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Á Glæsisvöllum

Hjá Goðmundi á Glæsivöllum
gleði er í höll,
glymja hlátra sköll
og trúðar og leikarar leika þar um völl
en lítt er af setningi slegið.
Áfengt er mungátið
og mjöðurinn er forn,
mögnuð drykkjarhorn,
en óminnishegri og illra hóta norn
undir niðri er stiklunum þruma.
Á Grími enum góða
af gulli höfuð skín,
gamalt ber hann vín
en horns yfir öldu eiturormur gín
og enginn þolir drykkinn nema jötnar.
Goðmundur kóngur
er kurteis og hýr,
yfir köldu býr.
Fránar eru sjónir en fölur er hans hlýr
og feiknstafir svigna í brosi.
Á Glæsivöllum aldrei
með ýtum er fátt,
allt er kátt og dátt.
En bróðernið er flátt mjög og gamanið er
grátt,
í góðsemi vegur þar hver annan.

Horn skella á nösum
og hnútur fljúga um borð,
hógværi fylgja orð,
en þegar brotna hausar og blóðið litar
storð
brosir þá Goðmundur kóngur.
Náköld er Hemra
því Niflheimi frá
nöpur sprettur á.
En kaldara und rifjum er
konungsmönnum hjá,
kalinn á hjarta þaðan slapp ég.

Grímur Thomsen
1820-1896
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Abstract
This thesis aims to continue the scholarly debate on the potential Irish influence on the Guðmundr
á Glasisvǫllum subject matter, which allows a careful comparison of the Irish and Old Norse data.
The study will then bring into question whether Irish origins are more likely than a background in
the Nordic culture. To do so, other material is considered that was largely omitted from the
discussion about Guðmundr, Glasisvellir and Ódáinsakr to this day, namely past and present local
folk tales of magical and vanishing islands found in both mainland Scandinavia (especially the socalled “Utrøst” legend in Norway) and the North Sea area (Faroe Islands, Iceland and Orkney). As
will be shown, a Norwegian background seems most likely. It seems reasonable to interpret
Ódáinsakr as a separate motif other rather than being intrinsically connected with accounts of
Guðmundr. As this motif is found in both Irish and Old Norse literature, it can be suggested that
Ódáinsakr has shared Christian origins.

Útdráttur
Þetta rannsóknarverkefni er ætlað sem framlag til frekari umræðu um hugsanleg írsk áhrif á efni
um Guðmund á Glasisvǫllum til þess að gera samanburð á írskum og norrænum upplýsingum.
Ritgerðin rannsaknar hvort írskur bakgrunnur sé líklegri en uppruni í norrænni menningu. Til að
gera það eru ýmis gögn notuð sem hingað til hefur verið sleppt í umræðunni um Guðmund,
Glasisvelli og Ódáinsakur. Þessi gögn eru gamlar og nútímalegar þjóðsögur Skandinavíu (“Utrøst”
í Noregi) og eyjanna í Atlantshafi (Færeyjar, Ísland, Orkneyjar) sem fjalla um yfirnáttúrulegar eyjar
sem hverfa. Norskur bakgrunnur virðist vera líklegastur út af því að það er hægt að túlka Ódáinsakr
sem óháð minni sem er ekki tengt við lýsingar Guðmundar. Þar sem mótifið er bæði til í írskum og
norrænum bókmenntum er uppruni Ódáinsakrs sennilegt kristilegur.
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1. Introduction

Solis nosse deos et caeli numina vobis aut solis nescire datum; nemora alta remotis incolitis lucis; vobis
auctoribus umbrae non tacitas Erebi sedes Ditisque profundi pallida regna petunt: regit idem spiritus artus
orbe alio; longae, cantis si cognita, vitae mors media est.1

Marcus Annaeus Lucanus’s description of the druids’ perception of the afterlife in his first book of
his De bello civili (also called Pharsalia) from 61-65 AD, describing the place where the souls
dwell as orbe alio (another world), appears to be the first recorded use of such a term to describe
otherworldly areas. In later times, otherworldly realms recur frequently in early literature and mythology, and not least in that from the Old Norse world.2 The thesis that follows will deal with the
presentation of one particular such world, focussing on the mysterious figure of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum, sovereign of the otherworldly realm of Glasisvellir and (in one account) the territory of
Ódáinsakr which is said to lie within it.3 The image of this recurring figure and his lands, found in
several Old Norse accounts (sagas and þættir as well as Saxo’s Latin account Gesta Danorum: see
Chapters 2.1-2.8), is far from constant and fluctuates in various ways. Indeed, the variable nature
of this mythological complex seems to have caused some unease for some medieval authors who
tried to make use of this material (as can be seen in the case of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, see Chapter
2.8). All in all, like most folklore, Guðmundr and his realm seem to be an unstable composition
that had roots in oral literature which drew upon oral tales and could be adjusted to the narrative’s
needs.

1

“To them [the druids] alone is granted knowledge – or ignorance, it may be – of gods and celestial powers; they dwell
in deep forests with sequestered groves; they teach that the soul does not descend to the silent land of Erebus and the
sunless realm of Dis below, but that the same breath still governs the limbs in a different scene. If their tale be true,
death is but a point in the midst of continuous life”: Lucan, The Civil War Books, trans. J. D. Duff, 10 vols (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1951), pp. 36-37.
2
Proinsias Mac Cana, Celtic Mythology (London: Newnes, 1983), p. 122.
3
In this thesis, the term “Old Norse” is used and understood as an umbrella term to denote Old West-Nordic languages
when dealing with manuscripts and, therefore, also refers to the shared Old Norse textual-corpus as well as being used
as a cultural label to highlight differences to the later investigated Irish sources: see further Andreas Nordberg, “Continuity, Change and Regional Variation in Old Norse Religion”, in Catharina Raudvere and Jens Peter Schjødt (eds),
More than Mythology: Narration, Ritual Practices and Regional Distribution in Pre-Christian Scandinavian Religions
(Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2012), p. 122. It might be noted in passing that the name “Guðmundr” appears to be a
very old name and can be traced back to the Viking-Age on the basis of the rune stones Gästriksland 7, Östergötland
97 and Småland 60 which feature inscriptions in which the name appears in the spelling of “kuþmuntr” or a variation
thereof: see http://www.arild-hauge.com/se-runeinnskrifter-oestergoetland.htm (last accessed 02.04.2017);
http://www.arild-hauge.com/se-runeinnskrifter-smaaland.htm (last accessed 02.04.2017); and http://www.arildhauge.com/se-runeinnskrifter-gaestrikland.htm (last accessed 02.04.2017); see also Matthias Egeler, Avalon, 66°
Nord: Zur Frühgeschichte und Rezeption eines Mythos. Ergänzungsbände zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde Band 95 (Berlin/ Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2015), pp. 109-110.
1

The unsteadiness of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum narrative has caused scholars to divide
into several schools of thought with regard to its possible origin. The two main positions are diametral to each other. The first (and more widely supported notion) is that this mythological compound
originated in Irish mythology and folklore, especially in the so-called Immrama stories (see Chapter 1.2 below). The idea is that settlers sailing from Norway to Iceland stocked up on narrative
supplies in Ireland before moving onward to Iceland where the accounts were later recorded (cf.
Jómsvíkinga saga, Landnámabók) or that some generations of Scandinavians may have lived there
before sailing onward to Iceland. Another idea is that Irish slaves who were brought to Iceland
maintained their oral traditions about magical landscapes and passed them on to future generations,
meaning that the accounts concerning Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and Ódáinsakr (which are commonly regarded as being inseparable aspects of the same story) are essentially narrative fragments
of larger Gaelic stories which survived and became embedded in Old Norse narratives over the
course of time. If this is the case, following the Immrama stories and the Irish otherworld notion,
Glasisvellir and Ódáinsakr should both be seen as a kind of paradisum terrestris rather than an
abode of the dead (as has been suggested by Ellis Davidson, see Chapter 1.2), an idea some scholars
have supported by highlighting the life-prolonging capabilities of Ódáinsakr (see Chapter 1.2 below).
Others, such as Rosemary Power, Wilhelm Heizmann and Matthias Egeler (see Chapter 1.2
below) argue in favour of a more local origin by stressing the connections and resemblances of
both Glasisvellir and Ódáinsakr to Nordic otherworldly lands of the dead. This proposal is based
upon the topographical position of Glasisvellir which, in several accounts, is said to be located in
the far north/ north-east in close vicinity to realms such as Risaland, Bjarmaland and Jǫtunheimar
(see Chapter 2.9 below). Another point brought forth by scholars to support this idea relates to the
occasional fictional journey that figures in the narratives have to undertake to reach Glasisvellir,
an aspect constituting an important element of the Gaelic narratives. However, the scholarly support for this perspective has not been as strong as for the former school of thought.
With regard to the content of the thesis as a whole, and the approach taken here, this introductory chapter will be complemented by a further chapter regarding the methodology used in the
present work (Chapter 1.1) as well as another chapter briefly outlining the Stand der Forschung
with regards to the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter (Chapter 1.2). This section will conclude with a short statement regarding the purpose of the conducted investigation (Chapter 1.3).
Following this, the original Old Norse narratives regarding Guðmundr will be investigated in
2

