology and science fiction, but also because it is one of the few 

video games that reference the medieval written sources directly. These stories written 

in 13th century Iceland represent the canonical corpus of Norse mythology and survive 

in verse form in The Elder Edda and as prose in The Prose Edda.  

When adapted into video games, these tales are more likely to be removed from 

their cultural context and mediated within a world of fantasy and magic, or as evidenced 

by Too Human, science fiction. Nonetheless, it is much more common to see video 

games that claim to be "inspired by" the world of the Vikings without dwelling in Norse 

myth, but these productions are usually only loosely based on historical fact, and 

instead, they present the player with clichés and tropes that are abundant in popular 

culture.  

Norse myth and the concept of the "Vikings" do overlap on some occasions, but 

it is questionable if these intersections are meaningful as adaptations of the medieval 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Too Human, (Redmond, WA: Microsoft Game Studios, 2008) 
2 When referencing the names of characters, places or items in video games that are clearly derived from 2 When referencing the names of characters, places or items in video games that are clearly derived from 
words in Old Norse, I spell them as the author of the game intended them. However, when alluding to 
Old Norse words under any other context I will use the nominative form of the word. 
3 Snorri Sturluson, Edda, trans., Anthony Faulkes (London: Everyman’s Library, 1987), 48-51. (All 
English quotes from The Prose Edda will come from this text. Hereafter it will be cited as Edda when 
referenced in footnotes, and by page number when side-by-side with Old Norse in block quotes.) 



	  

	  

2	  

Icelandic material or just combinations pragmatically chosen to satisfy the video game's 

aesthetic goals.  

Thus, the question is; is it possible to make adaptations out of these canonical 

texts that will fit into a context where their place in the Viking Age is honoured through 

a medium that subordinates storytelling to problem solving?4 This thesis intends to 

answer just that by arguing for the adaptation of myth and the remediation of a "Viking 

Age theme" into the video game's fictional worlds. In addition, because elements of 

popular culture are so prevalent in all games that claim to be inspired by the Viking 

Age, this project will also determine what the "Viking Age theme" is and how it relates 

to the audience's expectations. 

These determinations will be accomplished by analysing the results of a survey 

conducted exclusively for this thesis and two case studies, Stoic's The Banner Saga and 

Thunder Lotus Games', Jotun.5 Additionally, this thesis aspires to bring the orthodox 

study of Old Norse themes and their remediation in popular culture into a meaningful 

dialogue. There is an abysmal gap between academic research and what the general 

public is learning through popular culture, and in today's technologically literate society 

where we are more connected than ever before in human history, there is no need for 

this to be the case. This work, beyond the exploration of my main question, will serve 

as a starting point for academics that are interested in interactive media and 

professionals or students of the digital arts who want to explore the wonderful world of 

the Vikings for their creative projects. 

1.1 The Memory of the Viking Age  
 
The fascination popular culture has for the Viking Age has been shaped by the 

adaptation of historical evidence and cultural content for the last two hundred years.6 

However, because the Icelandic medieval sources are tightly associated with the 

national identity of Scandinavian and Germanic nations, a clear distinction between 

cultural, historical and popular Viking Age needs to be made. In this respect, Jan 

Assmann's ideas of communicative and cultural memory are a good metaphor to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Linda Hutcheon and Siobhan O’Flynn, A Theory of Adaptation, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2012), 
10.  
5 The Banner Saga (Austin, TX: Versus Evil, 2014), Jotun (Montreal: Thunder Lotus Games, 2015)  
6 Carl O. Cederlund, “The Modern Myth of the Viking,” Journal of Maritime Archeology 6 (October 
2011): 5-6, http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11457-011-9079-0/fulltext.html 



	  

	  

3	  

illustrate a possible way to understand the dynamic relationship between the late 

medieval sources, and what is being remediated under the “Viking” label today.  

 According to J. Assmann, collective memory can be divided into communicative 

and cultural memory. Communicative memory refers to communications occurring in 

the immediate interaction of three generations, whereas cultural memory transcends 

time and is expressed in symbols. These signs can be “transferred from one situation to 

another and transmitted from one generation to another.” 7 In this way, artefacts, 

objects, monuments and places that do not have a memory attached to them become 

metonyms in the sense that they remind us of these cultural symbols.8 

Moreover, according to J. Assmann, cultural objects need to be differentiated 

from historical documents and overall knowledge about the past because national 

identity derives from the emotional investment people bestow upon cultural memory, 

whereas knowledge is just information about the past without any emotional affinity.9 

Thus, the cultural Viking Age refers to how we remember this time period 

vicariously through the texts of medieval Icelanders, and the 19th century Romantic 

Movement. These texts that were written as remembrances of the heroic past, or with 

the underlying intention of keeping memories from being forgotten, are the cultural 

source material of our contemporary ideas of the Viking Age. The historical Viking Age 

encompasses all known dates and documentation, in addition to archaeological 

evidence. And finally, the popular Viking Age is related to communicative memory, in 

the sense that it is comprised mostly by remediation and adaptations that either 

reference very specific canonical texts from the cultural Viking Age, historical facts 

from the historical Viking Age or self-referential works that have been produced in the 

last 80 years.10   

1.2 The Video Game Medium. 
 
The medium of video games is as recent as the 1970’s, when the first arcade games 

were launched into the market alongside the first home console. However, it wasn’t 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Jan Assmann, “Communicative and Cultural Memory,” in Cultural Memory Studies. An 
Interdisciplinary and International Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning in collaboration with 
Sarah B. Young (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 111. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid., 113. 
10 It is important to highlight that this discussion is only trying to breakdown the Viking Age into 
workable categories rather that to claim anything else beyond that. However, it seems to me that there are 
dynamics at play surrounding this topic that seem promising for further research. 
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until the mid-1980’s, with the release of the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES, 

1985) that the video game industry as we know it today began to take shape.11 

Currently, video games have grown to become one of the largest industries in 

the world of entertainment. In the Unites States alone 36% of the entire population 

played video games in 2014,12 with the average gamer being 35 years old and the 

population being nearly a 1:1 male/female ratio.13 Moreover, the 2014 Global Games 

Market Report estimates that the international market is projected to keep on growing.14  

Video games are bound to keep expanding their audience and their content, 

making them an important mediator that reaches a considerable part of the population. 

Therefore, it is imperative to give video games the scholarly attention they deserve 

because labelling them as “just games”, with all the dismissive negative connotations 

that this implies is no longer admissible. Video games have demonstrated their worth as 

an industry, as a field of study and an emerging medium. 

Moreover, video games are unique mediums because they are interactive. Unlike 

books, where the reader can interact with the physical object, but not the content,15 and 

film, where the audience watches passively being unable to interact with either, video 

games allow the player to take active part not just in the form of physical contact (by 

using a controller, for example) but also by direct interaction with the content.  

This unique feature of video games is called “gameplay” and it refers to the 

degree of interactivity that the video game allows; how the player interacts with the 

videogame environment and how the video game environment interacts with the 

player.16  

Gameplay is better explained in terms of normative rules and performative 

mechanics, where the rules are programmed into the game’s code and makeup for the 

structure of the digital world, dictating what is possible and what is not. Mechanics 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Mark Wolf, The Videogame Explosion: a History from Pong to Playstation and Beyond (Wesport: 
Greenwood Press, 2008), xviii-xxi. 
12 “Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry. Sales, Demographics and Usage data, 
2015,” Entertainment Software Association, accessed May 16th, 2016, http://www.theesa.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/04/ESA-Essential-Facts-2015.pdf 
13 Robert Schlesinger, “The 2015 U.S. and World Populations,” U.S. News, December 31st, 2014, 
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/blogs/robert-schlesinger/2014/12/31/us-population-2015-320-million-
and-world-population-72-billion According to the United Stated Census Bureau the estimate population 
for 2014 was 320 million. 
14 “Global Report: US and China take half of $113bn games market in 2018,” Newzoo, May18, 2015, 
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/us-and-china-take-half-of-113bn-games-market-in-2018/ 
15 It is arguable that readers interact with a book’s content in a cognitive level. 
16 Jesper Juul, “Gameplay,” Half-Real: A Dictionary of Video Game Theory, http://www.half-
real.net/dictionary/#game.  
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refers to the various options the videogame world offers the player to help her achieve 

the game’s goals.17  

However, even though gameplay is the principal characteristic of video games, 

these rules and mechanics are executed in digital environments that are as diverse as 

there are video games in the market. These environments are referred to as “fictional 

worlds.”18 The idea of fictional worlds in video games comes from the Possible Worlds 

theory applicable to literary fiction as described by Thomas Pavel, Lubomír Doležel and 

Umberto Eco, and has been explored more recently by Marie-Laure Ryan and Henry 

Jenkins in relation to video games and other types of mass entertainment.19 

According to Pavel, in order for the reader to become immersed in a text’s 

literary world, she has to adopt a specific ontological perspective proposed by the text 

itself, therefore creating an autonomous world based on the text’s fiction that is not 

necessarily connected to the “real world.”20 Consequently, the world projected in a 

videogame is independent to our “real world” in the sense that the player would not 

expect to leave her house and suddenly be attacked by a monster she encountered in a 

videogame five minutes before.  

However, because no literary work or film or videogame is capable of showing 

everything that could possibly exist in the fictional word, it is said that fictional worlds 

are incomplete. According to Ryan, this incompleteness is partly resolved by the 

“principle of minimal departure,” which states that when a fiction invites the audience 

to imagine parts of a fictional world that are not specified, this information is gathered 

from our perception of the real world.21 Therefore, when a fictional world is presented 

to the player, she has the liberty to imagine the rest of the world as she pleases, so that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Michiel Sicart, “Defining Game Mechanics,” Game Studies 8, no. 2 (December 2008), 
http://gamestudies.org/0802/articles/sicart. I will go into these concepts in the chapter dedicated to 
gameplay. 
18 Jesper Juul, “Fictional world,” Half-Real: A Dictionary of Video Game Theory, http://www.half-
real.net/dictionary/#game.  
19 For more on Fictional Worlds see: Lubomír Doležel, “Mimesis and Possible Worlds,” Poetics Today 9 
(1988): 475-96, Umberto Eco, “Open” in The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 46-106 and Thomas Pavel, “Fictional Worlds and the 
Enomy of the Imaginary,” In Possible Worlds in Humanities, Arts and Sciences, ed. Allén Sture (Boston: 
De Gruyter, 1988), 250-259. 
20 Thomas Pavel, “Possible Worlds in Literary Semantics,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 34 
(1975): 165-76, quoted in Marie-Laure Ryan, “Possible Worlds,” From The living handbook of 
Narratology. September 27th, 2013, http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/possible-worlds#Pavel1975) 
21 Marie-Laure Ryan, Possible Worlds, Artificial intelligence and Narrative Theory, (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1991), 48-60 as quoted in Marie-Laure Ryan, “Possible Worlds,” From The 
living handbook of Narratology.  
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she can create imaginary extensions of events, or even of the physicality of the world 

itself, that are just as real in her mind as the rest of the videogame’s fictional world.22 

In video games, fictional worlds are projected to the player via different ways 

such as graphics, sound, text and even paratextual elements like advertising and game 

manuals.23 For the purpose of this thesis I have classified these “modes of engagement” 

in three broad categories: narrative, environment and gameplay.24 The thesis is 

subdivided accordingly so that each section will discuss different aspects of how video 

games break down medieval and modern sources to later reconstruct and adapt them 

specifically for each mode. 

It is the video game’s design team, their will and imagination that create 

fictional worlds. However, some videogame designers choose to be inspired by looking 

into World Literature or history. Such is the case with Dante’s Inferno, an adaptation of 

Dante Alighieri’s Inferno and the videogame series Assassins Creed that is set in 

different historical time frames and locations.25 In that sense, video games that 

remediate the past offer the audience ways to experience and immerse themselves in 

narratives by vicarious representations of World Literature and history. At the same 

time, this appropriated imaginative material is compromised by a highly 

commercialized medium, where history (or myth) is broken down into smaller pieces 

and then rebuilt around the economic and technical needs, in addition to the creative 

criteria, of developers and publishers of the videogame industry.26  

 

1.2.1  AAA-games 

Video games can be large projects with big budgets that require a number of highly 

trained individuals to combine their various skills into production. These large projects 

with high production costs are called AAA-games (triple-A games) and are generally 

marketed and manufactured by big publishers, such as Electronic Arts, Ubisoft, 

Microsoft Studios, Sony Entertainment, Nintendo, Activision, etc. These publishers 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 For more on the subject on Possible World Theory applied to video games see: Jan Van Looy, “Virtual 
Recentering: Computer Games and Possible Worlds Theory,” Image & Narrative; Online Magazine of 
the Visual Narrative 12 (August 2005), 
http://www.imageandnarrative.be/inarchive/tulseluper/vanlooy.htm 
23 Jesper Juul, Half-real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds, (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2005) Kindle Edition, loc 1178. 
24 These modes of engagement also are transposable with Linda Hutcheon’s concept. See Hutcheon, “A 
Theory of Adaptation,” 10. 
25 Dante’s Inferno (Redwood City, CA: Electronic Arts, 2010), Asassin’s Creed (Rennes: Ubisoft, 2007-). 
26 Sun-ha Hong, “When Life Mattered: The Politics of the Real in Video Games’ Reappropriation of 
History, Myth, and Ritual”, Games and Culture 10, no.1 (2014): 2, doi: 10.1177/1555412014557542. 
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often finance the production of the games they release, but a smaller game studio (that 

may or may not be part of the publisher itself) develops the actual game. These are 

games like Assassin’s Creed and Call of Duty;27 they have very high production values 

and a giant budget for marketing. These video games are in competition with each other 

for the consumer’s money and attention, and their production is dependent on hardware, 

platform ownership, global economy, and competition from other publishers, among 

other factors.28  

 

1.2.2 Indie games 

When video game programmers for personal or creative reasons want to make their own 

video games detached from big corporations, they generally become independent 

producers and create their own “indie” video game studio. In the world of video games, 

“indie” games are considered to be “independent” in the sense that they are not part of 

the “mainstream” model of production that is driven by popularity and profit.29 In 

contrast with AAA titles, indie games have smaller developing teams and much smaller 

budgets, but the key difference between these two modes of game development is that 

indie games are (generally) created without the financial support of a big publisher and 

rely solely on digital distribution to reach the consumer.30 

  One of the most popular platforms for the purchase of indie games is Valve’s 

Steam, an online community that facilitates the acquisition and distribution of video 

games playable in Windows, Mac OS and Linux.31 In the past years, Steam has also 

become the most inclusive platform for new indie developers to distribute their games. 

As a consequence of this there is an overflow of videogame titles that are creating very 

steep competition in the indie videogame market, making it more problematic to finance 

indie productions.32   

   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Call of Duty (Santa Monica, CA: Activision, 2003- ) 
28 Simon Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca, Understanding Video Games: 
The Essencial Introduction, (New York: Routledge, 2008), 14. 
29 Nadav Lipkin, “Examining the Indie’s Independence: The Meaning of “Indie” Games, the Politics of 
Production, and Mainstream Co-optation,” Loading… The Journal of the Canadian Game Studies 
Association 7 no.11 (2013): 9-10, http://journals.sfu.ca/loading/index.php/loading/article/view/122/1499 
30 I have not found a formal definition for “indie game”, here I present my own. Also see Nadav Lipkin’s 
article. 
31 Steam. http://store.steampowered.com 
32 Erik Kain, “Nearly 37% of all Registered Steam Games have never been played,” Forbes, April 17th, 
2014, http://www.forbes.com/sites/erikkain/2014/04/17/nearly-37-of-all-registered-steam-games-have-
never-been-played/#7d427b954f85  
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 1.2.3 Crowd-funding  

In the last few years indie developers have resorted to crowd-funding, such as 

kickstarter.com, to finance their games. During the campaign, they ask people to sign-

up as “backers” by paying in advance a certain amount of money in exchange for the 

final product and other incentives. The result of this is that the potential consumers of 

an idea become active investors and participants in a developing project.33  

However, for an indie studio this resource has more advantages than just 

financial. Crowd-funding communities often get early access to the games they are 

backing, and are asked by the developers to give feedback on their testing experiences. 

Thus the studio receives valuable information about the game’s performance and 

reception before they officially launch the game. This relationship allows for a degree 

of co-creation between the indie studio and the backing community that is not desired 

by mainstream developers, but is embraced by crowd-funded games (arguably) for the 

sake of pleasing their backers who want to feel like they are involved in the game 

creation process.34  

This fact makes indie games fascinating as objects of study for research on 

reception. The participative nature of crowd funded videogame production presents an 

opportunity to look into video games that are not just designed and created by a handful 

of individuals, but that also are co-authored by consumers.35  

This characteristic offers certain advantages for a study such as this one for the 

following reasons: 1) The creative team of indie games is generally allowed greater 

creative input than teams working on mainstream games. Therefore it is easier to 

identify the creators as people emotionally invested in both the process and the product. 

2) Thanks to the nature of these games as crowdfunded projects I had access to 

interviews with the creators. These interviews are important for contextualizing the 

games as adaptations because they provide insights on why some editorial decisions 

were made.  

Both of the case studies I chose for this project are crowd funded indie games 

that have been quite successful since their launch. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Anthony Smith, “The backer–developer connection: Exploring crowdfunding’s influence on video 
game production,” New Media and Society 17, no. 2 (2014): 209-210, 
http://nms.sagepub.com/content/17/2/198.full 
34 Ibid., 204-205. 
35 Ibid. 
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1.3 The Case Studies  
 
Stoic’s 2012 campaign for The Banner Saga was wildly successful, managing to 

achieve 700% of their original goal. This 

allowed Stoic to make a trilogy of video 

games, instead of only one. 36 The popularity 

of the campaign is attributed to Stoic’s 

background – all three members are former 

employees of BioWare, a AAA developer.37  

The Banner Saga is divided into 

three “modes of interaction”; a “decision-making” narrative mode, the “caravan” 

strategy mode and the “turn-based strategy” combat mode.  

The narrative mode is where the story of the game is told through character 

dialogue, and the player is allowed to interact with the game by choosing between three 

options that might render different outcomes, ultimately affecting the development of 

the story.  

In the caravan mode the player assumes the role of the caravan leader and needs 

to make decisions that will affect the caravan’s populations, which is divided in “varl” 

classmen and fighters.38 The sum of fighters and varl are the caravan’s fighting forces. 

The classmen are non-fighting forces that still represent mouths to feed. The caravan’s 

supplies are gradually consumed everyday, depending on how large the population is. 

Once the supplies are depleted, the caravan’s population will start to die from 

starvation.39  

The combat mode also uses an element of strategy, but there is no storytelling 

involved, and no extraordinary expression of the Viking Age in this mode of the game.

  

Thunder Lotus Game’s 2014 campaign for Jotun was much more humble than 

The Banner Saga, but they also made it well past their goal. 40 However, unlike the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Stoic, “The Banner Saga,” Kickstarter, April 29th 2016, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/stoic/the-
banner-saga?ref=nav_search 
37 For more about The Banner’s Saga Kickstarter campaign see Alex Thomas, “Developing a Kickstarter-
funded game: a look from inside,” Gamasutra, March 4th, 2013, 
http://www.gamasutra.com/blogs/AlexThomas/20130304/187768/Developing_a_Kickstarterfunded_gam
e_a_look_from_inside.php 
38 I define the term “varl” further on. 
39 There is also morale, which represents the caravan’s determination in the face of hardship. Morale is 
affected by quests, story events, traveling, camping, battle outcomes and starvation. 
40 William Dubé, “Jotun” Kickstarter, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/682108903/jotun/description 

Figure	  1:	  The	  Banner	  Saga's	  cover	  picture	  for	  
their	  Kickstarter	  campaign. 
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“high profile” background of Stoic’s developers, the creative director of Jotun, William 

Dubé, who is the owner of the campaign, had just quit his job as a mobile game 

designer to launch this project with some friends. 

The premise of Jotun is quite simple; the player plays as Thora, a Viking woman 

who drowned in a storm and now has to prove 

herself worthy of entering Valhalla. In order to 

“impress the Gods” and earn her place, Thora 

must find magical runes and defeat the Jotuns, 

who are powerful giants.  

As far as my knowledge goes, Jotun 

used an English translation of The Prose Edda 

and The Elder Edda for their references. I was 

unable to find information about where the 

references in The Banner Saga come from, but the game´s artist, Arnie Jorgensen is of 

Danish descent and he does mention listening to these stories when he was a child. 

Thus, it is quite possible that the in-game references come from his experience.41  

At the time this thesis is being written Stoic has only released the first part of 

The Banner Saga, for this reason it will only be discussed as a point of contras to Jotun. 

The decision to examine The Banner Saga was made on the basis that it is the only 

other game on the market that is similar to Jotun in that they are both indie-

crowdfunded games, they are both marketed as being Viking themed and they both 

reference the Norse myths. Additionally, they manage to do this very differently; Jotun 

uses direct references to Norse mythical cosmology as the architecture of its fictional 

world, whereas The Banner Saga integrates the material indirectly into the world’s 

lore.42  

 
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 GameReactorTV, The Banner Saga 2 – Stoic Interview, Youtube video, 15:36, April 19th, 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87fL_dJ_U5s 
42 As references for this study, I use interviews, Youtube videos, websites and wikis because they are the 
only means of verifiable information I can offer the reader without asking him or her to play the games. 
However, I have personally played both video games and can attest for the accuracy of these sources. 

Figure	  2:	  Jotun's	  cover	  picture	  for	  their	  
Kickstarter	  campaign. 
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1.4 The study of Video Games. 
 

1.4.1 Ludology vs Narrative 

When videogame studies were just emerging as a discipline, scholars such as Espen 

Aarseth, Jesper Juul and Gonzalo Frasca argued for a differentiated approach to the 

study of video games. They proposed ludology, or what is known today as the study of 

games and their rules, as a better approach to video games than narratology.43   

The foundation of this dispute can be boiled down to narratology not being 

sufficient to describe video games, and thus ludology dismisses it as unproductive. At 

the same time, ludologists insist on studying video games exclusively as systems of 

rules by arguing that games do not need a narrative in order to be fun or entertaining, 

but they do need strictly defined rules in order to be games.  

However, according to Janet H. Murray, author of Hamlet on the Holodeck, 

book that triggered the debate on the first pace, the intention of applying narratology to 

video games has never been to imply that they are “the same”, but to use it as a tool to 

understand the dynamics between representation and reception.44  

Murray’s argument is that narrative in video games does matter because they do 

not exist in a vacuum, their content is influenced by culture, and the images represented 

in video games affect the player’s perception of the content. Furthermore, it has also 

been argued that single player experiences focused on narrative can be interpreted as an 

invitation to perceive them as stories, demonstrating the narrative qualities of games.45 

Moreover, it has also been argued that narrative acts as a structure for “ludic processes” 

and therefore can be understood as an intrinsic element of games.46  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 See Espen Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature, (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 1997), Jesper Juul, “A clash between game and narrative: A thesis on computer games 
and interactive fiction,” April 17th, 2001, http://www.jesperjuul.net/thesis/  also from Juul, “Games 
Telling Stories? - A brief note on games and narrative,” Game Studies 1, no. 1 (July 2001), 
http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/juul-gts/ and Gonzalo Frasca, “Ludology meets narratology: 
similitudes and differences between (video) games and narrative,” Ludology.org. Published 1999. 
http://www.ludology.org/articles/ludology.htm 
 
44 Janet Murray, “The Last Word on Ludology vs Narratology (2005),” Janet H. Murray; Humanistic 
Design for an Emerging Medium, June 28th, 2013, https://inventingthemedium.com/2013/06/28/the-last-
word-on-ludology-v-narratology-2005/ 
45 Marie-Laure Ryan, “On the Theoretical Foundations of Transmedial Narratology,” In Narratology 
beyond Literary Criticism. Mediality, Disciplinarity, ed. Meister, J. C., Kindt, T. and Schernus, W. 
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 4. 
46 Hans-Joachim Backe, “Narrative rules? Story logic and the structures of games,” Literary and 
Linguistic Computing 27, no. 3 (2012): 5. http://homepage.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/hans-
joachim.backe/docs/backe_narrative%20rules_online.pdf 



	  

	  

12	  

Jesper Juul’s reevaluation of his position (as published in Half-Real), offers a 

satisfactory middle ground between the two parts since Juul advocates for video games 

being systems of real rules implemented in fictional worlds.47 He fundamentally says 

that even though it is not possible to address fiction in video games without discussing 

the rules, these rules are being implemented in worlds that are communicated to the 

player through signs and language via various narrative styles.48  

Therefore, “real rules” and “fictional worlds” can be studied and discussed 

independently from each other, but when brought together into a videogame they 

overlap in different degrees, which should be evaluated on a case-to-case basis because 

even though all games have rules and not all games have stories, they are all projected 

to the player via a fictional world. 

 

1.4.2 The Study of the Viking Age in Video Games. 

The study of the past in video games is just emerging, but there are two common 

approaches, namely the study of simulation and an anthropological approach centred in 

game-theory. The most recent studies of the medieval simulations in video games can 

be found in; Neomedievalism in the Media: Essays on Film, Television, and Electronic 

Games edited by Pamela Clements and Carol L, and in Robinson and Daniel T. Kline’s 

Digital Gaming Re-Imagines the Middle Ages.49 

  The anthropological approach incorporates the research of Victor Turner and his 

concept of liminoid –liminal-like spaces of performance rather than ritual – and Johan 

Huizinga’s research on play.50 A relevant example of this approach is a recently 

published paper by Sun-ha Hong titled “When Life Mattered: The Politics of the Real in 

Video Games’ Reappropriation of History, Myth and Ritual,” where Hong discusses 

how history is reapropiated and performed in video games. His main argument is that 

video games that mediate the past function like Turner’s liminoids, taking the player to 

a “heroic time when life mattered” and where the past becomes an intersection with a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Juul, “Half-Real,” loc. 50-52. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Carol L. Robinson and Pamela Clements, eds., Neomedievalism in the Media: Essays on Film, 
Television, and Electronic Games (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 2012) and Daniel Kline, ed. Digital 
Gaming Re-imagines the Middle Ages (London and New York: Routledge, 2014). 
50 See Victor Turner, “Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow, and Ritual: An Essay in Comparative 
Symbology.” Rice Institute Pamphlet - Rice University Studies 60, no. 3 (1974), 
http://hdl.handle.net/1911/63159 and Johan Huizinga, Homo ludens: A study of the play element in 
culture (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1950).  
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“mythical function and a sense of the real.”51 His research relates to mine in terms of 

our conclusions so that we are looking at similar phenomena from different 

methodological approaches; I am looking specifically at the Viking Age while he is 

looking at a generalized idea of the past.52  

  Because I suspect that video games rely more on what players have learned from 

informal sources than other mediums do, my method is a media-conscious approach to 

adaptation and remediation, rather than either of the two traditional approaches. 

Therefore, I want to address reception within our contemporary context of mass media 

and entertainment, while keeping in mind the canonical-cultural nature of the medieval 

Icelandic material. For this reason it seems to me that the simulation and the 

anthropological approaches are the opposite ends of this spectrum.  

Moreover, specifically in the field of Norse Studies, Laurent Di Filippo (PhD 

student) and Victoria Cooper (Ph.D. student) have been working with video games. Di 

Filippo focuses on transmedia, Norse myth and video games by studying the Massively 

Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game Age of Conan: Hyborian Adventures,53 while 

Cooper’s Ph.D. thesis addresses identity and nationalism in Viking video games.54  

1.5 The Sources of the Viking Age 
 
Most of what we know about the Vikings comes from archaeological findings and 

textual sources.55 Archaeological material is contemporary evidence, and it continues to 

grow with every discovery. However, the surviving evidence is scarce in comparison to 

what there was in the beginning. Additionally, sometimes small archaeological 

discoveries are found out of context by metal detectors, and therefore, there is little to 

say about them other than an objective description of the item, an estimated date of 

production and were it was found. It is also worth keeping in mind that archaeological 

finds are subject to the interpretation of those who find it, which can prove to be a 

challenge all in itself.56  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Hong, “When Life Mattered,” 36. 
52 As I found this article too late in my research, I will not be engaging with it here. But I will definitely 
do so in the feature.  
53 “Laurent Di Filippo”, Université de Lorraine, http://crem.univ-lorraine.fr/di-filippo-laurent 
54 Personal correspondence.  
55 Else Roesdahl and Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, “Viking Culture,” in The Cambridge History of 
Scandinavia, Vol 1 Prehistory ed. Knut Helle (University of Bergen: Cambridge University Press, 2003): 
121  
56 It is also worth to keep in mind that archeological finds are subject to the interpretation of those who 
find it, which can pose a challenge all in itself. 
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 Nonetheless, there are many things we can say about the Vikings with some 

degree of confidence thanks to interdisciplinary research relating medieval texts and 

archaeological discoveries in religious and in domestic contexts (such as ship burials 

and settlements). There are also picture stones and runic inscriptions, alongside with 

contemporary accounts from foreigners as is the case with Ibn Fadlan's account of his 

travels into what is now Russia and his encounter with the Rus.57 

  The textual sources on the Vikings are mostly from later in the Middle Ages and 

therefore, must be treated with suspicion. Regardless, a significant part of our 

perception of Norse myth has been built on the interpretation of two texts: The Elder 

Edda and The Prose Edda. The former is a collection of stories written in verse that can 

be found scattered in several manuscripts and of which the most important one is the 

Codex Regius. This manuscript is dated to circa 1270, while The Prose Edda is believed 

to have been produced some time fifty years prior, circa 1230. Despite the younger age 

of the manuscript of the Codex Regius, Snorri Sturluson, the presumed author of The 

Prose Edda, cites the poems on several occasions throughout his work, which may 

indicate that he had access to a manuscript with similar if not identical contents.58  

 

1.5.1  The Elder Edda  

The Elder Edda is the name given to a collection of medieval texts primarily formed by 

the contents of the Codex Regius and other poems and fragments. From the Codex 

Regius the following mythological poems survive: Vǫluspá, Hávamál, Vafþrúðnismál, 

Grímnismál, Skírnismál, Hárbarðsljóth, Hymiskviða, Lokasenna and Þrymskviða. The 

last of the poems, Vǫlundarkviða and Alvíssmál are particular cases because they don´t 

have to do with the Gods directly, but with álfar (elves) and dvergar (dwarves), 

characters from “lower mythology”.59 Aside from the mythological poems, the Codex 

Regius also contains 19 legendary poems.60    

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 For more archeological Viking Age in a religious context see; Neil Price, The Viking Way; Religion 
and War in the Late Iron Age Scandinavia (Uppsala: Department of Archeology and Ancient History, 
2002). For more on the picture stones see: Gotland’s Picture Stones: Bearers of an Enigmatic Legacy, ed 
María Herlin Karnell (Visby: Gotland Museum, 2012) and for an excellent article on the Gotland Stones 
as part of mortuary practices see: Anders Andrén, “Doors to Other Worlds: Scandinavian Death Rituals in 
Gotlandic Perspectives,” Journal of European Archaeology 1, no. 1 (1993): 33-56.  
58 Margaret Clunies-Ross, A History of Old Norse Poetry and Poetics (Cambridge, MA: D.S. Brewer, 
2005): 8. 
59 John Lindow, Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals and Beliefs (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 14. 
60 These poems are, the Hegi Lays (Helgakviða Hundingsbana I, Helgakviða Hjoórvarðssonar, 
Helgakviða Hundingsbana II), the Niflung cycle (Fá dauða Sinfjötla, Grípisspá, Reginsmál, Fáfnismál, 
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Often included in the editions of The Elder Edda, but found in manuscripts other 

than the Codex Regius are Rígsþula, Hyndluljóð, Völuspá in skamma, Hlöðskviða and 

Grottasöngr.     