chronological order based on the ages of the oldest surviving manuscript of each work, beginning
with Saxo Grammaticus’ Latin work Gesta Danorum (Chapter 2.1); Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks
(Chapter 2.2); Norna-Gests þáttr and Helga þáttr Þórissonar (Chapters 2.3 and 2.4); Bósa saga ok
Herrauðs (for the older version see Chapter 2.5.1 and for the younger variant see Chapter 2.5.2);
and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (Chapter 2.6); followed by Samsons saga fagra (Chapter 2.7).
Eiríks saga víðfǫrla will be discussed at the end of this investigation since it only deals with Ódáinsakr, and leaves Guðmundr out of the story completely (Chapter 2.8). This investigation of the Old
Norse source material will be followed by an overall evaluation of the Old Norse data which compares the information gleaned from the various sǫgur and þættir with each other while simultaneously consulting specific scholarly comments on them (Chapter 2.9).
After having investigated the Old Norse material, the thesis will turn to the Irish sources,
namely those which are said to be the most prominent candidates for having had a possible influence on the Old Norse accounts concerning Guðmundr, namely the Hiberno-Latin account Navigatio Sancti Brendani (Abbatis) (Chapter 3.1);4 Immram curaig Máele Dúin (Chapter 3.2); the
prominent narrative Immram Brain mac Febail (Chapter 3.3); and, finally, Echtrae Chonnlai maic
Cuinn Chéchathaig in so (Chapter 3.4). Concluding this investigation will be a brief comparison
of the Irish sources with the information collected about Guðmundr and his world in the Old Norse
sources examined earlier, commenting on the possibility of influence of the former on the latter
(Chapter 3.6). The investigation of the Irish sources is followed by a brief examination of the Arthurian concept of Avalon (Chapter 4), which will conclude with a short discussion of its possible
influences on the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum narrative (Chapter 4.1).
Following this, the thesis will move on to a consideration of the Nordic folk legend material
regarding magical, vanishing shining islands, starting with the earliest potential references on the
Eggja rune stone, moving on to a brief discussion of the Icelandic concepts of marmennlar and
sækýr, which in the case of the former go back to the time of Landnámabók in the 12th century
(Chapter 5.1). Attention is given to legends of sinking and re-emerging islands which go back to
the legend of the origin of Gotland in Guta saga, from the mid-13th century. From here, the investigation proceeds to examine Faroese legends of similar islands (Chapter 5.2), and the wide-ranging
north Norwegian folk legends dealing with the island of Utrøst (Chapter 5.3). This is followed by
an examination of closely related Orcadian folklore dealing with similar legends (Chapter 5.4), and

4

This narrative has been translated into Scandinavian under the name of Brandanus saga (see Chapter 3.6 below).
3

ends with a brief excursion into related Swedish and Danish folk legends (Chapter 5.5), all of which
underline the deeply rooted nature of these translation in the north. The chapter concludes once
again with the question of potential Irish influence, and a discussion of whether these legends could
also have originated in Irish material, and the degree to which such Nordic legends might lie behind
the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter (Chapter 5.6). The natural question will be raised as
to whether, if we wish to see a connection between Guðmundr and magical islands, we need to
look as far as the Celtic world.
The conclusive final review will review all the information gained over the course of the
present investigation, arguing that if for a local point of origin of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum
subject matter, underlining the fact that the Scandinavian folk legends (with their ancient roots) are
better suited as a background than potential Irish influence (Chapter 6). The thesis closes by considering potential future research into the subject, emphasizing, among other things, the value of,
so far, neglected archaeological evidences (Chapter 6.1).

1.1 Methodology

The scholarly notion of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum that has developed over the years, suggests a
rather firm, manifest narrative complex. Careful consideration of the original material (see Chapters 2.1 to 2.8 below) nonetheless seems to point to the fact that much of this notion seems to be
largely the result of somewhat extensive generalisation. Just as belief and narratives living in the
oral tradition are never static, and regularly change as they pass from person to person and even
over the course of time within a single individual, the same holds true for the description of
Guðmundr and his realm in the written source works available to us.5
There is logical reason to begin by investigating every single narrative that mentions
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and his realm separately.6 The data assembled can then be placed side
by side and compared and the conclusions drawn from the said comparison can be used to identify

5

On variability in Old Norse religions, see Nordberg, “Continuity, Change and Regional Variation in Old Norse Religion”, pp. 121 and 142; and Terry Gunnel, “Viking Religion: Old Norse Mythology”, in: Richard North and Joe Allard
(eds), Beowulf & Other Stories: A New Introduction to Old English, Old Icelandic and Anglo-Norman Literatures
(Harlow: Pearson, 2007), p. 376; and the other sources cited here. On variability in oral tradition, see, for example,
Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1960) and John M. Foley,
Oral-Formulaic Theory and Research: An Introduction and Annotated Bibliography (New York: Garland Publishing,
1985).
6
Nordberg: “Continuity, Change and Regional Variation in Old Norse Religion”, pp. 125 and 137.
4

the potential “core” elements of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum construct. The aim of the investigation is to discriminate between these recurring core elements and those features that are minor
additions to the core brought about by the needs of the respective narrative (in order to constitute
a certain flow or outcome) or are due to descriptive embellishments, in other words to identify
which elements should be seen as independent features rather than part of “core” (if there is one).
Once these recurring “core” elements have been identified and established, they will be utilised by
means of comparison to the key elements of those specific Irish sources which several leading
scholars to have supposed to have influenced the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum perception to a greater
or lesser degree (some suggesting that these sources actually spawned the narrative complex of
Guðmundr which they suggest was previously unknown in Scandinavia).7 What is perhaps original
about this present thesis (with regard to research of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum), is that it will
also consider folk legends and beliefs from the Scandinavian and the North Sea area (going back
to the late Iron Age) which have been (previously) omitted from previous scholarly investigations,
in part because of the idea that much of this material is recorded in later times, and is viewed as
uncertain. As Matthias Egeler writes: “Das folkloristische Gudmund-Material bleibt somit weiterhin suggestiv, kann aber keine schlüssige Grundlage für weiterführende Interpretationen darstellen.”8
A further central feature that this investigation will bear in mind is that “[…] sagas [and
þættir for that matter] have memories, represent memories, and mediate memories,”9 meaning that
all conclusions must consider the context of the sources referred to, and not least the people involved in their creation. When certain features ascribed to Guðmundr or Glasisvellir appear odd or
unfitting (even if apparently necessary from the point of view of the narrative [see above]), they
may be the result of a scribe adding his personal ideas to the subject matter rather than a reflection
of the general potential status quo of beliefs. It may thus be that individual elements belonging to
“communicative memory” gradually became “cultural memory” over time with regards to the
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter.10 One can perhaps further distil the embellishments from

7

Regarding problems of interpretation as well as other structural uncertainties with regard to the Irish sources see the
introduction of the Irish chapter below (see Chapter 4).
8
Egeler, Avalon, 66° Nord, p. 112. The translation into English (by the present author) reads as follows: “Thus, the
folkloristic material relating to the Gudmund material, while it remains suggestive, cannot form any conclusive basis
for additional interpretations.”
9
Pernille Hermann, “Saga Literature, Cultural Memory, and Storage”, Scandinavian Studies 85 (2013), p. 332.
10
On cultural memory, see Jan Assmann, Religion and Cultural Memory, trans. into English, Rodney Livingstone
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2006), pp. 1-45.
5

the subject matter’s cluster of “core” element by carefully examining the manuscripts. As Pernille
Hermann has underlined: this cultural memory represented by the saga accounts (even from the
same saga) vary “[d]ue to their [the sǫgur] existence as manuscript-based texts that often exist in
multiple versions […]”, giving “[…] the past many voices, which may not be in agreement.”11
Before proceeding, one further comment should be made about the terminology used in this
thesis. Bearing in mind the discontinuity of the texts in question and the variability of the information they transmit when talking about concepts of “the other(s)”.12 It should be borne in mind
that when writing in English, translation of terms can also lead to misunderstandings.13 With regard
to the accounts dealing with Guðmundr and/ or Glasisvellir, creatures such as jǫtnar and trǫll are
frequently encountered as well as various magical beings mentioned in folk legends. In the present
work, words like jǫtnar, trǫll, huldufólk and other words used for various beings will be given in
italics using their original respective indigenous names and spellings (rather than wider international umbrella terms), as a means of underlining varying concepts and perceptions, and highlighting their local differences and independency. To give one example, the term jǫtnar (also in its
singular form as jǫtunn) is commonly translated in specialised Anglophone literature with the term
“giants” (or “giant” for that matter)14. Although the two concepts may overlap in certain ways, the
giants of folklore actually have very little in common with the jǫtnar of Norse mythology. An
additional problem is that in literal terms, the word “giant” relates more closely to the Old Norse
term risi (pl. risar) rather than jǫtunn/ jǫtnar, which appears to derive from the Germ. *etuna-.15
11

Hermann, “Saga Literature, Cultural Memory, and Storage”, p. 342.
Unless otherwise stated, the information for this paragraph dealing with the concept of the other is drawn from John
Lindow, “Supernatural Others and Ethnic Others: A Millenium of World View”, Scandinavian Studies 67 (1995), pp.
1-28. For the discussion of the problematic terminology of jǫtnar and giants and so on, see Katja Schulz, Riesen: Von
Wissenshütern und Wildnisbewohnern in Edda und Saga (Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag Winter GmbH, 2004) in general and especially pp. 29-52 for an apt introduction and discussion of the problems involved in terminology regarding
jǫtnar, risar, trǫll and giants as well as additional, rarer terms.
13
See, for example, Terry Gunnell, “How Elvish were the Álfar?”, in Andrew Wawn, Graham Johnson Walter, John
(eds), Constructing Nations, Reconstructing Myth: Essays in Honour of T. A. Shippey (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers
n.v., 2007).
14
See, for example, Jens Peter Schjødt, Initiation Between Two Worlds: Structure and Symbolism in Pre-Christian
Scandinavian Religion, trans. into English, Victor Hansen (Odense: University of Southern Denmark Press, 2008) and
John Lindow, Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs (Oxford/ New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). That this terminology is not limited to Anglophone literature can be seen in, for example, Peter
Buchholz, Vorzeitkunde. Mündliches Erzählen und Überliefern im mitterlalterlichen Skandinavien nach dem Zeugnis
von Fornaldarsaga und eddischer Dichtung, Skandinavistische Studien Band 13 (Neumünster: Karl Wachholtz Verlag, 1980).
15
Ásgeir Blöndal Mangússon, Íslensk orðsifjabók (Reykjavík: Orðabók Háskólans, 1989), pp. 437 and 765; see also
Joseph Harris, “The Rök Stone’s iatun and Mythology of Death”, in Wilhelm Heizmann, Klais Böldl and Heinrich
Beck (eds), Analecta Septentrionalia: Beiträge zur nordgermanischen Kultur- und Literaturgeschichte, Ergänzungsbände zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, Band 65 (Berlin/ New York: Walter de Gryuter GmbH &
Co. KG, 2009), pp. 467-493.
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Another similar problem related to these beings, less easily resolved by using original terminology
is that “supernatural others” can often apply to “ethnic others”, a problem which, as Hermann Pálsson has suggested, might apply to the concept of jǫtnar (who he relates to the Sámi).16 This is a
problem that will have to be by-passed for now.