  

1.5.2  The Prose Edda 

The Prose Edda is primarily a treatise on poetry and possibly (according to Margaret 

Clunies Ross) the most important contribution in Old Norse to medieval Scandinavian 

poetics.61 Moreover, The Prose Edda not only deals with poetics, metrics and diction, it 

also provides the reader with a context for the cultural background of traditional 

Icelandic poetry by creating a coherent narrative that successfully exposes Norse 

myth.62  

It has four parts; a prologue, “Gylfaginning,” “Skáldskaparmál,” and “Háttatal.” 

In the prologue, Snorri explains his position on what place should the pre-Christian 

material have within the worldview of Christian Iceland. In “Gylfaginning” he frames a 

prose narrative where Gylfi, the legendary Swedish king, speaks to three deities (Hár, 

Jafnhár and Þridi) and questions them about the beginning of the world, the gods and 

their demise.  

“Skálskaparmál” begins with some additional information of mythological 

origin, including the birth of poetry, framed in a conversation between a man named 

Ægir and Bragi, the god of poetry. However, it eventually leads to a compilation and 

exemplification of the use of kennings in Old Norse.  

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Sigrdrífumál, Brot af Sugurðarkviðu, Guðrúnarkviða I, Sigurðarkviða hin skamma, Helreið Brynhildar, 
Dráp Niflunga, Guðrúnarkviða II, Guðrúnarkviða III, Oddrúnargrátr, Atlakviða, Atlamál hin 
groenlenzku) and the Jörmunrekkr Lays (Guðrúnarhvöt, Hanðismál) 
61 Margaret Clunies-Ross, “A History of Old Norse,” 157. 
62 Ibid. 
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2. Myth vs. Reality: Meeting the Audience’s Expectations. 
 

A quick Google search for the word “Viking” will render millions of hits; from sports 

teams and cruise lines to dirty looking men with surprisingly neat beards, the word 

Viking seems to have a very broad field of semantics in today’s culture. However, if we 

narrow down the search by adding the word “theme” and limiting it to images, then we 

have a much more consistent result. Pictures of longships, longhouses, animal art, 

dragon heads and men (a few women) in – mostly – leather armour, short sword or axe 

in hand, with a round shield alongside and a horned helmet atop of their heads. As 

unscientific as this exercise is, it does help to exemplify a point; there are some items 

and images that can be claimed to be part of a “Viking theme.”  

  In order to define what this “Viking theme” is with a degree of certainty, I 

conducted a survey that primarily enquiries about the sources of knowledge and 

expectations/desires the audience have towards Viking themed entertainment. Only the 

most relevant results are analysed here, but the full survey is found in the appendix at 

the end of this thesis.   

  Because the audience needs to be able to recognize an adaptation in order to 

experience it as such, a work that is announced as being “Viking” needs to fulfil certain 

conditions that fall within the range of what Hans Robert Jauss calls the “horizon of 

expectations.” This concept refers to the mental predispositions or “system of 

reference” that a reader might have when approaching a text and it includes the text’s 

genre, style, and content, which is expected to align with the reader’s past experiences 

with similar texts and his own life.63 

  Therefore, primary objective of this study was to determine the audience’s 

expectations when it comes to the mediation of the Viking Age, alongside with 

constructing an idea of what elements the participants recognize as “Viking.” 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Hans Robert Jauss, “Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory,” trans. Elizabeth Benzinger, 
New Literary History 2, no. 1 (1970): 12-13. 
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2.1 Survey 
 
This survey was created using Google Forms, all questions were formulated by me and 

the questionaire was open to everyone. It was shared on different internet forums, such 

as Reddit and Facebook and there were a total of 755 participants, all of them are 

English speakers from diverese countries of origin.64 

The first question presented to the participants was, “Where does your current 

knowledge of the Viking Age and Norse myth come from?” They could chose from 

eight categories.  

 
Table 1: Sources of information about the Viking Age and Norse Myth 

Source Internet Movies T.V. Fiction/Fantasy 

Books/ Comics 

Academic 

Materials 

Video 

games 

University Music 

Frequency 72.5% 68.9% 60.7% 56.7% 50.7% 36.5% 25% 24.6% 

 

The survey shows that most people find information on the Internet (blogs, 

websites, YouTube, etc), in movies and on television, therefore making informal 

education and entertainment the main sources of information about the Vikings (see 

also Fig. 1 from the appendix).  

After learning where the population’s knowledge comes from, I continued by 

asking the participants to choose from a list of fourteen items, what elements they 

would expect to see on Viking themed entertainment. This was followed by similar 

questions asking what they would WANT to see and what they would rather NOT see. 

The purpose of this was to compare what is generally mediated and recognized by the 

audience as appropriate for the theme, versus what is generally not mediated but would 

still be recognized as appropriate to the theme, versus what is mediated and recognized 

by the audience as part of the theme but the audience considers inappropriate. 

Therefore, keeping in mind the concept of the horizon of expectations, the 

prospect was to see a close frequency relationship between the first two questions 

(expectations vs. desires) and a low frequency on the third question (not desired). 
 

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 The survey was in English. All the participants are residents of the Americas (primarily North 
America), Europe and Australia/New Zeland. 
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Table 2: Expectation vs. WANT to see vs. DON'T want to see. 

Category Expectation  Want to see Don’t want to see 

Longships 89.1% 77%  0.1% 

Norse gods 77.8% 70.5% 3% 

Scandinavian Landscapes 77% 83.9%  0.1% 

Big men with beards 76.7% 52%  3% 

Runes 68% 65% 10% 

Gore and violence 52% 26%  14% 

Farmers 50.6% 37%  4% 

Female Warriors 47% 60%   6% 

Icelandic language 41.6% 48%  4% 

Characters from Icelandic sagas 37% 50%   2% 

Family feuds 34% 34% 8% 

Horned helmets 34.3% 14%  54.6% 

Valkyries 33.5% 34% 10% 

Elves and dwarves 10% 10% 40% 

 

As anticipated, most of the expectations align with the desires of the audience. 

However, there are a few categories where the desire notably exceeds the expectation, 

namely “Female warriors”, “Icelandic Language” and “Characters from the Icelandic 

Sagas.”65  

By looking at table 2 it is reasonable to state that the audience expects to see a 

Viking Age that is primarily masculine, pagan, centred in nautical travel and set in 

Scandinavia (see also Fig. 4 in the appendix). Moreover, the audience is also open to the 

portrayal of warrior women, the use of Icelandic and the inclusion of characters from 

the sagas. These results not only suggest a possible core for the “Viking theme”, which 

could be defined as elements that under any context are recognizable as unequivocally 

“Viking”, but it also reveals other secondary characteristics such as female warriors.   

The suggestion that the Vikings had an egalitarian society comes from the 

Icelandic Sagas and the fact that women, under certain circumstances, did have more 

rights in Iceland than other parts of Medieval Europe.66 However, they were by no 

means “equal” to men.67 Nonetheless, the idea that women were actively trained as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 “Gore and violence” also exhibits an interesting pattern, but I decided to disregard it because it seems 
to me that the two should have been separate categories, rather than just one. 
66 Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe,” Speculum 
68, no. 2 (1993): 366. 
67 See Carol Clover’s article “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe,” 
for her insights on what she calls the “one-gender model” as a possible way to understand gender 
dynamics in this material.  
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“shield maidens” and fought along-side men has been inserted into our modern popular 

imagination. This is evidenced by one of the items on the survey (see Figures 7 and 8 on 

the Appendix), where 45% of participants believe that women were actively trained to 

battle. Again, this notion comes from the Icelandic sagas and other materials where 

women are portrayed as very masculine, namely the legendary sagas (fornaldarsögur) 

and Saxo Grammaticus.68 

However, other than a few misconceptions, it seems that (according to the 

results of the survey), the general idea people have of the Vikings is not too far off from 

what historians would describe as the “Viking Age”. 

 

2.1.1  Somewhere between Myth and Reality. 

In modern English the word “Viking” is both a noun and an adjective. It retains the 

reference to the people of Scandinavia who travelled and attacked the coasts of Europe 

during the Middle Ages. Therefore, we may refer to these people as “Vikings”. The 

word is also relative to what we contextualize within this historical period, and the 

cultural heritage that comes along with it. Thus, the word can be used to describe 

everything from historical accounts (Viking history) and constructions (Viking ring 

fortresses) to mundane things like (Viking) food and (Viking) clothing. 

The English were the first ones on records to call the Scandinavian “Vikings”.69 

This is a word that can possibly be traced back to the Old Norse víkingr (masculine), 

which means “pirate”, “freebooter” or “robber”, and víking (feminine), which means, 

“freebooting voyage, piracy”.70  

Historically, we refer to the Viking Age as the period of time when the Vikings 

stormed the British Isles and the western coasts of Europe. This period begins in 793 

with the first recorded raid in Lindisfarne and it ends in 1066 with the death of the 

Norwegian King Haraldr Harðráði in the battle of Stamford Bridge.71 During the 273 

years between these two events, the Vikings raided and plundered monasteries across 

Europe, but they were also explorers and traders, settling both Greenland (980 A.D.) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 Carol J. Clover, “Maiden Warriors and Other Sons,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 
85, no. 1 (1986): 36 
69 Stefan Brink, “Who were the Vikings?” In The Viking Way, eds., Stefan Brink and Neil Price (Oxon: 
Routledge, 2008), 6. For more detailed information on this subject see Christine E. Fell, “Modern English 
Viking,” Leeds Studies in English 18 (1987): 111-23. 
70 Ibid.  
71 Peter Sawyer, “The Viking Expansion,” in The Cambridge History of Scandinavia. Vol. 1 Prehistory to 
1520, ed., Knut Helle (University of Bergen: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 105, 119. 
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and Iceland (874 A.D.) and traveling as far as the American continent as is evidenced 

by archaeological findings in Newfoundland, Canada and Icelandic sagas.   

The survey also shows that a part of the general audience doesn’t seem to be 

aware that the Viking Age happened during the Middle Ages; 55% of participants are 

under the impression that it happened before (see Item 6, Fig.7 in the appendix). This 

suggests that audiences consider the Viking Age as something other than the Middle 

Ages and possibly more similar to the Germanic migration period.  

Based on this and the results seen in table 2, my impression is that this 

misconception is partly due to how remediation portraying the Middle Ages affect our 

perception of the Viking Age. Films, television, and the fictional worlds of video games 

that are set in the Middle Ages, usually borrow specific elements from Arthurian legend 

such as castles, a strong presence of aristocracy and nobility, chivalric romance, 

chivalric honour codes, etc. However, the semiotics that dictate the Viking Age are 

quite different, because they are more related to piracy and violent barbarism akin with 

the Germanic tribes from the Migration Period (400-700) than the romantic idealized 

idea of the high courts, making the Viking Age conceptually different from the general 

Middle Ages.  

Moreover, because Christianity is tightly associated with the Middle Ages, it is 

reasonable to interpret the images of the reimagined pagan Viking Age as belonging to 

an earlier time. It also seems to me that the 19th century German revival of this material 

has a lot to do with this, particularly the work of Richard Wagner. 

Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen, or “The Ring Cycle”, is a series of 

operas that have strongly influenced popular representations of the Viking Age since 

their debut in 1876. The operas are based on German texts such as Die Nibelungenlied, 

and the work of Jakob Grimm (Deutche Mythologie). But, as Árni Björnsson puts it; 

“the ultimate source [of Wargner’s work] is Old Icelandic literature” since he used both 

the Elder and The Prose Edda, in addition to other Icelandic medieval sources.72 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 Árni Björnsson, Wagner and the Volsungs: Icelandic sources of Der Ring des Nibelungen, (London: 
Viking Society for Northern Research, 2003), 103 
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The impact of Wagner’s legacy in 

popular culture can be seen specifically by 

studying the visual world he created, and the 

best examples can be found in Carl Emil 

Doepler’s costume design for the first 

Bayreuth production of the full Ring Cycle. 

Doepler used winged helmets for most of the 

designs of gods and Valkyries (which is what 

Vikings wore in some earlier depictions)73 but 

gave one of the human characters (Hunding) a 

horned helmet that might have been based on 

archaeological evidence of Germanic origin. 

This has been argued to be the first time these 

artefacts where used by Vikings, making 

Doepler’s innocent interpretation the 

unequivocal symbol of the Viking Age.74  

 

2.1.2  The Viking Age Horizon of Expectations 

Aside from expected projections, the data from the survey suggests some unexpected 

tendencies in the items “Horned helmets” and “Elves and dwarves” (seen much clearer 

in Figure 3 and Figure 4 in the appendix) that seems to indicate that the audience is 

aware these artefacts (the horned helmets) don’t belong to the Viking Age, and 

therefore don’t want to see them.75 However, elves and dwarves (álfar and dvergar) are 

part of Norse mythology, and people don’t particularly expect or want to see them in 

relation to the Vikings either.  

These two items exemplify that 1) the internet and the easy access to 

information is changing the way we perceive the Viking Age; horned helmets may no 

longer be welcomed in depictions of the Vikings, and there might come a day when 

they will no longer be represented as a result. And 2) elements that we consider 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 Roberta Frank, “The invention of the Viking horned helmet,” in International Scandinavian and 
Medieval Studies in Memory of Gerd Wolfgang Weber: Ein runder Knäuel, so rollt’ es uns leicht aus den 
Händen, ed. Michael Dallapiazza, Olaf Hansen, Preben Meulengracht-Sørensen, and Yvonne S. 
Bonnetain (Trieste: Parnaso, 2000): 200 
74 Roberta Frank, “The invention of the Viking horned helmet,” 199 
75 See Item 6, Fig 7 in the appendix.  

Figure	  3:	  Carl	  Emil	  Doepler's	  Hunding.	  
Image	  found	  in	  Clara	  Steinitz’s	  Der	  Ring	  	  
des	  Nibelungen.	  Figurinen	  erfunden	  und	  
gezeichnet	  von	  Prof.	  Carl	  Emil	  Doepler,	  
Berlin,	  1889. 
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fantastical are not expected to be portrayed within the theme of the historical or the 

“real” Viking Age, even if they were part of the Viking´s beliefs and their contemporary 

reality. Therefore, it is worth pointing out that even though I am discussing the Viking 

age as a very general term that includes both Norse myth (the fantastical) and the 

representations of the Vikings as historical people (the real), the survey highlights the 

different nature of both kinds of narratives. Nevertheless, as the high prevalence to 

reject the horned helmets shows, these planes are dynamic and can possibly change in 

time. 

But, why keep remediating something that the audience recognizes as 

inaccurate? A possible answer to this question is that these vague ideas have become so 

intertwined with the image of the Vikings that semantically it just makes sense to use 

them in subsequent productions. Even if they are inaccurate, and even if the audience 

hates them, (as is the case with the horned helmets) they will still recognize the product 

as an allusion to the Vikings.  

2.2 The Viking Age in Video Games 
	  
Now that we have an idea of what elements are expected to be part of a “Viking Age 

theme”, we can define what this looks like when applied to video games. For the 

purpose of this thesis, I surveyed role-playing, action and adventure indie games on 

Steam by using the keywords “Viking” and “Norse”, which rendered a total of 21 and 

13 titles respectively.76 However, some of the titles overlap, and some others fuse 

elements from other “themes” with recognizable Viking paraphernalia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 This was done with indie games only because otherwise it would have been impossible to look at all 
the games in detail. 
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  In order to survey these games further, I inspected twenty of them looking for 

common features and found a few interesting things.77 

• Games with a Norse myth component are more likely to have an element of 

magic.  

• Horned helmets, bearded men and round shields are extremely common in both 

categories, whereas longboats and longhouses are slightly more common in 

games under the Viking category. 

• Female playable characters are more common in video games under the Norse 

category but are present in both.  

• Games under the Viking category are more likely to feature Vikings as a 

secondary theme. 

• A character wearing a horned helmet is enough to use the word “Viking” in 

relation to the game.  

• With one exception, all the games belonging to the Viking category are 

classified as action, adventure or both. 

 

In addition, it is clear that all these titles have at least one thing in common: 

whether it is by using clichés or direct adaptation of the Icelandic medieval sources, all 

these video games are deliberately implementing specific features into their fictional 

worlds that are capable of reminding the player of the Vikings. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 These observations were made out of the information available on Steam. I also disregarded some of 
the results because on Steam the search engine looks for matches on the video game’s entire page, thus 
resulting in an occasional mismatch.   

“Viking”  Hybrids “Norse”  
Castle Storm (2013) 
Cornerstone: Song of Tyrim (2016) 
Fowl Space (2012) 
Gunnheim (2015) 
King Arthur’s Gold (2013) 
Kyn (2015) 
Life is Hard (2015) 
Loot Fest (2015) 
Pirates, Vikings and Knights II (2010) 
Playing History (2015) 
Skyhook (2015) 
Swords and Soldiers (2010) 
Viking Squad (2016)   
Völgarr the Viking (2013) 

Bierzerkers (2016) 
Jotun (2015) 
Niffleheim (2016) 
Trial by Viking (2016) 
The Banner Saga (2014) 
Runespell (2011) 
Valhalla Hills (2015) 

Magicka (2011) 
Cycle of Tyrfing (2016) 
Eitr (2016) 
Oknytt (2014) 
Munin (2014) 
Through the Woods 
(2016) 

Table	  3:	  "Viking"	  and	  "Norse"	  indie	  games	  found	  on	  Steam.	  
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These “identifiers” reference general knowledge the player is likely to have 

from playing previous video games or consuming other media that have their inspiration 

in the popular Viking Age. However, this is only applicable to video games that 

announce themselves as mediating the ideas behind the Vikings, Norse myth, and the 

Viking Age. 

  

 2.2.1 Adaptation and remediation in Video games  

When we think about adaptation, we are most likely to think about a novel turned into a 

movie or a movie into a play. In this context trying to conceptualize an entire time-

period as something that could be “adapted” into a medium is unorthodox. However, as 

stated by Bolter and Grusin in Remediation: Understanding New Media, what is “new” 

about new media is precisely how it “refashions” traditional media, and how traditional 

media responds by adapting to this transformation.78  

  The challenge when looking at Jotun and The Banner Saga is that they both 

seem to be adapting the Eddas and remediating the content at the same time, this is 

because remediation in video games is unavoidable in virtue of their nature as new 

media, and both case studies for this thesis are deliberately announcing themselves as 

“inspired by” the Vikings, their myths and culture.79 However, because Jotun wants to 

be played as a direct adaptation from the Eddas, whereas The Banner Saga wants to be 

considered only “inspired by Viking culture,” the former is more akin with adaptation 

and the latter with remediation. 

  The remediation of content making allusion to the Viking Age in popular culture 

is the key for the success of their adaptation in video games.80 The Viking Age and 

myths are generally easy to recognize for the audience because of their prevalence in 

popular entertainment, making it easier for developers to contextualize their narratives 

into a world that is visually and conceptually familiar to the player. As a consequence, 

the context of these games requires little to no explanation, allowing developers to focus 

their attention on making a game that allows for more varied gameplay.  

  For example, the game Never Alone (2014) tells the story of Nuna (a little girl) 

and Fox (an artic fox) as they search for the source of a blizzard that threatens their 

family and home. This game was produced in collaboration with the Iñupiat who are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 David J. Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1999) PDF, 15 
79 Ibid., 45 
80 This is a point Hong´s reaserch agrees with mine. See Hong, “When Life Mattered,” 43-44. 
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native to Alaska, USA and it is an adaptation of a traditional story that includes deities 

and helping spirits part of the Iñupiat culture. Because the audience is expected to be 

ignorant of the Iñupiat, the videogame uses interviews, videos, and cutscenes to 

contextualize the game and educate the player about these beautiful people. 

Nonetheless, these strong elements of storytelling restrict the gameplay and allows only 

for a very few possibilities of interaction.  

  In a game like Jotun or The Banner Saga, there is no need for an explanation 

about what a longboat is, or why Óðinn has two ravens. These images and ideas exist in 

popular culture already, making the Viking Age an ideal backdrop for videogame 

creators who would rather invest their time in showing rather than telling. 

2.3 The Viking Age Theme 
 
 What I want to suggest is that in the context of a videogame’s fictional world, what we 

would call the “Viking Age theme” comes from a “Proto-Fictional Universe” that fulfils 

the same conceptual role as a text of origin or hypotext for other fictional worlds. In this 

sense, the Viking Age theme has what Mary-Laure Ryan calls a “one text/many worlds” 

relationship with the fictional worlds of video games, which is what happens with a text 

that is “so indeterminate that it can be related to many different stories” such as 

paintings. 81 

  According to Ryan, some paintings invite the spectator to imagine stories related 

to the scenes they expose. Yet, because they are fixed images and don’t have a temporal 

extension, they cannot represent a particular set of events. They can, however, “inspire 

highly variable narrative interpretations.”82 In this regard, it also relates to Lubomír 

Doležel’s idea of modification in the context of fictional worlds, where a world can be 

linked to another by means of change.83 This denotes the creation of many versions of 

the “proto-world” that are accomplished by changing the structure and/or the narrative 

while retaining overlapping elements.84 

  Hence, the Viking Age Proto-Fictional Universe can be defined as the abstract 

pool of semantics that feeds the fictional world of video games where the Viking Age is 

represented in one form or another. It includes all the possible images that are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 Marie-Laure Ryan, “Transmedia Storytelling and Transfictionality,” Poetics Today 34, no. 3 (Fall 
2013): 365  
82 Ibid.  
83 Lubomír Doležel, Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1998): 207 quoted in Ryan, “Transmedia Storytelling and Transfictionality,” 366  
84 Ryan, “Transmedia Storytelling and Transfictionality,” 367 
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recognizable by the audience as belonging to the Viking Age. Some of these are 

medievalisms, like the horned helmets from 19th-century representations. But some 

other elements are based on the historical Viking Age, such as reconstructions of 

archaeological items and/or on medieval cultural references such as some Norse gods. 

The most important aspect of these ideas is that they are recognizable by the audience 

as being unequivocal “Viking”. 

   

2.3.1  Recognizing the Viking Age 

This concept of the Viking Age Proto-Fictional Universe is only applicable under the 

premise that the Viking Age is something recognizable.85  

  In order to give an overview of what these elements could be, I will resort to the 

survey conducted for this thesis that shows the expectations and desires of the general 

audience towards Viking themed entertainment. Since over 50% of the survey’s 

participants identified themselves as gamers, I feel very confident that the following 

elements can be acknowledged as being part of the Viking Age Proto-Fictional 

Universe: longships, Scandinavian landscapes, runes, Norse gods and big men with 

beards. In addition, judging by the twenty indie games I examined, I also add horned 

helmets, round shields, and longhouses to the list.  

 

 
	  
	  

 

 
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, 120-128  
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3. Fictional Worlds. 
 

According to Linda Hutcheon in A Theory of Adaptation, what is most remarkable 

about how video games adapt content “is the fact that gamers can inhabit a known 

fictional… visual world”.86  She points to the adaptation of a “heterocosm” that includes 

characters, settings, and events, and refers to the adapted world’s material and physical 

dimension.87  

  However, Hutcheon explains all this under the premise that the adapted world is 

related to an existing text, as she clarifies that these video games have a “particular kind 

of “truth-of-correspondence” – not to any “real world”, but to the universe of a 

particular adapted text.”88 She then uses as example the video game of The Godfather, 

title that employs the voices and images of actors from the movies, but that transforms 

the linear story of the film into a “flexible game model in which the player becomes a 

nameless mafia henchman.” The video game adaptation fundamentally changes the 

point of view of the audience, so that the player is allowed “to see familiar scenes from 

the film’s world from a different perspective.”89 In the case of Viking Age themed 

video games, the truth-of-correspondence Hutcheon refers to lies in Ryan’s principle of 

minimum departure and the previous knowledge the player has of the Viking Age. 

  At the same time, Hutcheon also suggests that when adapting a work, it is not 

only about transposing a story into another medium or setting, but she adds to this 

possibility several “modes of engagement (namely) narrating, performing or 

interacting.”90 She argues for different “equivalences” within sign systems for the 

different elements of a story in its “themes, events, world, characters, motivations, 

points of view, consequences, contexts, symbols, imagery, and so on.”91 

 A player interacting with a video game such as The Banner Saga or Jotun will 

keep in mind everything she has previously learned about the Viking Age and will use 

that knowledge as reference to verify correspondence, not necessarily between the story 

itself and history – although it could be the case if the designer’s intention is to adapt 

historical or literary events – but with the fictional world and her own knowledge.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, 13 
87 Ibid., 14 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid.  
90 Ibid., 10 
91 Ibid. 
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 By cross-referencing a video game’s fictional world with her memory, the 

player only needs to identify elements that she has previously seen associated with the 

Viking Age to recognize an entire scenario as “Viking”. Therefore, the player is far 

more likely to find the truth of correspondence she is looking for from the video game’s 

fictional world than from the game’s narrative since there is no need for the narrative to 

correspond with the theme. A story set in a fictional world inspired by Vikings does not 

have to be specifically about the historical people of Viking Age Scandinavia, as it is 

the case with The Banner Saga.  

3.1 The Fictional World of The Banner Saga 
	  

The Banner Saga is much more 

subtle in its adaptation of Norse 

myth than Jotun. The game is 

set in a fantasy world that has 

its own lore and where there is 

no intention to make direct 

references to particular myths 

from the Eddas, or any 

historical document for that 

matter. Nonetheless, because 

the video game markets itself as being heavily inspired by “Viking culture” but not with 

“Viking myth,” The Banner Saga makes sure to align the player’s expectations from the 

moment the game starts by letting her know that “the Gods are dead.” 

  This information changes the player’s horizon of expectations by making it clear 

that the game is not about gods and myths, but rather about peoples’ struggle to survive. 

In this way, the game uses its story-telling system of active decision-making to immerse 

the player in a world where people and the choices the player makes matter and have 

long-term consequences in the story’s outcome.  

  However, when we strip the fictional world of The Banner Saga of its narrative 

and focus on the world itself, there are many references to Norse myth and the Viking 

Age intertwined with the fictional world’s lore. The clearest example is the varl; a race 

of horned giants who, according to the game’s lore, were created after humans all male 

Figure	  4:	  The	  World	  Map	  of	  the	  Banner	  Saga. 
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and one at a time by a God named Hadrborg. 

They are described as “a warlike race that also has 

a fondness for mead and brawling.”92  

  The varl’s creation myth can be tied to a 

myth found in The Prose Edda in “Gylfaginning”, 

where it is said that the dvergar (dwarves) 

emerged from the soil and then were given human 

form by the gods; 

 

Þar næst settusk guðin upp í sæti sín ok 
réttu dóma sína ok mintusk hvaðan 
dvergar hǫfðu kviknat í moldunni ok niðri 
í jǫrðunni svá sem maðkar í holdi. 
Dvergarnir hǫfðu skipazk fyrst ok tekit 
kviknun í holdi Ymis ok váru þá maðkar, 
en af atkvæði guðanna urðu þeir vitandi 
mannvits ok hǫfðu manns líki ok búa þó í 
jǫrðu ok í steinum. 93 
 

Next the Gods took their places on their 
thrones and instituted their courts and 
discussed where the dwarves had been 
generated from the soil and down in the 
earth like maggots in flesh. The dwarves 
had taken shape first and acquired life in 
the flesh of Ymir and were then maggots, 
but by decision of the gods they became 
conscious with intelligence and had the 
shape of men though they live in the earth 
and in rocks. (16) 

  
  This myth is quite suggestive that the varl are inspired by the dvergar and the 

jǫtun (because they are made of the flesh of Ymir, the first giant). As of the horns, in an 

interview with Xbox News, the creators of The Banner Saga refer to the varl as the 

stereotypical Vikings in the game -- they are large, wield heavy weapons and the game 

characterizes them as being more violent than humans.94 The horns are part of what 

Stoic anticipated the audience to expect from a Viking game; therefore, they wanted to 

satisfy this expectation without having to resort to horned helmets.95  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 The Banner Saga, “Races,” http://stoicstudio.com/game-overview/races/ 
93 Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Prologue and Gylfaginning. 2nd ed. Editor Anthony Faulkes (University 
College London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2005) PDF (All Old Norse quotations of 
“Gylfaginning” belong to this text. Henceforth only page numbers will be referenced in block 
quotations.) 
94 Will Tuttle, “Stoic Studio Wants You to Think Like a Viking in The Banner Saga, Available Now for 
Xbox One Read,” Interview with art director Arnie Jorgensen and writer Drew McGee of Stoic Studios, 
Xbox Wire, Microsoft, January 12th, 2016, https:news.xbox.com/2016/01/12/stoic-studio-wants-you-to-
think-like-a-viking-in-the-banner-saga-available-now-for-xbox-one/ 
95 Ibid. 

Figure	  5	  :	  The	  varl	  Ivar,	  character	  from	  
The	  Banner	  Saga. 
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The Valka are another set of characters that 

are clearly based on Norse myth; they are members 

of a magical counsel and are very powerful magic 

users. The strongest one is Juno, a woman who the 

player interacts with in several occasions 

throughout the game. So far the game hasn’t 

revealed much about her, but it is clear that she has 

mysterious powers and an affinity with the mythical 

creatures in the game.  

The word Valka is very similar to Valkyrie 

(Old Norse valkyrja), and Juno’s design shows clear reference to them. According to 

“Gylfaginning” the valkyrja are Óðinn´s handmaidens who choose the warriors worthy 

of entering Valhalla and serve them mead once they are there. However, legend places 

the valkyrjur in the battlefield and sometimes attributes them with foresight about the 

future.96 

  In the fictional world of The Banner Saga, there is also the lingering memory of 

the dead gods, which is very present through what the game introduces as the God 

Stones. These stones are memorial stones the player encounters ever so often with 

depictions of the gods and are quite reminiscent of runestones and picture stones like 

the ones from the Viking Age found on the Swedish island of Gotland. 

	  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 The thoughtful character design and the details in the game’s art make subtle but 

powerful references to images the audience will have seen before in popular culture. For 

example, the calligraphy in the world map is reminiscent of runic writings; the horns on 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96 Snorri, Edda, 31.  

Figure	  6:	  Juno,	  character	  from	  the	  
Banner	  Saga. 

Figure	  7:	  The	  Banner	  Saga's	  god	  stones.	  Concept	  art.	  Downloaded	  from	  
Stoic's	  website. 
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the varl reminds the player of horned helmets, and the black feathers on Juno’s cloak 

allude to ravens. 