1.2 Stand der Forschung

Numerous works regarding both the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and Ódáinsakr subject matters have
been written, spanning over a century in their dates of publication. As will be shown, from the early
20th century, scholars seem to have been firmly intertwined these two motifs with other, more popular sujets such as various Norse deities, otherworldly rulers and the Realm of the Dead. In recent
years, however, the focus seems to have shifted away from the original associations of the motifs
to the idea that the idea of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and his realm have been brought to Scandinavia from Ireland under influence from various Hiberno-Latin and vernacular Irish works. The
following chapter will give a brief survey of the research that has been carried out so far in order
to shed light on the way the changes in focus have occurred over the time. Many of the works
mentioned will be referred to again in more detail where relevant later in the thesis.
One of the earliest discussions of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and the accompanying features
can be found as early as 1672, when the Swede Olof Verelius published the first Swedish edition
of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks in his work titled Hervarar Saga på Gammal Götska, making the
first comments in Latin on both Glasisvellir and Ódáinsakr, showing possible other references in
the Old Norse textual corpus and linking Glasisvellir to Gimlé, the place where the survivors of
ragna rǫc are said to meet (Vǫluspá st. 64).17
The Swedish historian Viktor Rydberg (1828-1895) seems to have been the first to publish
a more detailed scholarly investigation of Guðmundr and Ódáinsakr in his two-volume work Teutonic Mythology published in 1906. With regard to Ódáinsakr, it seems that Rydberg was irritated
by the account of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla and its Christian Biblical and ecclesiastical overtones, his

16
Hermann Pálsson, Úr landnorðri: Samar og ystu rætur íslenskrar menningar (Reykjavík: Bókmenntafræðistofnun,
1997); and Hermann Pálsson, “The Sami People in Old Norse Literature”, Nordlit 5 (1999), pp. 29-53.
17
Hervarar Saga på Gammal Götska, ed. Olof Verelius (Upsalæ: Henricus Curio, 1672), pp. 19-21 (for the comments
on Glasisvellir) and pp. 21-23 (for the comments on Ódáinsakr). Vǫluspá st. 64 reads as follows: “Sal hér hon standa,/
solo fegra,/ gulli þacþan,/ á Gimlé;// þar scolo dyggvar/ dróttir byggia/ oc um aldraga/ ynðis nióta”: see Edda. Die
Lieder des Codex Regius nebst verwandten Denkmälern, ed. Gustav Neckel and Hans Kuhn, 5th revised edition (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1983), p. 15.
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notion was consequently later challenged by Hilda R. Ellis (1914-2006) (see below).18 More interesting for the current thesis (if highly questionable) is Rydberg’s relation of Guðmundr to the figure
of Mímir, an idea that was based on connections Rydberg saw between the two figures, including
the idea that both of them collected treasures and governed an otherworldly realm. According to
Rydberg, Glasisvellir resembled Mímir’s realm of Hoddmímis holt, known from both the Poetic
and Prose Edda.19
In a very similar way to Rydberg, the Austrian scholar Rudolf Much (1862-1936), in his
1926 essay on Baldr attempted to place Glasisvellir in a topographical framework, interrelating
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum with the Norse deity Baldr as part of his rather laboured argument that
the German island of Helgoland was the original Glasisvellir. Much reaches this conclusion by
translating Glasisvellir as the “Abode of Glasir”,20 the tree which in Skáldskaparmál is said to stand
in front of Valhǫll: “Hví er gull kallat barr eða lauf Glasis? Í Ásgarði fyrir durum Valhallar stendr
lundr sá er Glasir er kallaðr, en lauf hans alt er gull rautt, svá sem hér er kveðit at (142) Glasir
stendr/ með gullnu laufi/ fyrir Sigtýs sǫlum.”21 After having unmasked Guðmundr as Baldr on the
basis of relations Much sees, such as Guðmundr’s connection to gold and Ásgarðr, Much goes on
to suppose Hǫfundr, Guðmundr’ son (see Chapter 2.9.2), and Forseti, Baldr’s son mentioned in
Skáldskaparmál (“Hvernig skal kenna Baldr? Svá at kalla hann son Óðins ok Friggjar, ver Nǫnnu,
faðir Forseta […]”), must therefore be synonymous.22 Moving the focus onto Forseti, Much notes
the fact that in Frisian, the island of Helgoland is called Fositeland according Alcuin’s (c. 735-804)
Vita Sancti Willibrordi, “Fosite” apparently bearing a close resemblance to the name of Forseti.23
From here, Much reaches his conclusion that Glasisvellir must be Helgoland, an argument which
Much believes is supported by the relationship between the element Glasis- and the Germ. *gleza

18
Viktor Rydberg, Teutonic Mythology: Gods and Goddesses of the Northland, trans. into English, Rasmus B. Anderson, 2 Vols (London: Norræna Society, 1906), I, pp. 338-339; See also Hilda R. Ellis, The Road to Hell: A Study of
the Conception of the Dead in Old Norse Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1943), p. 190.
19
Rydberg, Teutonic Mythology, I, pp. 339-341. Hoddmímis holt is mentioned in Vafþrúðnismál st. 45: “‘Líf oc
Lífðrasir,/ enn þau leynaz muno/ í holti Hoddmimis;// morgindǫggvar/ þau sér at mat hafa,/ þaðan af alder alaz.’”: see
Edda, p. 53. It is furthermore mentioned in Gylfaginning 53: “En þar sem heitir Hoddmímis holt leynask men tveir í
Surtaloga er svá heita: Líf ok Leifþrasir; ok hafa morgindǫggvar fyrir mat. En af þessum mǫnnum kemr svá mikil
kynslóð at byggvisk heimr allr.” This passage is then followed by st. 45 from Vafþrúðnismál quoted above: see Snorri
Sturluson, Edda, Prologue and Gylfaginning, ed. Anthony Faulkes, (Exeter: Viking Society for Northern Research,
2005), p. 54.
20
Rudolf Much, “Balder”, Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur 61 (1924), p. 99.
21
Much, “Balder”, p. 99. On this idea, see further Chapter 2.9.2.1.b below. For the Eddic quote, see Snorri Sturluson,
Edda, Skáldskaparmál, ed. Anthony Faulkes, 2 vols (Exeter: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2007), I, p. 41.
22
Much, “Balder”, pp. 99-100.
23
According to Much, the missing “r” in Fosite was caused by flawed transmissions of the name itself: Much, “Balder”,
p. 100. For the Eddic quote, see Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Skáldskaparmál, I, p. 17.
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meaning amber, a material that can be found on the island to this day. 24 Suffice to say, neither
Rydberg’s nor Much’s arguments have received much scholarly support over the years.
The same applies to the work of the Norwegian folklorist Nils Lid (1890-1958) who in
1928, as part of a study concerning Yuletide folkloristic practices and beliefs in northern Norway,
made much of an ancient wooden figure found on a farm in Vrådal, Telemark which was referred
to as “Gudmund”.25 Lid’s suggestion is that this must have been an early idol which was preserved
by local farmers over the centuries (since it was give offerings at a certain time of the year). The
name of the figure encouraged him to link it to Guðmundr, who he argues might have been an early
god. These ideas have since been vehemently questioned by the likes of for example de Vries,
Simek and Egeler.26
Ellis’s 1943 dissertation Road to Hel: A Study of the Conception of the Dead in Old Norse
Literature took another more logical track. The work investigated the connections between the
Kingdom of Death and the Realm or Land of the Dead that is so frequently journeyed to in Old
Norse literature, highlighting “confused traditions […] of symbolism whose significance has been
misunderstood or passed out of mind.”27 Showing the shifting conception of Otherworld in Old
Norse literacy, Ellis (later Ellis Davidson) underlined the importance the narratives often place on
supernatural wisdom which can be gained from undertaking such a journey along with other immaterial gifts (which, as will be seen below, also apploes to the gifts so often encountered in the
Guðmundr narratives).28 Interestingly enough, Ellis (both a religious historian and a folklorist) not
only considers the potential influence of both the Sámi culture of northern Norway and Russia in
her investigation of Realms of the Dead, but also various parallels she could see in Celtic (both
Irish and Welsh) tradition.29 More controversially, Ellis goes on to interpret Glasisvellir as being
essentially a Realm of the Dead, on the basis of its liminal position to the far north and its close
proximity to other, otherworldly Lands of the Living such as that of Geirrøðr (see Chapters 2.1 and
24