There are many other ways in which both The Banner Saga and Jotun channel 

the Norse myth and the Viking age through their respective fictional worlds. However, 

more interesting are the cases when the interactive nature of video games forces the 

transformation of the material into forms that go against the nature of the sources and 

meets the player’s expectations half-way. For example, in Jotun, the portrayal of the 

giants is very different than how they are described in the Eddas. This decision was 

made by the creative team to make them fit into the video game’s fictional world, 

reimagining them so that their connection to the mythological beings (named jǫtnar in 

Old Norse) is almost completely severed.  

3.2 The Fictional World of Jotun 
	  
In Norse mythology, the relationship between the Æsir and the jǫtnar is complex and 

widely discussed in the academia.97 In some myths, such as Vafþrúðnismál, where 

Oðinn undergoes a contest of wisdom with the jǫtunn Vafþruðnir, the giant is 

characterized as intelligent and wise.98 However, if taken at “face value” the 

interpretation of the giants can point at them being the strange “other," portrayed as evil, 

stupid and the enemies of the gods, as is the case in Þrymskviða. In this Eddic poem 

Þórr has lost Mjǫlnir, which was apparently stolen by Þrym, a jǫtunn. To get his 

hammer back, Þórr must disguise himself as Freyja and pretend he is going to marry the 

giant. Þrym, unable to recognize him, has Mjǫlnir placed on the lap of Þórr and ends up 

dead.99  

  Jotun gives the giants this characterization of the archetypal enemy, rendering 

them as gigantic brutes. However, there are several (good) reasons behind this decision; 

the most important one is that Jotun is first a video game and second an adaptation of 

the Eddas, therefore it needs to have a narrative structure that lends itself to conflict, 

entertainment, and challenge.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 For example, Margaret Clunies-Ross, Prolonged Echoes: Old Norse Myths in Medieval Northern 
Society (Odense: Odense University Press, 1994) and John McKinnel, Meeting the Other in Norse Myth 
and Legend (Cambridge, MA: D.S. Brewer, 2005). 
98 Carolyne Larrington, trans., “Vafthrudnir’s Sayings,” in The Poetic Edda (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 39 
99 Larrington, “Thrym’s Poem,” 97 
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  Second, the creative team wanted each giant to represent and match their 

inhabited regions. Thus, they were transformed into elementals.100 Elementals are very 

common in video games; they represent monster or creatures that have attributes 

characterized by basic natural elements, such as water or fire. In Jotun each of the five 

words was assigned an element projected by aesthetic choices regarding level design, 

the Jotun themselves, and the magical runes the player needs to find inorder to progress 

in the game.  

 
Table 4 : The Jotun and their assigned rune, element and level.101 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Therefore, we must keep in mind that underneath all technology, beautiful 

graphics, soundtrack, characters and stories, when stripped down to the very basics, the 

main objective of video games is to be ingenious, entertaining and fun.  

Jotun presents its fictional world to the player almost like a child’s illustrated 

storybook. I will address this in further detail in the chapter discussing the game 

environment, but what is important to keep in mind now is that this fictional world is 

not only trying to make reference to Norse myth and the Viking Age, but also a 

cartoonish art style that is familiar to the player.102 However, more important than art 

style, is the way that the world was constructed and divided.  

The fictional world of Jotun is “incoherent”, which means that there are some 

instances where the fiction contradicts itself and/or cannot be explained by the fictional 

world’s logic. Even so, the player accepts the disjointedness as just being part of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 JotunGame, “Impressing the Gods: Jotun Making of – Episode Two: Mythology,” Youtube video, 
5:27, September 24th, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZuZ3SZbnJ4 
101 It is worth mentioning that whereas the game designated ´fire´ to the rune Laguz, it actually stands for 
´water´, hence the game presents the rune upside down. 
102 In two separate interviews members of the team mention how Disney art-style was an inspiration for 
Jotun’s art. See PC Gamer, “Jotun gameplay and interview with Creative Director Willaim Dubé,” 
Youtube Video, 24:15, September 29th, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WytbfztD4dQ and 
Jotun Game. “Impressing the Gods: Jotun Making of – Episode One.” Youtube video, 4:11. September 
23rd, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZfK9sHL3yZw 

Jotun Rune Element Level 
Jera Jera  Earth Jotunheilm 

Hagalaz Hagalaz  Storm Yggdrasil  

Fé Fé  Ground/Gold Nidavellir 

Kaunan Laguz  Fire Muspeheim  

Isa Isaz  Ice Niflheim 
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game.103 For example; in Jotun’s first level, Jotunheim, the player can gaze at the World 

Tree Yggdrasil, from afar, but once the player exits the level into the “world map” the 

gigantic tree is nowhere to be seen, even though it is supposed to be right next to 

Jotunheim.104 In the real world, if we can see a tree across the street from an open 

window, we would expect to be able to see the same tree if we stand outside the 

window.  

However, the player can overlook these types of incoherence because the main 

visual representation of the video game world, the Ginungagap, also referred to as “The 

Void” in the game, is not meant to represent the real world, but rather a liminal space 

between life and the “afterlife", where Thora has to undergo a trial in order to prove 

herself worthy of ascending into Valhalla, or the “Viking heaven.”105   

 

3.2.1 The Ginnungagap 

Both The Prose Edda and The Elder Edda do mention of the Ginnungagap, but neither 

source it is clear of what exactly the Ginnungagap is.106 However, the general 

interpretation is that it refers to a primeval void. In Jotun, the Ginnungagap or “The 

Void” is the centrepiece for 

the game’s world and the 

connector between all levels. 

The inspiration for this 

clearly comes from The 

Prose Edda, where the 

Ginnungagap is mentioned as 

a place but is never fully 

described, only its periphery.  

  However, as poor as 

The Prose Edda’s description 

may be, it is enough to 

reconstruct a spatial 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 Juul, “Half-Real”, loc1245 
104 A world map is what video games call the map of their fictional world, but it can also refer to the area 
outside the levels that connect them together, not necessarily a literal map.  
105 This is how the creators of Jotun refer to Valhalla.  
106 Larryngton, “The Seeresses’ Prophecy”, 4 and Snorri, Edda, 10. 

Figure	  8:	  Jotun’s	  interpretation	  of	  the	  Ginnungagap. 
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disposition between the Ginnungagap and other locations mentioned in the Edda. 

Jotun’s design team takes advantage of this fact to decide the position of each world in 

reference to the Gap.107 

 According to “Gylfaginning,” before the creation of the world, there was 

Niflheim and Muspellsheim. Muspellsheim was in the southern region, and it was “ljóss 

ok heitr”108 (bright and hot.)109 whereas Niflheim was icy cold. Apparently, both these 

places existed in the Ginnungagap, separated from each other. But, when the poisonous 

river Elivagar froze, ice began to fill the Ginnungagap. Then, inside the gap there was 

wind and rain, but the south remained hot because of the heat coming from 

Muspellsheim;  

 

Svá sem kalt stóð af Niflheimi ok allir 
hlutir grimmir, svá var þat er vissi 
námunda Muspelli heitt ok ljóst, en 
Ginnungagap var svá hlætt sem lopt 
vindlaust. (16)  

 

Just as from Niflheimr there arose 
coldness and all things grim, so what was 
facing close Muspell was hot and bright, 
but Ginnungagap was as mild as a 
windless sky. (10) 

In the case of the Ginungagap, the truth of correspondence lies in The Prose 

Edda, rather than in the principle of minimum departure because the player is not 

expected to know these details of the Norse myth cosmology. The creative liberties the 

game takes with the Jotuns are more complicated, because their interpretation is 

precisely the image the player would expect from a so-called “giant.” If the game were 

to represent Vafþrúðnir, for example, it would have to explain whom this character is, 

where he comes from, and add background story that would simply be incompatible 

with the game as it is. Furthermore, such and interpretation of a giant would baffle a 

player who is unfamiliar with Norse myth because it would not correspond to her 

previous experience of what “giants” are. 

 

 

 

 

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
107 This will be explores further in the next chapter. 
108 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 10 
109 Snorri, Edda,10.  
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4. Mode of Engagement: Narrative 
 

In video games the fictional world and the narrative are two different things; the 

narrative refers to the story, or the plot (if any) and the fictional world is the place or 

setting where it all happens, as exemplified in the previous chapter.  

Unlike video games, in literary and written accounts the author has most or all 

storytelling power; she decides who the characters are, what the setting is, the twists and 

turns in the plot, etc. She is also able to speak from the character’s minds and is capable 

of having an omnipresent voice. In the case of film and visual media, the story-telling 

relies on visual elements and sometimes narration, but it is usually the stage’s showing 

and the actor’s performance, not the narrator’s telling, that drives the story.  

In video games, the player is the one who is in control of the narrative. The 

designer facilitates the means, but ultimately the player is the one who executes the 

story however she deems most appropriate. However, video game designers often use 

certain strategies to make the player feel in control of the story when she is actually 

being lead so that, for example, in The Banner Saga, regardless of how varied the 

player’s choices are, the game will unavoidably lead to one of two predetermined 

endings.  

4.1 Narrative: Cutscenes and Playscenes 
	  
Traditionally, narratives in video games are introduced to the player via “cutscenes,” 

which are cinematic representations that can occur as prologues, epilogues and 

occasionally during the gameplay. Both of the case studies for this thesis use something 

similar to cut-scenes, but instead of being purely cinematic clips, they are animated 

using the same art style that was implemented in the rest of the game, accompanied by 

sound and sometimes text.  

The implementation of this design feature was most likely to avoid a sudden 

interruption of gameplay, which has been argued to be a consequence of using 

cutscenes to convey narrative and that could ultimately break immersion and damage 

the game experience. However, cutscenes also communicate important information to 

the player in a very engaging and effective way, thus preparing her for the events that 

precede them in the gameplay.110    

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 Rune Klevjer, “In Defense of Cutscenes,” paper presented at the Computer Games and Digital 
Cultures Conference (Tampere, 2002), http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-
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Nonetheless, even if cutscenes are the obvious features that communicate a 

specific story, it would be wrong to say that the rest of the game has no narrative. Britta 

Neitzel explains how, as far as narrative goes, the “playscenes” which come after (and 

before) a cutscene are important for the overall story of the game because there is an 

unequivocal relationship between them. Therefore even though cutscenes present pure 

narrative, “the construction of meaning necessary for a story (…) takes place in the 

playscenes”.111 

4.2 Narrative in The Banner Saga 
	  
In The Banner Saga, the narrative is very complex, but its premise is quite simple; the 

Gods are dead, and the Sun has come to a halt as the two races that share this fictional 

world, the varl and the humans, struggle to get along with each other and among 

themselves. Unexpectedly, the dredge, a race of stone-like creatures, reappears after 

being vanquished by the valka sometime in the distant past. The dredge pose a threat to 

humans and varl alike; thus it is up to the player to guide the characters to safety and 

make the decisions that will ultimately save them.  

   In the case of The Banner Saga, playscenes are interrelated with narrative 

because of the game’s modes of interaction, where each mode has a defined set of rules 

and a clear relationship between narrative and play. 

In the narrative mode, the player engages the game by choosing one out of three 

options of dialogue, which will have consequences on the game’s immediate and/or 

long-term developments. This form of emergent gameplay implies that the narrative of 

the game changes depending on the decisions that the player makes throughout the 

game. Therefore, the choices made during the playscenes have a direct impact on the 

cutscenes; the most dramatic consequence of this is the perma-death (permanent death) 

of a main character, thus having it removed from the rest of the game and having an 

impact, not just on the future cutscenes that will be displayed, but on the entire narrative 

of the game.   

 The game’s story, however, is not related to the Viking Age – or at least not in 

an obvious sense. Arnie Jorgensen, member of Stoic, admitted in an interview that they 

wanted to make a game were “you’ve got to put yourself into the mind of a Viking. We 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
library/05164.50328.pdf 
111 Britta Neitzel, “Narrativity of Computer Games,” The Living Handbook of Narratology, April 22nd, 
2014, http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/narrativity-computer-games 
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give you a benefit for making strong, bold decisions. Whenever you waver or get too 

nice with someone who doesn’t deserve it, you get a little more punished for your 

decisions.”112 

To this Drew McGee, another Stoic team member adds: “Norse mythology was 

really a perfect fit for the game. We wanted to stay morally ambiguous. We’re not 

telling you this is the “good” choice and that’s the “bad” choice. Norse mythology is 

full of stories like that. If you read the Norse Sagas, the characters don’t always make 

the heroic decisions.”113 

The game succeeds at capturing the anxiety of survival and just not knowing 

whether the right choice is being made or not. In this way, The Banner Saga manages to 

deliver an experience that may not be considered an adaptation of any textual source, 

but that it is trying to recreate situations the developers think Viking Age people might 

have encountered based on their own interpretation of Icelandic sagas.114  

4.3 Narrative in Jotun 
	  
Thora’s story begins when she dies. The first seconds of the game introduce the player 

to the fictional world and the narrative by showing a cutscene, narrated by Thora in 

flawless Icelandic, where she’s struggling on her longboat in the middle of a storm and 

ends up sinking to the bottom of the ocean where she drowns (See Fig. 9).  

Here is when the player first learns of Thora’s pagan beliefs, as her monologue 

gives mention of Ran, the goddess of the sea: “In the sea’s merciless gloom, the 

translucent mesh of Ran’s net took hold of me. I was dragged deeper and deeper 

towards the Goddess of the Sea’s kingdom. Death has come for me, even my warrior’s 

soul would not quench Ran’s thirst for prey.” In The Prose Edda Ran is mention only 

once as the wife of Ægir the giant. However, special emphasis is given to her net; “þá 

urðu Æsir þess varir at Rán átti net flat er hon veiddi í menn alla þá er á sæ kómu.”115 

(Then the Æsir discovered that Ran had a net in which she caught everyone that went to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Tuttle, “Think Like a Viking.” 
113 Ibid. 
114 According to them; the Stoic team want the game in its totality to “feel” like an Icelandic saga. See 
GameReactorTV, The Banner Saga 2 – Stoic Interview.  
115 Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Skáldskaparmál, Vol. 1, ed. Anthony Faulkes, (University College London: 
Viking Society for Northern Research, 2007) PDF, 33. 
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sea)116 According to John Lindow, Ran and her net are also mentioned in other 

medieval sources, such as the Vǫlsunga saga and Egils Saga.117 

 
Figure	  9:	  Thora´s	  death,	  falling	  into	  Ran´s	  net.	  Screen	  shot	  from	  Jotun. 

After drowning, Thora awakens in a lush forest that is called Jotunheim. As the 

player explores the level, a man’s voice reveals the level’s goal as part of the main 

narrative; “A rune in each region must be discovered. Once found it is up to you to keep 

exploring the lands or return to Ginningagap.” At this point, the player has no idea what 

“Ginnungagap” is, but now she knows what she needs in order to progress the game; 

she needs to find the rune.  

After a few more minutes of exploring, the player comes across a well, once 

again the male voice says; “The sacred well of Mimir, in which I sacrificed my eye, 

shall replenish your life and powers.” After this information is given to the player, 

someone familiar with Norse myth will know that the man’s voice belongs to Odin. 

Odin, or Óðinn in Old Norse, is the leader or the Æsir and considered as the 

principal god in Norse mythology. However, more importantly for the player, this is 

when she learns about Mimir´s well as a place where Thora can replenish her health and 

abilities. The well features Mimir’s head inside a fountain, presumably mimicking the 

well where Odin sacrificed one of his eyes in exchange for knowledge. 

En undir þeiri rót er til hrímþursa 
horfir, þar er Mímis brunnr, er spekð ok 
mannvit er í fólgit, ok 
heitir sá Mímir er á brunninn… Þar kom 
Alfǫðr ok beiddisk eins drykkjar af 
brunninum, en hann fekk eigi 
fyrr en hann lagði auga sitt at veði. (17) 

But under the root that reached towards 
the frost to giants, there is where Mimir’s 
well is, which has wisdom and intelligence 
contained in it, and the master of the well 
is called Mimir…. 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 pledge.	  (17) 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
116 Snorri, Edda, 95  
117 John Lindow, “Norse Mythology: A Guide”, 258. 
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The player receives more instructions from Odin once she exits the first level; 

“To face the mighty Jotun, find the runes hidden in the realms. Defeat the Jotun and 

prove yourself to the Gods!” Now, the player knows the goal of the game.  

By having Odin’s voice provide the player with the game’s instructions, the 

game is incorporating Norse myth with the rules and into the video game’s storyline, 

rather than just providing the player with the instructions in the form of plain text. For 

the player that is aware of who Odin is, he will already be regarded as an authority, for 

the player who is unaware, the fact that his voice is giving her the instructions makes 

him an authority.  

After the player defeats each Jotun, Thora reveals fragments of her personal 

story. She tells of how she was born a warrior and was named Thora after the god of 

thunder. She speaks of her father, how he was the leader of her village and about their 

travels alongside her brother, bringing home riches and glory. She claims her mother’s 

wisdom, her father’s bravery and the stories of the Gods inspired her to “craft” herself 

into “the perfect warrior.”  

She goes on to tell of how she was second born to her brother and how she 

grew-up under her brother’s shadow. But with persistence she was able to win her 

father’s respect and her brother’s jealousy, even more so when her father announced she 

would be taking his place as the village’s leader upon his death. 

 She continues by revealing that her brother murdered her father in jealousy soon 

after, and that she killed her brother in revenge for her father’s death. After this, she 

took her father’s place as the village leader, but died drowned by Ran, instead of in 

glorious battle. Then, Thora acknowledges how in death she has been given a second 

chance to prove herself and reveals the story’s objective; to enter Valhalla and serve 

Odin in the afterlife. 

 After defeating all the Jotun, Thora has to face one last challenge; Odin himself. 

Before the last battle, Odin reveals that Thora is a descendant of Thor, thus why he gave 

her a second chance to enter Valhalla, which is what happens after the player defeats 

Odin, thus ending the game. 

 Thora’s story is interesting for many reasons. First of all, she speaks in first 

person and for the most of the game she speaks in past tense – the first words that Thora 

says as the game begins are “I remember”, and she continues to recall memories until 

she is about to face the fifth Jotun. At this point she states “I will overcome the final 

foe.” It is thus at this point where the player catches up with her in the story. This is 
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important because it shows how the game is not trying to make the player think she is 

embodying Thora, but rather that she is a witness to her achievement.  

 Then, there is the story itself. As mentioned before in the first chapter of this 

thesis, other than sagas and myths, there is no record of women being warriors during 

the Viking Age. However, it seems that Thora’s story is more reflective of our times 

and the challenges that we face today than those of the Viking Age. And by this I don’t 

mean that today we are more likely to kill our fathers and murder our brothers than back 

then, but her story suggests that we value conquering those things that seem 

unconquerable, and that with enough resolve we are able to accomplish anything, even 

when those desires are outside of what society dictates.118  

However, as inspirational as this interpretation is, right before the last fight the 

All father himself, who is the voice with most authority in the game, informs the player 

that Thora is a descendant of Thor, and this is the reason why she gets the second 

opportunity to enter Valhalla. I don’t know if this was done on purpose by the 

developers or not, but it seems to me that their intention was probably more along the 

lines of mimicking a heroic journey like the ones we find in the sagas, where the hero 

has some kind of connection with the Gods.119  

Therefore, this oversight of coherence opens the possibility to a second 

interpretation of the game that is a lot more consistent with medieval Icelandic heroic 

sagas, as is the case with Sigurðr in the Vǫlsunga saga, making their “heroic journey” 

more of a thing of fate than “hard earned effort”.  

This kind of incoherence is not as evident in a video game as it is in other type 

of media for two reasons; first, there is the suspension of reality the player agrees to 

when she is playing a game, thus not giving too much thought to small details like 

this.120 And second, in video games like Jotun with incoherent worlds that are divided 

by levels, it is difficult for a player to notice when details do not fit well with the 

narrative.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
118 There is no mention of patricide in the sagas, see William Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: 
Feud, Law and Society in Saga Iceland, (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1990),160. 
119 Judging by the interviews that I have seen, I would say it was not; several interviews William Dubé 
voices his desire to for the game to make the player feel like she is overwhelmed with a challenge that 
feels almost impossible. For one of said interviews see: PC Gamer, “Jotun gameplay.”  
120 This “suspencion of reality” can be attributed to what in game studies is called “the magic circle” first 
described by Johan Huizinga in Homo ludens and later applied to game design by Katie Salen and Eric 
Zimmerman in the book Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2003). For more on this subject see Jaako Stenros, “In Defense of a Magic Circle: The Social, Mental and 
Cultural Boundaries of Play,” Digital Games Research Association 1, no. 2 (2014), 
http://todigra.org/index.php/todigra/article/view/10 
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Nonetheless, both The Banner Saga and Jotun are trying to build their own 

modern heroic stories, The Banner Saga by means of forcing the player to make 

difficult decisions, as life sometimes requires, and Jotun by traditional methods of 

storytelling. 
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5. Modes of Engagement: Environment 
 

In video games environment usually refers to backgrounds and level design, alongside 

with music scores and special effects. I, however, will only be discussing the first two, 

elements that to some degree make up for the largest portion of a video game’s visual 

representation. 

  Video games that mediate the Viking Age use longhouses, stave churches, 

animal art, longboats, dragonheads and other recognizable items as identifiers so that 

the player knows what is the game’s setting is. How recognizable these elements are as 

authentic depends on the audience’s knowledge, but generally speaking, they are seen 

as being part of the Viking Age, even if the player doesn’t know the exact name of the 

items presented.   

 
Figure	  10:	  Strand,	  first	  city	  the	  player	  visits	  when	  playing	  The	  Banner	  Saga. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
	  

Figure	  11:	  Opening	  screen	  of	  The	  Banner	  Saga. Figure	  12:	  Resting	  camp	  from	  The	  Banner	  Saga. 
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5.1 The Banner Saga 
	  
 The Banner Saga´s artwork is hand drawn by 

Stoic member Arnie Jorgensen, and it is heavily 

influenced by Eyvind Earle, who did The 

Sleeping Beauty for Disney in the 1950´s.121 The 

game is praised in online blogs for it aesthetics, 

which are not just beautiful, they are also 

faithful to the theme.122 The cities and villages 

are filled with architecture that looks Viking, the 

scenery is very Scandinavian, and the character design looks authentic.   

  The character design is well thought; the armour and clothes look like they 

could have been worn in the Viking Age, weapons are the right size for both humans 

and varl. Visually The Banner Saga does an excellent job at creating the right setting. 

And as Sun-Ha Hong points out, in video games the world doesn’t need to look real to 

be believable, it just needs to look “real-enough.”123 Therefore, whether these items are 

realistic replicas, or just look accurate, as long as they look close enough to what the 

player expects/remembers they will be viewed as “real”.  

5.2 Jotun 
	  
Jotun is primarily a visual game. The game has a familiar looking art that comes from 

the art director Jo-Annie Gauthier´s Disney-like style. The focus throughout the game is 

given to showing off the hand drawn sceneries while telling micro-stories about the 

Norse myth cosmology.  

Most of the storytelling outside from Thora’s main narrative occurs in the form 

of these micro-stories by showing illustrations and animations, alongside with well-

thought camera angles. In Jotun, the creative team adapted their interpretation of what 

the Norse cosmos could have looked like by taking the player through five different 

worlds inspired by places mentioned in the Eddas. 

The worlds Jotun adapts for the player are the following: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 Tuttle, “Think Like a Viking.” 
122 Luke Plunkett,“The Art of the Banner Saga, One of the Most Beautiful Video Games I´ve Ever Seen,” 
Kotaku, February 23rd, 2013, http://kotaku.com/5987200/the-art-of-the-banner-saga-one-of-the-most-
beautiful-video-games-ive-ever-seen 
123 Hong, “When Life Mattered,” 42 

Figure	  13:	  Onef,	  a	  character	  from	  The	  
Banner	  Saga. 
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Jotunheim – Jǫtunheimar is mentioned in the Eddas in multiple occasions 

referring to the part of the cosmos 

that the jötnar inhabit. The game has 

adapted giant-land as a luscious 

valley filled with flowers and 

poisonous swamps.  

In this level, the player comes 

across dísir and draugr, as well as a 

burial mound with grave goods inside. The story that the level is trying to tell is that by 

finding the helping dísir, the barrow mound will open and the lost soul of the draugar is 

then put to rest by Thora. However, the game fails at giving enough information to non-

knowing players what these creatures are. Thus, any reference made to Scandinavian 

folklore is lost because the player cannnot contextualize this information and truly 

understand it as part of Norse mythology. 

Nidavellir – Niðavellir, as it appears in Vǫluspá 36, can be translated to “Dark-

of-Moon Plains” and it is described as a “hall of gold, of the lineage of Sindri”.124 In the 

game, the level called “Brokkr’s Forge” is clearly inspired by the idea of an 

underground world inhabited by dwarves. In the second level belonging to Nidavellir, 

“The Roots of Yggdrasil,” the player has to slide down the roots of the World Tree in 

order to find her way.  

Muspelheim – Muspell is mentioned in “Gylfaginning” as the southernmost 

place in relation to the “Ginnungagap.”125 It is described as being hot and fiery, thus in 

the game it was turned into a world were the 

main theme is fire. Muspelheim is divided in 

two levels;  

“Ymir’s Blood,” where the player has to 

navigate through a dark swamp by using small 

rafts to move from one point to the next and 

“The Crater,” where the player has to make her 

way to the end of the level by avoiding or 

destroying lesser giants who are flinging rocks 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
124 Larrington, “The Seerer’s Prophecy,” 9. On her notes she mentions that this hall must belong to the 
dwarves. 
125Snorry, Edda, 10 

Figure	  14:	  Draugar	  and	  dísir	  representations	  in	  Jotun. 

Figure	  15:	  The	  five	  vignettes	  that	  tell	  of	  
the	  beginning	  of	  the	  world	  in	  Jotun 



	  

	  

45	  

at her.  

Nifleheim – Niflheimr is mentioned in “Gylfaginning” as being the northern 

most place in relation to the Ginnungagap.126 In the game it is divided in two levels; 

“The Nine Rivers,” where the player has to find her way through an intervallic blizzard, 

and “Jormungandr’s Lake.” Here, the player has to walk on top of a frozen lake and find 

her way to the center. However, the world serpent inhabits the lake and can strike any 

time from beneath.  

 

Yggdrasil – Yggdasil is 

mentioned not just in “Gylfaginning”, 

but also in Grímnismál as the connector 

of worlds.127 In the game, the level is 

divided in two levels; “The Northern 

Sky,” where the player has to strike 

power nodes in order to form 

constellations out of lightning. Once 

discovered, each constellation reveals the name of one of the creatures that live on the 

Yggdrasil. and “Vethrfolnir’s Roost,” where Thora has to climb the branches of the 

Yggdrassil and avoid the attacks of the giant eagle who lives atop of the World Tree.128 

It is clear that much of the Jotun’s fictional world is composed by the 

descriptions found in “Gylfaginning.” The most important aspect that will surely go 

unnoticed by the unknowing player is how influential it was for the spatial disposition 

of the world, as it was discussed in the previous chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 Ibid.  
127 Larrington, “Grimnir’s Sayings,” 56-57  
128 Snorri, Edda,18 

Figure	  16:	  Representation	  of	  the	  eagle	  where	  
Veðrfǫlnir	  sits. 
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The Creation myth  

 However, the game goes further in presenting the creation myth to the player in 

the level Ymir’s Blood where the story is told (almost) as narrated in The Prose Edda 

by a series of vignettes. 

 

Jotun’s version of the Creation Myth; 

 “In the beginning was the void, 

Ginnungagap. In it grew two realms: 

Muspelheim and Niflheim. Eons passed 

until they touched, and from their 

collision was born Ymir, the first giant.” 

 

 
“As Ymir slept, the elements that formed 

his body became solid, He began to sweat, 

giving birth to the frost giants” 

 
“Far from Ymir, Audhumbla the cow was 

born. Made from purity, Audhumbla 

began to lick the ice upon which she 

stood. Three days passed before the body 

of Buri, father of the Gods, was revealed.” 
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“Buri gave birth to a son named Bor. Who 

in turn married Bestla. Together, they had 

three sons, Vili, Ve and Odin. Those born 

from ice and fire were of a good soul, 

whilst those born from tainted elements 

carried darkness in their hearts.” 

 
“Vili, Ve and Odin killed the giant Ymir. 

His flesh became earth. His blood became 

water. His hair became grass and trees. 

His skull became the sky, held high by the 

four dwarves. Thus, our world was 

created.” 

 
 

This is an excellent example of how Jotun implements storytelling to level 

design by telling the story behind the Norse creation myth as part of the environment. 

The level is design in a way that the player will have no choice but to come across the 

vignettes in the right order as she finds her way to the level’s objective, forcing her to 

go where the designers intend her to go, but at the same time giving the impression of 

freedom of movement.  

 

The creatures that live on the Yggdrasil 

 A list of creatures that inhabit the 

Yggdrasil can be made from mentions in 

“Gylfaginning” and several poems in The 

Elder Edda. In Jotun they are scattered 

though the game, but are always present in 

relation to the world tree. 

 In the level “The Northern Sky,” 

the player finds herself walking on clouds 

and on top of the northern lights. Here the 
Figure	  17:	  Screenshot	  of	  "The	  Northern	  Sky"	  
level	  in	  Jotun. 
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player has to activate a series of nodes that resemble constellations in order to reveal the 

four deer Dain, Dvalin, Duneyr and Durathror that, according to “Gylfaginning” and 

Grímnismál, gnaw on the tree’s branches. 

 

En fjórir hirtir renna í limum asksins ok 
bíta barr. Þeir heita svá: Dáinn, Dvalinn, 
Duneyrr, Duraflrór. (30)  

Four stags run in the branches of the ash 
and feed on the foliage. Their names are: 
Dain, Dvalin, Duneyr, Durathror. (19) 

 

 

 

Then, in “Vethrfolnir’s Roost” the squirrel 

Ratatosk can be seen occasionally climbing 

the tree as it is said in “Gylfaginning”  

 

 

 

 

Níðhǫgg is in the level “The roots of 

Yggdrassil”, and the player can see him as 

she makes her way down to the bottom of 

the level. The gigantic snake is at the roots 

of the tree as it says in “Gylfaginning” where 

he “gnagar neðan rótna”129 (gnaws the 

bottom of the root)130  

In Jotun the video game´s 

environment is where most of the elements 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
129 Snorri, Gylfaginning, 17 
130 Snorri, Edda, 17 

Íkorni sá er heitir Ratatoskr renn upp ok niðr 
eptir askinum ok berr ǫfundarorð milli 
arnarins ok Níðhǫggs. (18) 

A squirrel called Ratatosk runs up and 
down through the ash and carries 
malicious messages between the eagle 
and Nídhogg. (18-19) 

Figure	  18:	  Representation	  of	  Ratatoskr	  in	  Jotun. 

Figure	  19:	  Representation	  of	  Niðhǫggr	  in	  Jotun. 



	  

	  

49	  

borrowed for The Prose Edda can be found. This allows the game to show the player 

different aspects of the Norse myth cosmology without having to interrupt the game´s 

main narrative that focuses on Thora.   
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6. Modes of Engagement: Gameplay 
 

6.1 Rules and Mechanics 
	  
What are “rules” in a video game? When starting a video game like Jotun or The 

Banner Saga there is no list of “rules” explained to the player describing the way the 

game should be play because the “rules” in video games are ingrained in the 

programming and are thus are hidden from the player.131 This does not mean, however, 

that they are not there, but rather that the player learns how the game works (what she is 

allowed to do and not to do) by interacting with the game’s environment while learning 

the gameplay’s mechanics in the process. 