Much, “Balder”, p. 101. On this idea, see also Rudolf Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie (Stuttgart:
Kröner, 2006), p. 140.
25
Nils Lid, Joleband og Vegetasjonsguddom. Videnskapsselskapets skrifter II. Historisk-filosofisk klasse No. 4 (Oslo:
Jacob Dybwad, 1928), p. 158.
26
See Lid, Joleband og Vegetasjonsguddom, pp. 119-188; and Jolesveinar og Grøderikdomsgudar. Videnskapsselskapets skrifter II. Historisk-filosofisk klasse No. 5 (Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1933), pp. 63, 106, 114 and 163. For criticism
of this argument: see De Vries, Altergermanische Religionsgeschichte, II, pp. 139-141; Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie, pp. 156-157; and Egeler, Avalon, 66° Nord, pp. 108-122.
27
Ellis, The Road to Hell, p. 195. See also Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, trans. into English, Monika B.
Vizedome and Gabrielle L. Caffee (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977), pp. 146-165. It is understood that Ellis
Davidson saw the journey to and otherworldly realm as a kind of rite de passage.
28
Ellis, The Road to Hell, p. 196.
29
Ellis, The Road to Hell, pp. 200-201.
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2.6). This, however, was a supposition Davidson later dropped in further publications in favour of
the notion that the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum narrative complex had a possible Celtic origin.30
The idea that the idea of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum might have a Celtic origin seems to
have been first posed by Rosemary Power in an important article in 1985 entitled “Journeys to the
Otherworld in the Icelandic Fornaldarsögur”. In this article, Power argued that the concept of
Glasisvellir seems to have been somewhat problematic for the Christian moral code of that time,
something that she felt could be witnessed in the unease with which it was implemented in the
various narratives, both sǫgur and þættir, that touch on it.31 Looking for potential foreign sources
that might have influenced the motifs, Power highlights the close ties that existed between the
Gaelic and Icelandic spheres, stating that the former most likely had more influence on the latter
(rather than the other way around), and not least its corpus of tales telling of islands over the sea
which are inhabited by people in illo tempore, from before the Fall, who are therefore not subject
to mortality.32 This perception has since had widespread support from by both Gaelic scholars (for
example Proinsias Mac Cana [1926-2004]) and scholars from various Old Norse fields of research
(such as Wilhelm Heizmann, Matthias Egeler, Gísli Sigurðsson and the late Hilda R. Ellis Davidson; see further below).33 Power concludes her article by stating that, the:
[…] Icelandic tales of journeys to an Otherworld are specifically native in form and in the treatment of their
content. They appear to derive from a combination of Norse myth with Irish (or Celtic) secular tales of a visit
to a delightful land of the immortals.34

30
This tendency can be seen in various later publications by Ellis Davidson, such as Myths and Symbols in Pagan
Europe: Early Scandinavian and Celtic Religion (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1988), pp. 183-187 and
217-228; and “Guðmundr of Glasisvellir: Did He Originate in Ireland?”, Arv 47 (1991), pp. 167-178.
31
Rosemary Power, “Journeys to the Otherworld in the Icelandic Fornaldarsögur”, Folklore 96 (1985), p. 166.
32
Power, “Journeys to the Otherworld in the Icelandic Fornaldarsögur”, p. 167.
33
See, for example, Wilhelm Heizmann, “Hvanndalir – Glæsisvellir – Avalon: Traditionswanderungen im Norden und
Nordwesten Europas”, Frühmittelalterliche Studien 32 (1998); and Gísli Sigurðsson, Gaelic Influence in Iceland: Historical and Literary Contacts: A Survey of Research, 2nd edition (Reykjavík: University of Iceland Press, 2000), especially pp. 57-63 and 118. On Egeler, see further below. See also Einar Pálsson, “Celtic Christianity in Pagan Iceland”,
The Sixth International Saga Conference 28.7. - 2.8. 1985: Workshop Papers 1 (København: Det Arnamagnæanske
Institut, 1985), pp. 255-277. For relevant works by Ellis Davidson, se those mentioned above. See also various publications by Donnchadh Ó Corráin on the cultural exchange of Norsemen and Irishmen, such as Donnchadh Ó Corráin,
“Irish and Nordic Exchange: What They Gave and What They Took”, in J. M. Fladmark (ed.), Heritage and Identity:
Shaping the Nations of the North (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 61-72 and “The Vikings and Ireland”, in Stefan Brink
with Neil Price (eds), The Viking World (London/ New York: Routledge, 2008), pp. 428-433.
34
Power, “Journeys to the Otherworld in the Icelandic Fornaldarsögur”, p. 172.
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In short, Power concludes that there is a possibility of influence from both secular and religious
Irish narratives on Old Norse literature and specifically on the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject
matter.
More recently, Wilhelm Heizmann and subsequently Matthias Egeler have taken a slightly
different approach, pointing to the fact that in a remote area of country-side in Iceland called
Hvanndalir which is located in the far north-east of the island, there is an area that was and is still
referred to as “Ódáinsakur”.35 Two extant travel diaries from the 18th century describe the valuable
herbs and flowers found in this site which, according to the aforementioned scholars, echo the idea
found in narratives of Ódáinsakr which suggest it grants a prolonged life time (see further Chapter
2.9.3).36 It must be stated, however, that this evidence does not give reason to support that idea of
the idea of Glasisvellir having had an Icelandic origin (if anything, it only relates to Ódáinsakr,
which, as will be demonstrated below, seems not only to have been a separate motif, but also one
that seems to have a Christian background, something that is more questionable with regard to the
figure of Guðmundr and his realm.)
Egeler has published two major works on the subject of Guðmundr in recent years, both of
which have already been referred to and will be referred to again and quoted extensively throughout
the present work, namely Avalon, 66° Nord: Zur Frühgeschichte und Rezeption eines Mythos
(2015) and his habilitation Islands in the West: Transformations of a Myth (2016).37 In both works,
Egeler has investigated further the question of the potential influences of Irish sources and Arthurian literature (especially the concept of Avalon) on the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum (see Avalon,
66° Nord), focusing in particular on the evolution of the concept of magical islands in literature,
from Classical antiquity up to and including Irish and Old Norse literature (see Islands to the West).
With these concise and lengthy publications, Egeler has managed a feat never previously accomplished with regard to research of the motif(s) of Guðmundr and Glasisvellir, by managing to dedicate an entire work which deals solely with the question of the background of the motif(s), rather
than limiting himself to “mere” articles or chapters which concerned themselves with individual
narrative concepts or ideas. In these two works, Egeler draws on a wide variety of antique, Irish
and Old Norse texts to support his argument for an Irish origin of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum

35

Heizmann, “Hvanndalir – Glæsisvellir – Avalon”, pp.74-77.
Heizmann, “Hvanndalir – Glæsisvellir – Avalon”, p. 96.
37
See also Matthias Egeler, Celtic Influences in Germanic Religion: A Study. Münchener Nordistische Studien Band
15 (München: Herbert Utz Verlag, 2013) and especially pp. 123-129.
36

11

narrative, highlighting the close parallels that he sees between the features of those narratives telling of magical islands to the west off the Irish coast and various elements that are found in the
narratives of Guðmundr and his realm. This is where the scholarship on Guðmundr stands at this
point in time. The thesis will now move on to consider the Old Norse narratives themselves and
what these sources tell us of Guðmundr, Glasisvellir and Ódáinsakr.
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2. The Old Norse Sources

2.1 Saxo Grammaticus and Gesta Danorum

2.1.1 Introduction

With an estimated time of composition set to between ca. 1190 and 1208, the Gesta Danorum, a
historiographical account of the Danes composed in Latin by the Danish secular cleric Saxo Grammaticus (ca. 1150-1220),38 is the earliest extant work to include an account of Guðmundr (here
called “Guthmundus”), his realm and Ódáinsakr (here called “Undensakre”).39 The only complete
version that all subsequent editions are derived from is the first edition of this narrative compiled
and published by Christiern Pedersøn in Paris in 1514, for the medieval manuscripts of the Gesta
Danorum are now lost except for some fragments that have survived into modern times.40 The
manuscript that Pedersøn used as a template for his edition appears to have been fairly close to the
original.41
The work is comprised of a total of sixteen chapters, so-called “Books”. For the present
investigation, the narratives expounded in the fourth and eighth book of the Gesta Danorum are of
particular interest for they mention Ódáinsakr (Book IV) and also describe how the Danish king
Gormo (who appears to correlate to Gorm the Old)42 sets out on a quest to find the abode of Geruthus initiated by the king’s compulsion to see everything miraculous in the world (Book VIII).43
Gormo is accompanied on his journey by an army 300 strong and the guide Thorkillus, the main
interactor with the otherworldly powers since he is said to have knowledge of supernatural territories.44

38

Rudolf Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie, (Stuttgart: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 2006), p. 361. Other scholars are not so confident about establishing biographical data for Saxo Grammaticus arguing that they can only be
guessed: see Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, ed. Karsten Friis-Jensen, trans. into Danish, Peter Zeeberg, 2 vols
(København: Gads Forlag, 2005), I, p. 59.
39
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, p. 58.
40
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 37-38.
41
Scholars estimate that only one to two different copies stand between the archetype and the one used by Pedersøn.
This is based on the corruption and modernization, of names in particular, which can occur in subsequent editions if a
manuscript is subject to extensive copying: see Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 41-42.
42
Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, Books I-IX, ed. Peter Fisher and Hilda Ellis Davidson, 2 vols. (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1980), II, pp. 141-142 and 146.
43
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 560-563.
44
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 562-563.
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2.1.2 The Fourth Book and the Account of Ódáinsakr

In the second chapter of the fourth Book, Saxo tells of Amlethus, heir to the governor of Jutland
and prospective king of Denmark, his fall from power in Denmark and ultimate re-seizure of it.
After her husband’s death, Amlethus’s mother is robbed of all her possessions by Uiglecus, successor to the Danish king Rorico. Uiglecus immediately seeks to gain control over Jutland and is
offered treasure in reconciliation by Amlethus. However, Uiglecus, in order to expand his territories and influence, fights and expels Fiallerus, the jarl of “Scanię” (that is Skåne) who has tried to
thwart his machtpolitik. Defeated, Fiallerus has to flee and seeks refuge in a place called Undensakre which Saxo describes as being unknown to his people. The discussed passage in the manuscript reads as follows: “Fiallerum, Scanię pręfectum exilio adegit, quem ad locum, cui Undensakre
nomen est, nostris ignotum populis concessisse est fama.”45 Apart from the place name which is
clearly a Latinisation of the Nordic place name Ódáinsakr, not a lot of information can be drawn
from this passage. Although Saxo remarks that the exact topographical location of Undensakre is
unknown, the fact that Fiallerus can escape to this place suggests that Undensakre is located in
close vicinity to Denmark and a place where one can hide. It is worth noting that Saxo does not
mention any of the various common associations that are ascribed to Ódáinsakr in the later saga
literature, such as its ability to grant a prolonged life span. Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, it is worth noting that Saxo does not connect Undensakre and the realm of Guthmundus
which is mentioned later in the account of Gormo’s and Thorkillus’s fictional adventures.46 Saxo
easily could have positioned Undensakre within Guthmundus’s domain if he would have wished
to do so or had known of connections. This may indicate that Saxo had heard of no connection
between Undensakre and Glasisvellir or had no knowledge of them being related in the oral tradition, even though both places were clearly known to him.