The mechanics are the performance aspect of gameplay and it is what connects 

the player’s actions with attaining the game’s goals and successfully overcoming its 

challenges.132  The rules and mechanics of a game are in constant interaction with each 

other -- the rules dictate what is possible and the mechanics allow the player to execute 

these possibilities in the game world.  

For example, in Jotun the basic mechanics for movement are simple and 

intuitive; the player can make Thora walk by using the A, W, D, S keys on a keyboard, 

or the joystick on a controller. However, this doesn’t mean that Thora can go anywhere 

on screen. The rules in the programming prevent the player from going places she 

shouldn’t, or from leaving the areas delimited for her, thus Thora cannot just walk 

through walls or plunge from a platform into certain death.  

The game rules also limit how the player is able to directly interact with the 

environment. In the case of Jotun there are three commands available for the player; a 

quick weak attack, a strike that is a lot stronger but requires a few seconds to charge, 

and lastly a dodge that is meant to help Thora evade enemy attacks. Once again, the 

game’s rules prevent the player from doing anything outside of these three commands, 

like throwing fireballs or trying to talk their way out of an encounter with a Jotun. 

Therefore, the rules/mechanics are ultimately enforced by the gameplay itself, relieving 

the player from having to be aware of all the rules all the time. Instead, she only needs 

to learn the mechanics by interacting with the digital world, which allows her to focus 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
131 Juul, “Half-Real,” loc.1489 
132 Sicart, “Defining Game Mechanics.”  
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on other things, such as on how to find her way out of a dungeon, or how to obtain a 

certain item, or ultimately, how to win the game.  

Thus, the rules of the game, expressed in the form of mechanics, and the video 

game’s objectives are observed through gameplay, and are usually what designers think 

about first when creating a video game. 

6.2 Emergence and Progression 
	  
Video games allow for two main forms of gameplay: emergence and progression. The 

term “emergent gameplay” is commonly used in video game theory to refer to player-

game interactions that are not foreseen by the game designer133. However, I am 

adhering to a definition provided by Jesper Juul, where emergent gameplay denotes the 

dynamics between rule interaction and user strategy.134 Under this definition of the 

emergent model, a set of simple game rules allow for complex forms of possibilities 

that the player can use to devise different strategies and apply them to fulfil the game’s 

goals135.  

The progressive model is a structure where there is no flexibility for strategy 

because the game’s rules present the player with a very specific goal that is attainable 

only by following particular steps, which are predetermined by the game designer136.  

The emergent model allows for more variation in the gameplay than its 

counterpart, and it is generally found in games of strategy and multiplayer games. These 

games also have a high “replay value”, which means that players will want to play the 

game more than once because they offer a different experience every time the game is 

played. The progressive model, however, is common in adventure games and other 

video game genres that are highly focused on narrative. As a consequence, there is little 

reward in playing the game more than once because the game usually shows all it has to 

offer in just one play-through.137 

In The Banner Saga there is no major representation of the Viking Age in the 

gameplay, because the game is heavily centred in narrative. In Jotun, however, the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
133 Harvey Smith, “The Future of Game Design: Moving Beyond Deus Ex and Other Dated Paradigms,” 
(International Game Developers Association, October 2001) 
http://www.igda.org/articles/hsmith_future.php   
134 Jesper Juul, “The Open and the Closed: Game of emergence and games of progression,” in Computer 
Games and Digital Cultures Conference Proceedings, ed. Frans Mäyrä (Tampere: Tampere University 
Press, 2002): 323-329, http://www.jesper.net/text/openandtheclosed.html 
135 Ibid. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid 
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aspects of gameplay that portray Norse myths are part of the game´s mechanics. As 

explained before, this means that there are aspects in the game that are built into the 

fictional world to help the player´s progression. Here I will go over in detail of the three 

most important ones, since they are examples of how both subtle and important 

characteristics of myth can be adapted into a virtual world in a very meaningful way.  

6.3 The Norse Gods 
	  
In Jotun the Norse gods were adapted into the video game as part of the game’s 

mechanics, so that they are a meaningful part of the game, but they don’t overcast 

Thora’s story. Frigg, Thor, Loki, Freyja and Heimdallr are all represented in the 

fictional world by shrines scattered through the levels.  

  The creative team that made the game took the conscious decision of featuring 

gods that would be most likely recognized by the players and that could be associated 

with abilities that would make sense for a video game.138 There are a total of two 

shrines for each one of these gods and their purpose in the game is to bestow Thora with 

a “blessing”. These blessings make the encounters with the Jotun easier and more 

interesting by adding abilities that the player can use against them in addition to the 

normal attacks. 

  Odin is also a very important part of the game; he speaks to Thora after she has 

defeated a Jotun or found another rune. He is also the final enemy to beat after defeating 

all the Jotun, the player still needs to defeat Odin in 

order to finish the game. 

 

Frigg – In Jotun, Frigg is characterized as “Queen 

of Asgard, Goddess of childbirth and wisdom”. Her 

shrine has the appearance of a middle-aged woman 

with soft facial features and a sweet-looking smile. 

It seems to me that her portrait represents 

accurately our own cultural judgment of what a 

traditional mother should look.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
138 Jotun Game. “Impressing the Gods: Jotun Making of – Episode Two: Mythology”. Youtube video, 
5:27. Published September 24th, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZuZ3SZbnJ4 

Figure	  20:	  Representation	  of	  Frigg	  in	  
Jotun. 
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  The “blessing” she gives to Thora can be considered “nurturing” in nature -- it is 

called “God’s healing” and it restores part of Thora’s health.    

  It is not strange for Frigg to be portrayed mainly according to her maternal 

features; in “Gylfaginning” we are told how after her son Baldr had a series of bad 

dreams where his life was in danger, Frigg “took oaths” with all the things that could 

possibly harm him: 

 

Frigg tók svardaga til 
þess at eira skyldu Baldri eldr ok vatn, járn 
ok alls konar málmr, steinar, jǫrðin, 
viðirnir, sóttirnar, dýrin, fuglarnir, eitr, 
ormar.	  (45) 

Frigg received solemn promises so that 
Baldr should not be harmed   by fire and 
water, iron and all kinds of metal, stones, 
the earth, trees, diseases, the animals, the 
birds, poison, snakes. (48)  

 
 

 Loki – In Jotun, Loki is characterized as the 

“God of mischief and treachery” and his 

blessing is called “Power of deception.” What it 

does is that a decoy appears to distract enemies 

attacking Thora, exploding a few seconds later.  

  His shrine looks quite generic with him 

wearing a cape and a horned helmet. However, 

the golden stripes that seem to be painted over 

his mouth are suggestive of one particular myth 

found in “Skáldskaparmál,” describing how the dwarves created treasures for the Gods.  

  Loki’s only shrine in the game is found in the level called Brokkr’s Forge, 

which is also related to the myth in question. According to “Skáldskaparmál,” Loki cut 

all of Sif’s hair and in order to not be hurt by Þórr, he promised that he would get the 

dwarves to make hair out of gold for Sif that would grow like any other hair.139 Thus, 

Loki goes to see the dwarves called the sons of Ivaldi, and they make Sif’s hair, the ship 

Skidbladnir and Óðinn’s spear, Gungnir. 

  But then, Loki made a bet with a dwarf named Brokkr that his brother Eitri 

could not make three treasures that would be as good, and wagered his own head as 

price. The brothers accepted the challenge and made a boar with whiskers of gold, the 

ring Draupnir, and a hammer that they would later give to Þórr. At the end of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
139 Sif is the wife of Þórr.  

Figure	  21:	  Representation	  of	  Loki	  in	  
Jotun. 
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competition, the brothers win and after a short pursuit Loki accepts defeat, and as 

Brokkr was going to claim his head, Loki argues for his life by refusing to give them 

any part of his neck, since the bet was for his head only. As punishment Brokkr sewed 

Loki’s lips together.140 

 

Heimdallr – In the game, Heimdallr is 

characterized as a “son of nine mothers, protector of 

Bifröst” and he is portrayed with a horned helmet 

and a round shield. The blessing he grants Thora is 

called “God’s protection” and it activates a shield 

that keeps Thora from receiving damage for a small 

period of time. 

  The Prose Edda characterizes Heimdallr not 

so much as a protector, but rather as “the watchman 

of the gods”; 

 

Hann er vǫrðr goða ok sitr þar við himins 
enda at gæta brúarinnar fyrir bergrisum. 
(25) 

He is the god’s watchman and sits there at 
the edge of heaven to guard the bridge 
against the mountain giants.	  (25)  

  

Freyja – In Jotun, Freyja is characterized as a “Goddess of war and fertility” and gives 

Thora the blessing called “Mighty speed”, 

which allows her to run faster for a limited 

period of time. Freyja is described in 

“Gylfagining” as beautiful and powerful. 

She is also said to keep half the dead 

whenever she rides into battle, thus why 

Jotun associates her with war; 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
140 Snorry, Edda, 96-97 

Ok hvar sem hon 
ríðr til vígs þá á 
hon hálfan val, en 
hálfan Óðinn. (24) 

Whenever she rides 
into battle, half of 
the slain belong to 
her. Odin takes the 
other half. (24) 
 

Figure	  22:	  Representation	  of	  
Heimdallr	  in	  Jotun. 

Figure	  23:	  Representation	  of	  Freyja	  in	  Jotun. 
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Her shrine in the game portrays a woman who looks younger than Frigg and she 

is wearing two items that make reference to myths that mention her; a feathered cloak 

and the necklace. 

 Loki borrows Freyja’s falcon-feather cloak (valshamr) in “Skálskaparmál” so he 

can go rescue Iðunn from the giant Þiazi and in another occasion in the poem 

Þrymskviða, when the Mjǫllnir was stolen.141 The necklace is called the Brisingamenn 

and it is mentioned as one of Freyja’s possessions.142 

 

Thor – In the game Thor is characterized as being the “God of thunder and bravery”. 

The ability he grants Thora is called “Strengh of 

Mjollnir” and it allows her to strike with the might of his 

hammer for a limited period of time. 

 Þórr and Óðinn are possibly the Norse gods that 

are mentioned the most in The Prose Edda. However, 

Þórr is associated with very different kind of myths than 

Oðinn. Þórr myths are generally about adventuring and 

slaying giants, as exemplified in “Gylfaginning” when he 

slays the master builder who with the help of his horse 

Svadilfari built a fortress of the Æsir. 

 

Ok kǫlluðu þeir á Þór, ok jafnskjótt kom 
hann ok því næst fór á lopt hamarrinn 
Mjǫllnir, galt þá smíðarkaupit ok eigi sól ok 
tungl, heldr synjaði hann honum at byggva í 
Jǫtunheimum. (35) 

And they called upon Thor and he came in 
a trice and the next thing was that the 
hammer Miollnir was in raised aloft. Then 
he paid the builder’s wages, and it wasn’t 
the sun and moon, instead he stopped him 
from living in Giantland. (36) 

 

Odin: As mentioned in the chapter on narrative, in Jotun Odin is very important to the 

game´s plot. However, his role as parts of the gameplay is to grant Thora an ability, 

which is called “Might of Gungnir” and it allows Thora to throw Gungnir at her 

enemies.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
141 Snorri, Edda, 60 
142 Snorri, Edda, 30 

Figure	  24:	  Representation	  of	  
Þórr	  in	  Jotun. 
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 The image that we see of Odin is quite stereotypical with his wolves Geri and 

Freki and his two ravens, Huginn and Muninn, as 

described in “Gylfaginning” 

 

Þá vist er á hans borði 
stendr gefr hann tveim 
úlfum er hann á, er svá 
heita: Geri ok Freki… 
Hrafnar tveir sitja á 
ǫxlum honum ok segja í 
eyru honum ǫll tíðindi 
þau er þeir sjá eða 
heyra. Þeir heita svá: 
Huginn ok Muninn. (32) 

The food that stands on 
his table he gives to two 
wolves of his called Geri 
and Freki… Two ravens 
sit on his shoulders and 
speak into his ear all the 
news they see or hear. 
Their names are Huginn 
and Muninn. (33) 

    

 

 

Ithunn’s Apples:  

The game presents Iðunn’s apples as objects 

that once acquired increase Thora’s total health, 

therefore improving her endurance in battle. There 

is one apple per level and they are placed so that the 

player needs to explore the level in order to be able 

to find them. The apples are golden and are found 

hanging from a leafless tree. 

In the myths, Iðunn is the wife of Bragi and 

the keeper of the apples. She is mentioned in The Prose Edda, where is says that: 

 

Hon varðveitir í eski sínu epli þau er goðin 
skulu á bíta þá er þau eldask, ok verða þá 
allir ungir, ok svá mun vera allt til 
ragnarøkrs. (25) 

She keeps in her casket apples which the 
gods have to feed on when they age, and 
then they all become young, and so it will 
go on right up to Ragnarok. (25) 

 

 

In Jotun, the apples do not just make the progression in the game easier it is one 

of the cleaver ways in which the game’s design and narrative converge in order to 

deliver important pieces of information about a particular myth while having it play an 

important role in the gameplay. 

Figure	  26:	  Interpretation	  of	  the	  
golden	  apples	  of	  Iðunn	  in	  Jotun. 

Figure	  25:	  Representation	  of	  Óðinn	  in	  
Jotun. 
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By implementing the myths with the game´s mechanics, Jotun is able to convey 

by showing, rather than telling, the importance of the Norse Gods. They are portrayed 

as enablers of Thora´s quest, and their design is well thought so that just by looking at 

the shrines the player learns important information about the Æsir.  
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7. Conclusion 
 

7.1 The Viking Age theme and the memory of the Viking Age 
 

By describing the Viking Age Proto-Fictional Universe, we can give a name to the 

common factor present in all the games that mediate the Viking Age. However, this 

“universe” is merely the backdrop and it only amounts to those elements that make the 

Viking Age recognizable. Video games that actively try to remediate the Icelandic 

medieval sources do so by adapting the content into a world where the Viking Age 

Universe is prevalent, ensuring that the audience will be able to recognize some of the 

elements and themes while learning about other new ones.  

  Thus, Viking Age inspired video games in general can be described in the 

following terms: 

 

 A. Viking Age Universe only: 

Whether it is through character design, environment design or even just the usage of the 

word “Viking” in the game’s title, these video games generally use associations Vikings 

have with tropes found in popular culture as one of their selling points (e.g. pillaging 

pirates). This is done even when the game has little to do with the “Vikings”. For 

example, the game Siege Hero, Viking Vengeance (2012) features men with horned 

helmets as the Viking enemies and blonde girls with winged tiaras as the villagers that 

need to be saved.143  -- These are video games where there is an obvious use of the 

popular idea of the Viking Age. However, there is nothing else that makes these games 

particularly “Viking”.  

 

B. Viking Age Universe + cultural and historical references 

These games seek to purposely expand on what the player already knows from the 

Viking Age theme by adding historically accurate material and additional creative 

content. Both Jotun and The Banner Saga are part of this group.    

Here we also find games that try to be as historically accurate as possible and 

usually belong to the strategy genre, such as 1066.144 This video game, as the name 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
143 Siege Hero, Viking Vengeance (Irvine, CA: Armor Games, 2012) 
http://armorgames.com/play/12326/siege-hero-viking-vengeance 
144 1066 (Kongregate, 2010) http://www.kongregate.com/games/channelfour/1066 
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suggests, has the player play through the 1066 battle of Hastings by engaging in a turn-

base combat.   