45
The translation reads as follows: “Fjaller, jarlen i Skåne, tvang han [that is Uiglecus] i landflygtighed, og overleveringen siger at han slog sig ned på et sted der hedder Undensakre, og som er ukendt blandt vores folk”: see Saxo
Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 250-251. It should be stressed that while Ódáinsakr is mentioned in Gesta Danorum, Eiríks saga víðfǫrla and Hervarar saga (see below chapter 2.2.), only the latter directly connects it to Glasisvellir, Guðmundr’s abode. As noted above, a real topographical region bearing such a name can be found in Iceland
(see Heizmann, “Hvanndalir – Glæsisvellir – Avalon: Traditionswanderungen im Norden und Nordwesten Europas”,
pp. 72-100 [esp. pp. 74-99]). The attributes associated with Ódáinsakr will be discussed further below (see Chapter
2.9.3).
46
Although as noted above both of these places are only mentioned together in the H and U-versions of Hervarar saga,
the scholarly discussion stresses these associations frequently and indeed presents both places as being closely related
to each other. See, for example, Egeler, Islands in the West, pp. 64-66 and 78.
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2.1.3 The Journey to Guthmundus and Geruthus

As noted above, Book VIII of Gesta Danorum describes how Gormo, Thorkillus and their fellowship set out on their quest to see miraculous places in the world and sail north past “Halogia” (that
is Hålogaland in northern Norway) and onwards until they reach land “in ulteriorem Byarmiam”.47
The nameless territory into which they intrude here is that of Guthmundus who is clearly identical
to the Old Norse Guðmundr of later saga tradition. The country is described as being a land of
perpetual frost and snow, devoid of sun and enormous, impassable forests where wild animals
reside that are unknown elsewhere.48 After their disembarkation, the company behold a golden
bridge over a river which marks a natural border between the realm of Guthmundus and the monstrous domains of his brother Geruthus.49 Their passage is halted by Guthmundus, who later explains that the said river is a river of the dead and that only the deceased may pass it via the golden
bridge:

Procedentibus amnis aureo ponte permeabilis cernitur. Cuius transeundi cupidos a proposito reuocauit, docens
eo alueo humana a monstruosis rerum secreuisse naturam nec mortalibus ultra fas esse uestigiis.50
47

Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, p. 564. Regarding the area, see Lyonel D. Perabo, Here be Heathens: The
Supernatural Image of Northern Fenno-Scandinavia in Pre-Modern Literature (unpublished MA thesis, University of
Iceland, 2016), pp. 51-55.
48
“Regio est perpetui frigoris capax pręaltisque offusa niuibus, ne uim quidem feruoris persentiscit ęstiui, inuiorum
abundans nemorum, frugum haud ferax inusitatisque alibi bestiis frequens.” The translation reads as follows: “Det er
et land med evig frost, dækket af dyb sne, hvor sommersolens kraft aldrig så meget som mærkes, et land fuldt af
uvejsomme skove, hvor intet korn kan gro, men det er rigt på vilde dyr der ikke kendes andre steder”: see Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565.
49
Since Guthmundus’s fruitful realm (cf. the magical garden) is said to be located within a countryside that is otherwise
known to be rather barren, the realm of his brother Geruthus shall briefly be described here in order to highlight not
only the difference between the two territories itself, but also the character of Geruthus who commonly differs in the
other sources discussed in the current investigation (where he is named Geirröðr). Geruthus’s realm here is described
as eery, with severed heads being displayed on stockades and Cerberus-like watchdogs guarding the hall. Inside the
building, the foul stench is repeatedly noted. In Geruthus’s chamber, his pierced body rests on the high seat with the
spine-broken bodies of three females around him. Thorkillus explains this scenery by telling a version of the story of
how Þórr fought Geirröðr (who corresponds to Geruthus) and his two daughters Gjálp and Greip (see Skáldskaparmál
ch. 18: Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Skáldskaparmál, I, pp. 24-25; in Thorkillus’ retelling three daughters are mentioned).
Ultimately, however, in Saxo’s account some of the expedition cannot restrain themselves and steal some of the precious loot from the realm which immediately transforms into various monstrosities and attacks the warband. However,
Geruthus himself is not said to come to life. Only 20 of the adventurers finally make their way out and are ferried back
to safety by Guthmundus. As Ellis Davidson has stated that “[t]he emphasis on filth, evil stench, and later, serpents,
strongly suggests entry into a tomb, and the Latin term [for Geruthus’s hall] used is conclave (chamber). One of the
persistent traditions associated with Biarmaland was that great wealth could be won by breaking into burial mounds
there […]”: Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, II, p, 144 and for Ellis Davidson’s citation see p. 142; and
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565.
50
The translation reads as follows: “På vejen fik de øje på en flod over hvilken der gik en bro af gold. Den havde de
stor lyst til at gå over, men han standsede dem i deres forehavende og forklarede at denne flod var den naturlige grænse
mellem menneskenes og uhyrernes verden, og at ingen dødelige havde lov at træde over på den anden side”: Saxo
Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565. The bridge is clearly a threshold between Guthmundus’ liminal realm
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Despite it not being explicitly mentioned, according to this account there appears to be another
river one has to cross in order to leave the land of Guthmundus as the following account from Book
8 indicates:

Hic Buchi parum diligens sui custos laxatis continentię neruis uirtute, qua hactenus fruebatur, abiecta unam
e filiabus eius irreuocabili amore complexus exitii sui connubium impetrauit, moxque repentino uerticis cir
cuitu actus pristinum memorię habitum perdidit. […] Qui cum abiturum regem honestatis causa prosequere
tur, uadam curriculo transiturus altius desidentibus roti sui uorticum implicates absumitur.51

After the costly expedition into Geruthus’s territory, Gormo’s expedition returns to rest again at
Guthmundus’s dwelling where one of Gormo’s captains, Buchi, falls in love with one of Guthmundus’s daughters. He loses his resilience, becomes mad and drowns when he wants to dismiss Gormo
and his former fellows.
Saxo orchestrates a rather interesting picture with regard to Guthmundus himself. He is
described as “magnitudinis uir”, that is a man of extraordinary body height,52 a feature which
clearly appeared noteworthy to Saxo, who, nonetheless, characterises Guthmundus as humanoid
(Saxo could have used different words to describe large figures as he does in the case of “Ugarthilocus”53 who Gormo meets next and is defined as “gigas”/ “gygas” and “gigantus”,54 words which
clearly underline the monstrous nature of Ugarthilocus, and set him noticeably apart from
Guthmundus.) Though classed as humanoid, Guthmundus has also something uncanny about him

and that Realm of the Dead reigned over by his brother Geruthus. It is worth noting that similar construction can be
found in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see chapter 2.8 below). There, the bridge is described as made of stone and on it lies a
dragon through which one enters a notion of a paradisus terrestris, a concept that originated from a literal rather than
metaphorical interpretation of Genesis 2, 8-14: see Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, II, p. 143.
51
The translation reads as follows: “De overlevende nåede tilbage til floden, hvor Gudmund færgede dem over i sin
båd og tog gæstfrit imod dem i sit hus. Men selv om han mange gange bad dem blive, kunne han ikke holde dem
tilbage, og til sidst gav han dem gaver med og lod dem gå. Ved den lejlighed glemte Bugge at passe på sig selv. Han
slællede på sin faste selvdisciplin, lod al den mandighed han hidtil havde vist, gå fløjten og forelskede sig håbløst i en
af Gudmunds døtre. […] Men da han fulgte kongen på vej for at vise ham sin respekt og var på vej gennem et vadested
i sin vogn, sank hjulene i og sad fast så han blev revet med af den hvirvlende strøm og druknede”: see Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 570-571.
52
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565.
53
Gormo’s second journey to Ugarthilocus described in Gesta Danorum bears striking similarities to Þórr’s and his
companions’ venture to Útgarðaloki, who, according to Snorri, initially names himself Skrymir when in the guise of a
jötunn, in Snorri’s Gylfaginning. However vast the parallels may appear between the accounts, there still is a debate
as to how actual those similarities are. Ellis Davidson is of the viewpoint that the parallels are actually quite miniscule,
whereas Simek speculates a possible extant personal union of Útgarðaloki/ Ugarthilocus and Geirröðr/ Geruthus which,
over the centuries, ultimately broke apart thus creating the two autonomous narrative characters that were transmitted
in many stories. See Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, II, pp. 145-146; and Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie, p. 453.
54
See, for example, Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 574-575.
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which makes him liminal: he is not entirely human but not entirely monstrous either as can be seen,
as mentioned above, in his supernatural size, his support for Gormo’s undertanking while simultaneously trying to lure them into madness.55 Particularly remarkable and unique is the way in which
Guthmundus talks in a different tongue to Gormo and his party who need to rely on Thorkillus as
translator.56 Since this attribute occurs only in Gesta Danorum, it may have been used as a trope
by Saxo in order to further alienate Guthmundus, not only on a geographical level but also on a
linguistic one.
In addition to this, Guthmundus is said to be father of 12 promising sons and just as many
fair and seductive daughters.57 The seductive prowess of the daughters is triggered when men fall
in love with them at which point they are overwhelmed by some kind of madness which makes
them forget and they subsequently never desire to return home.58 Guthmundus, however, does not
limit himself to beguiling the party by luring them into love affairs with his daughters (he even
offers one of his daughters to Gormo in marriage unsuccessfully),59 he also encourages the fellowship to eat from a dangerous banquet he has prepared for them.60 In addition, he offers exotic,
enchanted fruits from his personal garden and tries to lure the expedition into tasting them:

55

Other humanoid aspects can perhaps be seen in the description of the bridge and the information that follows about
it. On the other hand, we have various abnormal characteristics noted above referring to Guthmundus and his world:
for example, in the portrayal of his exotic fruits and the madness they cause to other humans (see below).
56
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565.
57
“Duodecim filii Guthmundi egregia indole totidemque filię […]”. The translation reads as follows: “Gudmund havde
tolv dygtige sønner og lige så mange underskønne døtre […]”: Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, pp. 564-565. The
seductive prowess of Guthmundus’s 12 beautiful daughters may be an echo of already known creatures that may have
influenced Saxo Grammaticus, creatures such as the Sirens (Σειρῆνες), Circe (Κίρχη) and Calypso (Καλυψώ) of the
Greek mythology. All those creatures are said to seduce by some kind of means (beauty, songs, magic), yet have also
a demonic side about them. This side, however, is not mentioned in Gesta Danorum. The vengeful and violent nature
of Guðmundr’s daughters becomes only apparent in Helga þáttr Þórissonar (see chapter 3.4 below) where Ingibjörg,
one of the 12 daughters of Guðmundr, maims the protagonist Helgi by blinding him when he decides to leave her for
his home land. Whatever the links or similarities between Guthmundus’s daughters and the female figures in question,
there is no evidence whatsoever that would support a claim that Guthmundus’s daughters were directly modeled after
either the Sirens, Circe or Calypso. Indeed, whether Saxo Grammaticus knew about them at all is debatable: see the
following entries in Brill’s New Pauly. Encyclopedia of the Ancient World, Antiquity 15 vols (Leiden: Brill, 2002Forthcoming): Paul Dräger, “Calypso” (II, pp. 1011-1013) and “Circe” (III, pp. 347-349); and René Nünlist, “Sirens:
I Mythology” (XIII, p. 504); and Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, II, pp. 143-144; and Egeler, Islands in
the West, p. 73.
58
An exception to this rule seems to be Buchi whose story is noted above. Although he is not the only one to fall prey
to the seduction of Guthmundus’s daughters, he is the only one that is said to die by drowning in a stream when he
wants to see Gormo off.
59
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 566-567.
60
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565.
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Uidens autem Guthmundus apparatus sui fraudem hospitum frugalitate delusam, cum abstinentiam hebetare
non posset, pudicitiam labefactare constituit, omnibus ingenii neruis ad debilitandam eorum temperantiam
inhians. Regi enim filię matrimonium offerens cęteris, quascumque e famulitio peterent, potiedas esse pro
mittit. […] Adhuc Guthmundus propositi pertinacia dolum intendere perseuerans collaudatis horti sui delitiis
eo regem percipiendorum fructuum gratia perducere laborabat, blandimentis uisus illecebrisque gulę cautlę
constantiam elidere cupiens.61

When eaten, Thorkillus warns, those fruits cause a similar madness to that which has resulted from
the interactions with Guthmundus’s daughters.62 Guthmundus is nonetheless very persistent in his
attempts and only stops after he is convinced of Gormo’s steadfastness and thereafter grants the
party leave. Despite the fact that Saxo underlines how Guthmundus regularly tries to beguile the
party and lead them into madness, no motivation for Guthmundus is stated as to why he would
want them seduced, mad and reluctant to leave his country and what his gains from such acts would
be.

2.1.4 Conclusion

To sum up, this “prototype”, of the written Guðmundr traditions clearly depicts Guthmundus’s
realm lying in the remote area of further Biarmia, in northern Norway, an area which can only be
reached after an arduous voyage. Guthmundus’s homeland is presented as standing on the border
of the this-worldly and the otherworldly world, which are separated by a topographical-geographical river of the dead which creates a natural border to Geruthus’s land. This river of the dead
resembles the river Hemra mentioned in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (see below) and the Biblical
River Phison in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (although Phison constitutes the border to Ódáinsakr; see below). Guthmundus’ brother Geruthus who rules the otherworld presented as a jǫtunn, something
which further separates those creatures living in the far north or east of Guthmundus’ home from

61

The translation reads as follows: “Men da Gudmund så at hans list med serveringen var faldet til jorden på grund af
gæsternes nøjsomhed, besluttede han sig for at undergrave deres dyd, når han nu ikke kunne svække deres mådehold,
og han satte al sin opfindsomhed ind på at knække deres selvbeherskelse. Han tilbød kongen sin datter til kone og
lovede de andre at de kunne få hvern de ville af hans tjenestepiger. […] Men Gudmund holdt stædigt fast ved sin plan
om at lokke dem alle sammen i en fælde. Han talte i høje toner om sin dejlige have og gjorde hvad han kunne, for at
få kongen med derhen for at smage på frugterne i et forsøg på at nedbryde hans standhaftighed med forførende synsindtryk og fristende smag”: Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 566-567. On the prohibition to consume otherworldy food and beverages, and its connections to folklore in later times, see, for example, Davidson’s note in Saxo
Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, II, p. 143.
62
“Fore enim iliues escę participibus inter horridos monstrorum greges amissa cunctorum memoria sordida semper
communion degendum.” The translation reads as follows: “Enhver der deltog i deres måltid, ville glemme alt i verden
og måtte for altid blive her blandt disse gyselige uhyrer og leve et hæsligt liv som en af dem”: Saxo Grammaticus,
Gesta Danorum, I, pp. 564-565.
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Guthmundus and his family. In contrast to his brother, Guthmundus is depicted as humanoid. He
is of supernatural height and rich. Moreover, and uniquely in the Guðmundr corpus, Gesta Danorum describes Guthmundus as speaking a different tongue than that spoken by Gormo and his
men, a quality which alienates Guthmundus from the humans he interacts with and, allowing for
the different racial associations of his brother, places Guthmundus in liminal sphere somewhere
between the human realm and the world of his brother, the jǫtnar and the dead. Here, Guthmundus
is father of 12 sons and 12 beautiful daughters (cf. Helga þáttr Þórissonar and Þorsteins þáttr
bæjarmagns below). The daughters’ exceptional beauty is used by Guthmundus in beguiling attempts in order to seduce the men of Gormo’s expedition, somewhat like the food from his miraculous garden. This treacherous aspect of the Guðmundr figure is later reiterated in Helga þáttr
Þórissonar (where, Guðmundr is the pagan opposition to the Christian king Ólafr Tryggvason).
Deviating from Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, which will be discussed in the following, as
shown above, the localisation of Ódáinsakr itself in Saxo’s narrative is clearly not linked to
Guthmundus’s nameless homeland. Indeed, it is worth noting, that the Hamletesque narrative in
which Saxo refers to Ódáinsakr is clearly set in Denmark. As will be noted below in Hervarar saga
ok Heiðreks, the saga’s protagonist Hervǫr reaches Glasisvellir by boat disembarking from the
Danish island of Samsø.63 Although it is disputable, one could, thus, argue that in the earliest of
narratives of the Guðmundr tradition the notion of a direct sea passage from Denmark (Samsø) to
Ódáinsakr seems to have benn extant.

2.2 Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks

Although Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is extant in many manuscripts and fragments, only six of
them are considered to form the three different variants of the saga, which are referred to as R, H
and U. 64 The R-version survives in the manuscript GkS 2845, 4to, which is of Icelandic origin and
has been dated to between 1440 and 1460.65 Although this version of Hervarar saga is said to be
nearer to the original than either the H-version and the U-version respectively,66 it cannot be taken
into account for the present investigation for the following reasons: First of all, the manuscript
63

See note 86.
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, notes and glossary, G. Turville-Petre; introduction, Christopher Tolkien. Viking Society
for Northern Research, Text Series II (Exeter: Viking Society for Northern Research, 1976), p. xvii.
65
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. xvii. Unless otherwise stated, all information regarding the dating of Icelandic manuscripts is taken from https://handrit.is/ (last accessed 01.05.2017).
66
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. xviii.
64
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features a lacuna of one leaf which unfortunately deals with Hervǫr’s sojourn with Guðmundr af
Glasisvǫllum and the intermezzo which describes how Hǫfundr, Guðmundr’s son, woos Hervǫr
and has the two sons, Angantýr and Heiðrekr, with her. 67 Second, it also lacks the initial introduction of Guðmundr and his realm of Glasisvellir found at the beginning of the saga in the other two
redactions, H and U.68
The H-version of Hervarar saga is contained in the AM 544, 4to, manuscript also known
as Hauksbók. This is estimated to have been written by Haukr Erlendsson between 1290 and 1360
and is thus older than R. This manuscript features the description of Guðmundr and his abode at
the beginning as well as the account of Hervǫr’s stay at Guðmundr’s court. However, as with GkS
2845, 4to, the ending of Hervarar saga has been lost in this redaction.69
The R 715 manuscript constitutes the U-redaction of Hervarar saga. Tolkien describes this
as an “[…] ill-written and extremely corrupt [manuscript] of the mid-17th century” that represents
a completely redrafted version of Hervarar saga composed by Síra Jón Erlendsson í Villingaholt
(† 1672).70 It appears Jón knew various versions of Hervarar saga and/ or had access to them
during the composition of R 715 as similarities displayed throughout large portions of the texts
suggest.71 Another manuscript with a close connection to R 715 is the AM 203, fol.72

2.2.1 The Hauksbók-Variant

One of the more sophisticated characterisations of Guðmundr, “Glasisvellir” and Ódáinsakr as
well as of Guðmundr’s offspring Hǫfundr is given in the introductory paragraph of the saga in
Hauksbók:
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Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. xvii.
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. xvii.
69
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. xvii.
70
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, pp. xvii-xviii; and Annálar 1400-1800: Annales Islandici posteriorum sæculorum, gefnir
út af Hinu íslenzka bókmenntafélagi, 8 vols (Reykjavík: Steinholt Prentsmiðja, 1998), VII, p. 161.
71
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. xvii.
72
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, pp. xvii-xviii.
68

20

Svá er sagt, at í fyrndinni var kallat Jǫtunheimar norðr í Finnmǫrk, en Ymisland fyrir sunnan millim ok
Hálogalands. Þar byggðu þá risar víða, en sumir váru hálfrisar; var þá mikit sambland þjóðanna, því at risar
fengu kvenna af Ymislandi. Guðmundr hét konungr í Jǫtunheimum; hann var blótmaðr mikill; bœr hans hét
á Grund, enn heraðit á Glasisvǫllum; hann var vitr ok ríkr. Hann ok menn hans lifðu marga mannzaldra, ok
því trúa heiðnir menn, at í hans riki sé Ódáinsakr; en hverr er þar kømr hverfr af sótt ok elli ok má eigi deyja.
Eptir dauða Guðmundar blótuðu menn hann ok kǫlluðu hann goð sitt. Hans son hét Hǫfundr; hann var bæði
forspár ok spakr at viti ok var dómandi allra mála yfir þeim ríkjum, er þar váru í nánd; hann dœmði aldri
rangan dóm, ok engi þorði at rjúfa hans dóma.73

In this version of Hervarar saga, Glasisvellir is clearly viewed as being a district of Jǫtunheimar
that Guðmundr ultimately rules over and once again, it is said to be in the north, since Jǫtunheimar
is here said to lie in the northern part of Finnmǫrk which is nowadays Norway’s northernmost
municipal district. While no wild beings or monsters are mentioned, “risar” and “hálfrisar” are said
to dwell in this region, but it is noteworthy that no statement about Guðmundr being a jǫtunn or
risi is made. This suggests that for the writer some kind of difference existed between him and the
other ethnicities that inhabit this part of the world. In addition, a cultural exchange clearly exists
with the neighbouring Ymisland (probably connected to the ur-jǫtunn Ymir of Vǫluspá [st. 3] and
Vafþrúðnismál [sts 20-21]) from which they receive women. Ymisland is a country said to lie geographically between Jǫtunheimar and Hålogaland.74
In the account quoted above, Guðmundr is again said to be rich, and a wise man and also
to conduct many sacrifices as a “blótmaðr mikill”. Although it is left open to whom he sacrifices,
this characteristic is a common trope used in saga literature to display heathen persons.75 Additionally, he and his people are said to live for an extended lifespan. When he eventually died, his people
sacrificed to him and made him their god.76 Hǫfundr is said to be Guðmundr’s sole child who was
73

Heiðreks saga: Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks konungs, ed. Jón Helgason, Samfund til Udgivelse af Gammel Nordisk
Litteratur XLVIII (København: J. Jørgensen & Co., 1924), p. 31.
74
Edda, pp. 1 and 48.
75
Landnámabók (references here relate to the ÍF edition of Landnámabók and the letters “H” and “S” that is referred
to indicate the chapters of the Hauksbók and Sturlubók variants respectively) contains many descriptions of supposedly
pagan men performing sacrifices and/ or being presented as “blótmenn”. The accounts include those of Flóki Vilgerðarson who sacrifices to ravens to travel safely (H 5); Ingólfr Árnason who sacrifices to gather information about his
“forlǫg” (fate, lot) (S 7, H 7); and the description of Vébjǫrn who, like his father Végeirr, is a huge sacrificer (S 149);
and the account of Þórólfr Mostrarskegg (S 85, H 73). These accounts support the above mentioned connection between
the depiction of men actively sacrificing and paganism, the “blótmaðr” and a pagan deity in the final account, here
Þórr, being directly linked: see Íslendingabók, Landnámabók, ed. Jakob Benediktsson, 2 vols, Íslenzk fornrit I (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1968), I, pp. 37, 39, 42, 124 and 188.
76
This section appears to be rather similar to the account of Óláfr Geirstaðaálfr contained in Óláfs þáttr Geirstaðaálfs.
For the current investigation, the most important descriptive part of this account is the depiction of Óláfr’s burial: “for
þat ok suo til at hirdin do sidazst ok var haug færd sidazst Olafr konungr ok uar hann fliotliga j lagdir hea sinum
monnum med myklu fe ok efter þat haugrinn aftr byrgdr. þa tok ok at letta manndaudnum sidan gerde u aran mikit ok
hallære var þa þat Rad tekit at þeir blotudu Olaf konung til árs ser ok kolludu hann Geirstada alf”: see Saga Óláfs
konungs hins helga, Den store Saga om Olav den Hellige, efter Pergamenthåndskrift i Kungliga Biblioteket i Stockholm
NR. 2 4to med Varianter fra andre Håndskrifter, ed. Oscar Albert Johnsen, and Jón Helgason, Norsk Historisk
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renowned as a fair judge who never gave wrong sentences and was responsible for all the juridical
affairs of Jǫtunheimar and the countries adjacent to it.77 He is depicted as having foresight and, like
his father, being a wise man.
Following this detailed description of Guðmundr, his realm and his son, Hervarar saga
says nothing more about their characteristics. The next scene in which Guðmundr appears is right
after Hervǫr has received the sword Tyrfingr from her father Angantýr78 and is said to head for
Guðmundr’s domain: “Fær hón sér far þaðan [away from Sámsey], ok er ekki getit um hennar ferð
fyrr en hón kømr á Glasisvǫllu til Guðmundar, ok var hón þar um vetrinn ok nefndiz enn
Hervarðr.”79 It is perhaps noteworthy that Guðmundr is playing chess when he is first encountered
by Hervǫr: “Einn dag, er Guðmundr lék skáktafl ok hans tafl var mjǫk svá farit, þá spurði hann, ef
nǫkkurr kynni honum ráð til at leggja.”80 It is noteworthy that he asks for help with the game even
though, as noted above, he was characterised as being “vitr” in the beginning, and clearly senses
the magic qualities of Hervǫr’s sword as well as seeing her true identity as a female without Hervǫr
having confided in him: “Þá mælti Guðmundr: ‘verið kvirrir!, ekki man svá mikil hefnð í manninum, sem þér ætlið, því at þér vitið ekki, hverr hann er; man þessi kvennmaðr yðr dýrkeyptr, áðr
þér fáið hans líf.’”81 Guðmundr clearly has greater insight than most.
Kjeldeskrift-Institutt, 2 vols (Oslo: Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-Institutt, 1941), II, pp. 715-717. There is a clear similarity between the description of the two kings, Guðmundr and Óláfr Geirstaðaálfr. In Hervarar saga and the above
cited þáttr, both sovereigns are said to be elevated and receive a cult, meaning that people sacrifice to them in order to
receive a good harvest. While Óláfr’s people do not directly deify him after his demise, he is referred to as an “álfr”,
which seems similar: see Gunnell, “How Elvish were the Álfar”, pp. 120-122, 126 and 129-130. The Elder Gulaþingslög is a Norwegian law which remained valid for the Gulaþing in Norway and the Shetland Islands until a law revision
was made by Magnús Hákonarson, also known as Magnús VI, king of Norway, in 1267 rendered it invalid. Paragraph
29 of this law codex is of interest here, for it underlines the actuality of people sacrificing to grave mounds which, in
addition, gives plausibility to the aforementioned passages: “Um blot. Blot er o oc kviðiat at vér colom eigi blota
heiðit Guð. ne hauga. ne horga.”: see Den Eldre Gulatingslove, ed. Bjørn Eithun, and Magnus Rindal, and Tor Ulset,
Norrøne Tekster vol. 6 (Oslo: Riksarkivet, 1994), VI, pp. 7, 9. Regarding sacrifices to and the veneration of grave
mounds, see also Jan de Vries, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, 2 vols (Berlin/ Leipzig: Walter de Gruyter & Co.,
1937), II, p. 139.
77
The description of Hǫfundr bears striking resemblance to that of Forseti, son to Baldr and Nanna in Gylfaginning.
Forseti is most comprisingly depicted in Gylfaginning ch. 32 which also quotes Grimnismál st. 15 as proof that the
given information is valid: see Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Prologue and Gylfaginning, p. 26; and also Edda, p. 60. In
Skáldskaparmál’s first chapter, Forseti is mentioned as the eleventh of 12 judges, so he, unlike Hǫfundr for his region,
does not appear to be the sole judge: see Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Skáldskaparmál, I, p. 1.
78
The acquisition of Hervarar saga’s most important plot device, the sword Tyrfingr, is related in a poem commonly
referred to as Hervararkvíða, also known under its English name the Waking of Angantýr: see Hervarar saga ok
Heiðreks, p. xv. In this poem, which forms part of the saga, Hervǫr, after sailing to the island of Sámsey and entering
her father’s grave mound, receives the sword Tyrfingr as an heirloom. Tyrfingr has many magic capabilities that are
mentioned in the saga, although they come at a price: see Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, p. 1.
79
Heiðreks saga, p. 33. See note 86.
80
Heiðreks saga, p. 33.
81
Heiðreks saga, p. 33. The fact that Guðmundr needs advice at a chess game does not downgrade his attributed
wisdom. It is rather than a narrative device to highlight Hervör’s capabilities as an outstanding woman amidst the men
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Concerning Guðmundr’s son Hǫfundr, the saga adds that he marries Hervǫr and has two
sons Angantýr and Heiðrekr with her, the latter of whom becomes not only the protagonist of the
saga as the story progresses but also a fratricide. After their marriage, Hǫfundr and Hervǫr apparently stay at Glasisvellir, since no statement is made about them moving, and later in the saga,
Hǫfundr is depicted as ruling over a territory. In spite of no information being given about the
potential death of Guðmundr or Hǫfundr becoming ruler of a different territory than his father, one
has to assume he inherited Glasisvellir.