Very recently more games have been released that seem to be leaning towards a 

learned and historical reconstruction of the Viking Age. Such is the case with Paradox 

Interactive’s War of the Vikings, a close-combat action game that markets itself as 

having a “Historically inspired Viking Age setting” with reconstructions of clothes and 

weapons, or Logic Artist’s Expeditions: Viking, another such game that is set to be 

released sometime this year.145  

 

C. No reference to the Viking Age Proto-Fictional Universe 

As far as my knowledge goes, there is only one game that fits this category; Silicon 

knight’s Too Human, the game that was quoted at the beginning of this thesis. Too 

Human is a Sci-Fi adaptation and reimagining of Norse myth. The game was released in 

2008 by Microsoft for the Xbox 360 and was meant to be a full trilogy. However, 

because of legal issues, Silicon Knights was ordered by a court of law to destroy all 

copies of the game.146 Thus, the project was suspended and the only way of playing the 

game today is by obtaining a used copy.  

The game employs references to berserkers, Valkyries, runes, and the Norse 

Gods in the same manner that other Viking games do.  However, because the fictional 

world of Too Human is the future, not the past where the Viking Age belongs to, the 

unknowing audience does not necessarily recognize the game as Viking themed.  

Video games inspired by the Viking Age express this relationship by means of 

the implementation of the Viking Age Proto-Fictional Universe, which is derived from 

the Popular Viking Age, along side with a degree of historical reconstruction, textual 

adaptation or a combination of both.147 This relates to the historical and the cultural 

Viking Age in the following manner: 

  Historical Viking Age: video games borrow from history all material evidence 

from the Viking Age that represents “knowledge about the past” including, but not 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
145 War of the Vikings (Stockholm: Paradox Interactive, 2014), Expeditions: Vikings (Copenhagen: Logic 
Artists, 2016) 
146 Wesley Yin-Poole, “Silicon Knights ordered to recall and destroy all unsold copies of Too Human, X-
Men Destiny, more,” Eurogamer.net, September 11th 2012, http://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2012-11-
09-silicon-knights-has-a-month-to-recall-and-destroy-all-unsold-copies-of-too-human-x-men-destiny-
more 
147 By “textual adaptation” I mean a direct reference to the medieval Icelandic sources. 
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limited to, architecture, fashion, weapon/armor design and the digital reenactment of 

battles we have archeological or textual evidence for.  

  Cultural Viking Age: From cultural memory video games adopt mythology, 

legends and ideas, but not before transforming them so that they will fit into popularly 

established expectations of the audience. 

7.2 Final remarks on Jotun and The Banner Saga. 
 

Both of these games are marketed as “Viking games”; The Banner Saga assuring that 

the game is inspired by “Viking culture,” and Jotun claiming that their game is “set in 

Norse mythology.” Moreover, both companies use the term “Viking” as a catchword to 

underline very different attributes from Viking culture and lore; both games are clearly 

interested in highlighting the traditional violence that is associated with the Viking Age, 

but The Banner Saga also has a clear purpose of highlighting its culture, hence the name 

of the game; the long banner the caravan carries is supposed to have embroidered the 

caravan’s story, very much like a tapestry.  

Jotun highlights passages belonging to Viking Age myth and pagan belief that 

are not part of the popular idea of the Viking Age, and it is very successful at the 

adaptation of the myths into the game’s fictional world. However, because Jotun only 

uses the Norse cosmology to build the visual aspects of the world, most of the time the 

game looks a lot more like an interactive book than a video game. This is possibly 

because the game is meant to create moments that are purposely striking, but are at the 

same time not contextualized into a narrative that could make them relevant.  

Whereas Snorri tells about these stories within the context of “Gylfaginning” 

where the fragmentary nature of the myths is inserted into a framing story that carries a 

sense of progression with a beginning (the creation of the world), and an end (with the 

Ragnarok), Jotun has contextualized Norse myth within a fictional world where these 

elements reside as static part of an eternal, unchanging environment. Moreover, Jotun 

uses Norse myth as a backdrop to Thora’s story, subordinating the references to be at 

the service of the game’s main narrative.   

Regardless of Jotun’s and The Banner Saga’s strengths and weaknesses as 

remediators of the Viking Age, the truth is that we haven’t even began to scratch the 

surface of the possibilities medieval Icelandic sources offer within the realm of video 
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game adaptation, particularly with video games’ singular capability of narrative though 

problem solving.  

7.3 Possibilities for further research 
 
The relationship between the reception of what is mediated in popular culture and how 

the audience recognizes history deserves further research. It seems to me that informal 

sources of information have a heavier impact on the audience’s perception than we 

realize, and even though medievalism and neomedievalism study these sorts of topics in 

direct relation to the Middle Ages, I was unable to find any study that was specific to 

the Viking Age. Therefore, because the audience seems to conceptualize the Viking 

Age and the Middle Ages differently, such a revision would be relevant.  

However, this perceived differentiation should also be re-examined by 

conducting a more specific survey, which proved to be an invaluable research tool that 

should be used more often.  

The study of specific topics within the remediation of the Vikiking Age in video 

games is a very viable possibility, as well as a study regarding the knowledge of gamers 

versus non-games. The results of the survey suggest that gamers are more likely to 1) 

also consume popular culture 2) know more accurate information about the Viking Age 

as a result of this and 3) be more likely to have a deeper interest in learning new facts 

about the Vikings.  

I would propose that this is likely due to gamers understanding how fictional 

worlds work, thus making the task of accepting different ways of life other than 

modernity very straight forward. This could also be a symptom of how this generation 

conceptualizes the past as a result of a consumerist, entertainment-centred culture that is 

exploiting the concept of fictional worlds. Thus, more research should be conducted.148  

Technology is changing the way we represent the past, thus it is changing the 

way we think about the past and how we engage with it. The growth of participatory 

culture is bound to produce content in formats other than the traditional mediums, and 

these should not just be studied, they should be encouraged; new technologies are tools 

for mediation and for teaching that need to be exploited by academia, and it seems to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 This is even more evident when examining phenomena such as trans-media storytelling, where an 
entire fictional universe is built by branching out different aspects of one fictional world into different 
media, as is the case with the Star Wars fictional universe, where there is a relationship between the 
movies, the video games, the novels, etc. For more on trans-media strorytelling see Henry Jenkins, 
“Transmedia Storytelling,” MIT Technology Review, January 15th, 2003, 
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/401760/transmedia-storytelling/ 
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me that if universities don’t find ways to engage with the audience, the gap between 

what is popularly mediated and scholarly work will grow wider and deeper. 

The goal for academia should be to engage with the audience, share knowledge 

and be proficient in the dissemination of research. This should be a shared effort with 

museums and tourism so that what the audience learns at home can be experienced in 

interactive environments, either real or virtual.  

Technology advances at an outstanding rate. Just this year the first virtual reality 

sets became available for the general public, and I would not be surprised if in a few 

years these will be as typical in a household as a computer or a video game console.   

Maybe some time in the future there will be virtual reality programs where 

students of Old Norse studies will be able to sit around a virtual fire in a longhouse, and 

watch the dialogue between Óðinn and Vafþrúðnir or watch the Vǫlva be awaken and 

tell her story about the begging and the end of the world. Interactive media is how we 

will be experiencing and studying the past in the not so distant future, and video games 

are just the beginning.   
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Appendix 
	  
The Survey: 

 This survey was created using Google Forms specifically to support my claims 

regarding the dynamics between popular culture and the mediation of viking themes in 

video games. All questions were formulated by me under the advisement of colleagues 

from the field of social sciences. It was open to everyone, responses were recorded for 

one week and it was shared on different Internet forums, such as Reddit and Facebook. 

Participants were encouraged to contribute voluntarily and were asked to submit the 

survey only if they agreed to the terms that all information would be used exclusively 

for academic purposes.  

  The survey is divided in three parts.The first part has the purpose of evaluating 

the participant’s general knowledge concerning the Viking Age and Norse myth. The 

second and third parts of the survey are concerned with studying the gamers within the 

population, their preferences when playing video games and their general thoughts 

about Viking themed games. 

 

  Part One gathers general demographic information and inquires about where 

the participant has gained the knowledge he/she possess about the Viking Age and 

Norse myth. It also requests the participant to indicate her/his expectations and desires 

regarding entertainment inspired by the Vikings. In this section several questions are 

also asked to gauge the general knowledge of the population. 

 

Part Two was designed for “gamers”, or people who consider video games a 

hobby and/or spend 10+ hours a week playing video games. Out of the 755 individuals 

who participated on the first part of this survey, 400 claimed to be gamers and 

continued with the second part where the participants are asked to indicate their favorite 

video game genre, whether they purchase indie games regularly or not and to select 

what video game features are most important to them. 

 

  Part Three of this survey was created for gamers who have played Viking-

themed games. Out of the 400 participants who filled the second part, 345 chose to 

move on to the last part, which enquires about what video games the participant has 

played that feature the Viking-Age and Norse myth, and whether this was a factor that 
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influenced her/his decision, if these games taught them anything about the Vikings and 

if it left them with a desire to know more.   

  

 Biases and statistics 

 Because of the way the survey was organized, it starts with a general population of 755 

for the first part, then it is reduced to 400 for the second part and even further to 345 for 

the third part. In theory, the samples for the first part (755) has a 99% confidence 

margin with a 5% margin of error. The sample for the second part of the survey (400) 

has a 95% confidece margin with a 5% margin of error. However, the smaller 

population for part three (345) has an acceptable confidence margine and margine of 

error applicable for a total population of approx. 10000, therefore it should be observed 

with particular care because it is too small to give statistically significant results for a 

large, general population. However, I have decided to include it nonetheless, because it 

shows some interesting features that could give way for future reaserch oportunities.    

 

 The Survey Population 

 The population of the survey (755) are all english speakers from the American 

continent, Europe and Australia/New Zealand. Almost 1:1 gender ratio (48.3% male, 

50.3% female, 1.3% undisclosed) and the largest age demographic falls within the range 

of 23-27 years old (30.5%). These are also very well educated individuals, since 76.2% 

claim to have a degree of Bachelor or higher and most (27.9%) study in the field of the 

humanities. They were asked the following questions. 

 

PART1.   

Item 1 – The following question was presented to the participants “Where does your 

current knowledge of the Viking-Age and Norse myth come from? (Check all that 

apply) along side with eight specific categories of possible sources of knowledge and an 

additional field denominated “other”, where they could input supplementary 

information. This rendered the results shown in figure 1 
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Item 2 - The population was asked to choose out of fourteen elements and “check all” 

the ones they would expect to see in a Viking themed entertainment. This rendered the 

results shown in figure 2. 

 
  Out of the fourteen elements, four of them stand out with over 75% agreement 

among the population that they will be part of Viking-themed entertainment, namely 

Longships (89.1%), Norse gods (77.7%), Scandinavian landscapes (77.5%) and Big 

men with beards (76.7%). 

Item 3 - Immediately following, the population was asked to take that same list of items 

and decide whether these are elements they want to see in Viking themed entertainment. 

They had a total of four choices, “Want to see”, “It makes no difference to me”, “I do 

not want to see this” and “I don’t know what this is”. They could only “check” one of 

these choices for each item. This rendered the results seen in figure 3. 
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These results align quite consistently to the expectations seen in figure 2 with a 

few exceptions, which are easier to see in figure 4. 

 
  

Item 4 - Next, the population was asked if they would prefer to see Viking-Age and 

Norse myth adaptations that are historically accurate and/or true to the literary sources. 

This rendered the results shown in figure 5. 

 
Item 5 - The population was asked if they have ever been exposed to The Elder Edda or 

The Prose Edda, the answers have been organized in figure 6. 
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The following part of the survey was design show the degree of general knowledge this 

population has about the Viking-age and that presumably comes mostly from the 

sources listed in figure 2. 

Item 6 - The population was asked to “select the best answer according to your 

knowledge” regarding “historical facts” and was given the options of “True”, “False” 

and “I don’t know” to classify the following statements: 

• The Viking-age occurred sometime before the Middle Ages (Middle Ages = 5th-

15th century149) 

• The Vikings wore horned helmets to battle. 

• The Vikings were the first Europeans to visit the American continent. 

• Viking women were trained as warriors and were a good part of their armed 

forces. 

• The Vikings were pillaging brutes with no culture. (Culture= art, music, oral 

tradition150) 

• The Vikings traveled Scandinavia, the British Isles and parts of Russia. (Among 

other places151) 

• The Vikings would sometimes bury boats with their dead.  

This rendered the results shown in figure 7. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
149 This information was explicitly given to the population. 
150 This information was explicitly given to the population. 
151 This information was explicitly given to the population. 
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In order to better visualize the results, a Figure 8 was created bearing the labels “Right” 

and “Wrong”. 

 
Item 7 - Following these questions, a second “True or False” was presented to the 

population, this time concerning Norse myth. The statements were: 

• Yggdrasil is the name of the World Tree. 

• According to Norse myth Loki and Thor are brothers. 

• Loki is the parent of the monsters that will bring upon the Judgments of the 

Gods (Ragnarok). 

• Valhalla is the “Viking heaven” were only warriors could enter. 

• According to Norse myth, Thor’s hammer, Mjiollnir is not only a weapon; it is 

also used for blessing. 

• The Valkyries are Odin’s handmaidens who fought in his name152 

The results can be seen in Figure 9. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
152 The results for this statement should be disregarded because it is ambiguous; Snorri makes no mention 
of Valkyries actually fighting, but other sources suggest they went into the battlefield wearing full armor 
and wielding weapons. 
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Similar as the case above, in order to visualize the results better, a figure 10 was 

created. 

 
Item 8 - Following these questions, the population was presented with four 

interpretations of Odin and they were asked to select the one that according their 

knowledge “portrays him best”. 

 
This rendered the following results, which can be visualized in figure 12: 

A = 352 

B = 123 

C = 4 

D = 234 

None of these = 42 
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This was the end of the survey for the general population. 

 

Part Two: 

The next section of the survey was designed for gamers, or people who consider video 

games a hobby or spend 10+ hours a week playing video games. 400/755 individuals 

claimed to be “gamers”, the following section summarizes the results of this population. 

Item 1 - The population was asked what their favourite “Video game Genre” is and 

were allowed to “check all that apply”, this if visualized in figure 13;  

 
What these results tell about this specific population is that in general they like narrative 

driven games153. 

Item 2 - Next, the population was asked if they purchase indie games. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
153 I forgot to include fighting games on the list, but considering the results it is inconsequential. 
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Item 3 - Following this question, the population was asked to selects “in scale 1-5 (1 

being the least and 5 the most)” to select how important are the following aspects to 

them: 

• Story (Narrative, character development, etc) 

• Graphics (What the game looks like) 

• Gameplay (How you interact with the game; difficulty, puzzles, etc) 

• Interphase (Menus, dialog boxes, etc) 

• Controls (How the game is physically played) 

This rendered the results seen in figure15. 

 
Item 4 - Then, the population was asked if they have played and video games that 

“feature the Viking-Age and/or Norse myth as its main theme, or in a considerable 

portion of the game?” 86.3% (345) answered “yes”, and continued to the third part of 

the survey. 

 

Part Tree 

Item 1 - The population was asked to select out of a list of games that feature the 

Viking theme and/or the Norse myth theme, the ones they have played. 
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Next, the population was asked the following questions about the impact the game’s 

content had had in their decision to play these games and on their knowledge. 

Item 2 - Was the Viking-Age / Norse myth content a factor that made you want to play 

the game(s)? 

Item 3 - Do you consider you learned about the Vikings and/or Old Norse myth through 

these games? 

 
Item 4 - Did these games make you want to know more about the Vikings and/or Old 

Norse myth? 
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