2.2.2 The U-Redaction of R 715

Right from the start, the U-version of Hervarar saga, while obviously being based on the same
source, differs from the H-redaction not only in wording but also spelling. The similarities in narrative are numerous, and changes are usually miniscule, although sporadically additional or different details do occur as can be seen be the following example of the beginning of the saga as it is
transmitted in the R 715 manuscript:

Suo finst ritad i fornum bokum, ad Jotunheimar voru kalladir nordur vmm Gandvik, enn fyrir sunnann Ymis
land. Enn adur Tyrkiar og Asiamenn komu a Nordurlond bygdu norduralfurnar risar og sumt halfrisar; giordist
þa mikid sambland þiodanna; risar feingu sier kuenna vr Mannheimum, enn sumir gifftu þangad dætur sinar.
Gudmundur hiet hofdingi i Jotunheimum, bær hans hiet a Grund enn hieradid Glæsiswellir. Hann var rikur
madur og witur, og vard suo gamall og allir hans menn, ad þeir lifdu marga mannzalldra. Þui trudu heidnir
menn, ad i hans riki mundi Odaens akur, sa stadur, er aff huorium manni, er þar kiemur, huerfur sott og elli,
og ma eingi deya. Gudmundur kongur atti son þann, er Haufondur hiet; hann var bædi forspar og sparkur,
wakur ad viti; hann var settur domandi yfer aull þau lond, er honum lau i nand; hann dæmdi alldrei rangann
dom; einginn þordi eda þurfti hans dom ad riufa.82

The small differences to the corresponding paragraph of Hauksbók include the suggestion that “Jotunheimar” is located in the north “vmm Gandvik”, that is the White Sea,83 and is adjacent to
Ymisland in the south but Hålogaland is not mentioned. In addition to the “risar” and “hálfrisar”
at Guðmundr’s court. Both parties, Guðmundr and Hervör, can clearly take and give advice without losing their reputations and the scene, therefore, must be seen from the viewpoint of narrative, gender and social circumstances and
standards. That the game is explicitly chess does not amaze, for, according to the sagas chess was a game played by
gods and kings, men and women, young and old alike. Acts of war sometimes arose from such entertainment as often
as they were prevented: see Remigiusz Gogosz, “Hver er sterkastr?”: The Sports and Games of the Northmen in the
Middle Ages. Roles, Rules and Aspects: A Study into Old Norse Saga Literature with a Special Focus on Saga-Age
Iceland (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Rzeszów, 2016), pp. 189-207 (especially pp. 193-207) and p. 239.
82
Heiðreks saga, pp. 89-90. The spelling “Glæsiswellir” is only encountered in this manuscript.
83
Andrews claims that the author of the U-redaction added this specification either for alliteration purposes or as an
error: see Andrews, “Studies in the Fornaldarsǫgur Norðrlanda II”, p. 151. See furthermore Saxo Grammaticus, The
History of the Danes, II, pp. 142-143.
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who are also mentioned in Hauksbók, Jón has added “norduralfurnar” to the people living in the
conglomerate of the “Nordurlond” and adds a time line which states that this was before “Tyrkiar”
and “Asiamenn” lived there (probably referring to the euhemerism displayed in Snorri’s Prologus
to Heimskringla and the first chapters in Ynglinga saga [esp. ch. 1-2].)84 Furthermore, “Gudmundr”85 is here at first addressed as being a “hofdingi” and only later described as a king. However, the entire rest of the paragraph resembles the correlating paragraph in Hauksbók even in the
order in which the scene is presented: the topographical information comes first, then Gudmundr
is introduced, followed by his son.
In the same way, the similarly worded account in the U-variant of how Hervǫr comes to
Gudmundr does not provide any more information about the setting or the two characters involved
in the scene than that given in Hauksbók.86 The first narrated interaction between the two characters
once again shows Gudmundr playing a game of chess and asking for help. Only slightly more
information is given about him and his son in the beginning of the paragraph:

[…] hafdi G(odmundur) kongur mikinn mannfiolda; hann var þa so gamall, ad þad er sogn manna, ad hann
skorti ei vm hundrud vetra, og var þo hraustur madur. Haufondur son hanz var þa fullroskinn; var hann þa ad
ollum stormalum kalladur. Þad bar þar til eitt sinn, ad G(odmundur) kongur liek ad tafli, og var a hann tafli
miog leikid. Þa spurdi kongur, ef nockur madur væri sa þar, er honum kynni rad til talfz ad leggia.87

Unlike Hauksbók, this paragraph recapitulates on Ódáinsakr’s life prolonging capabilities by attributing Gudmundur as having an age of no less 100 years whilst still being “hraustur” (sprightly).
Höfundr, (here “Haufondur”) is also characterised as being “fullroskinn” (very old), an interesting
detail considering the fact that his age is not addressed elsewhere. Gudmundur is, in addition, said
to have quite a considerable entourage of followers. The rest of this segment coincides with the
corresponding paragraph of Hauksbók.
As regards other parallels, Guðmundr’s superior knowledge, also noted in Saxo, is demonstrated in the same fashion as in the H-version.88 The U-variant also repeats the information about
84
Snorri Sturluson, Heimskringla, ed. Bjarni Aðalbjarnarson, 3 vols, Íslenzk fornrit XXVI (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka
fornritafélag, 1941), I, pp. 3-12.
85
In the U-redaction the spelling alternates between “Gudmundur” and “Godmundur”. For the sake of continuity in
this paragraph, Guðmundr is referred to as Gudmundur even though some quotations deviate from this spelling.
86
“H(eruor) dualdist nu i Samzey, þar thil hun fieck sier far i burt; er nu ei sagt fra ferdum hennar fyr enn hum kom til
Godmundar kongs af Glæsisvollum […]”: see Heiðreks saga, p. 113. Samsø is a Danish island located in the Kattegat
in between the east coast of Jutland and Zealand and north of Fyn. It might be noted that here, once again, Guðmundr
is addressed as a king, a detail that is lacking in the parallel section of the H-version.
87
Heiðreks saga, p. 114.
88
“Kongur suarar og bad þa vera kyrra, ‘mun ydur þykia i manni þessum minni hefnd enn þier ætlid, þui kuennmann
hygg eg; [ætla eg] þo vid þad vopn, er hun hefur, ad huorium ydar yrdi dyrkeypt ad taka hana af lifi’: see Heiðreks
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how Hǫfundr woos Hervǫr and has two sons with her, but gives a more elaborate description of
the two offspring:

Var þetta þa ad radi giort, ad H(eruor) war gift Haufondi. Þau attu tuo sonu; hiet hinn elldri Anganntyr, enn
hinn yngri Heidrekur. Huortueggi þeirra war hinn fridasti ad sia, meiri og sterkari enn adrir menn; badir voru
þeir spakir ad viti og hinir mestu atgioruismenn.89

While this passage conveys the same amount of information as the Hauksbók description, it underlines the idea of the children being both wiser and stronger than their parents.

2.2.3 Conclusion

Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is a prime example of an Old Nordic text providing detailed localisation
of Glasisvellir in the north of Norway. The close vicinity to Risaland and Jötunheimar, both of
which can closely be linked to jötnar or other supernatural creatures (although Guðmundr himself
is not of their kinds), also positions Glasisvellir on the threshold of liminality (an idea earlier reflected in Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum, where Guthmundus’ realm is on the verge between
the realms of the living and the dead; see above). It is on the basis of this geographically-liminal
situation that Guðmundr and his son Hǫfundr are characterised. Overall, the saga refers to many of
the key attributes that are frequently reiterated in the other later relevant narrative sources concerning Guðmundr and Ódáinsakr. Key attributes of Guðmundr and his offspring here are, for example,
their preternatural age, wisdom and untold wealth and their affiliation to paganism. It is important
to note, however, that Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is the only account in which Guðmundr’s home,
Glasisvellir, and Ódáinsakr are both linked to each other, with the U-Redaction specifically locating Ódáinsakr within Glasisvellir in accordance with the heathen mindscape.90 Guðmundr himself,
however, is not shown to be evil. The (malevolent) pagan element of Guðmundr, however, is best

saga, p. 114. Here, too, Guðmundr sees through Hervǫr’s disguise as a man called Hervarðr (the name used in the Rversion) and her weapon which appears to be “different” (in the Hauksbók edition, the name used for Hervǫr’s disguise
name alternates between the R-spelling of “Hervarðr” and “Hjǫrvar”). The U-tradition follows the alternation between
“Heruardur” and “Hioruardur”: see, for example, Heiðreks saga, pp. 33-34 and 114.
89
Heiðreks saga, p. 115.
90
As will be shown below, the B-version of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla states that “Norð menn” refer to Ódáinsakr as “jǫrð
lifandi manna” and, later on in the B-variant, the inhabitants of the northern areas are said to be heathens. However,
this appears to be a confusion of the notion regarding Ódáinsakr, “jǫrð lifandi manna” and Paradise inherent in the
different versions of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla. See notes 224 and 238 below.
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shown in Helga þáttr Þórissonar and the preceding þáttur, Norna-Gests þáttr, which touches on,
and clearly relates to the plot matter of Helga þáttr Þórissonar.

2.3 Norna-Gests þáttr

Like Helga þáttr Þórissonar and Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, Norna-Gests þáttr is preserved in Flateyjarbók, the GkS 1005, fol. dated to between 1387 and 1394. The other two surviving manuscripts
are the GkS 2845, 4to which also contains the R-variant of Hervarar saga (see above), and the AM
62, fol. which both date to between 1375 and 1399, and the AM 54, fol. which dates to the 16th
century.91 GkS 2845, 4to, however, is seen by some scholars such as Bugge and Wilken as being a
mere copy of Flateyjarbók rather than constituting an independent branch in the transmition of this
þáttr.92

2.3.1 The Grímar Incident

Norna-Gests þáttr is a somewhat atypical þáttr in that it is set in Christian times, at Ólafr Tryggvason’s court to be precise, yet deals with Norna-Gestr’s eye-witness accounts of long past events
which has lead many scholars to allocate it into different genre types.93 Although the þáttr does not
mention any direct involvement or interaction between the protagonist Norna-Gestr and Guðmundr
himself and must therefore be considered as being of marginal value for the present examination,
it refers indirectly to the narrative of Helga þáttr Þórissonar in order to embed Norna-Gestr’s arrival at Óláfr’s court in an actual time scale. Thus, the þáttr states how Norna-Gestr came to Óláfr’s
court in his third year of reign, the same year according to the narrative in which the two men called
Grímr were sent to Óláfr by Guðmundr with two precious horns as gift:

91

The manuscript GkS 2845, 4to also features Hervarar saga’s R-redaction (see above).
Die Prosaische Edda im Auszuge nebst Volsunga-Saga und Nornagests-tháttr, mit ausführlichem Glossar herausgegeben von Ernst Wilken, Theil I: Text, ed. Ernst Wilken, Bibliothek der ältesten Deutschen Litteratur-Denkmäler
Band XI (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1877), p. LXXXV; and Sophus Bugge, Norrœn Fornkvæði: Islandsk Samling af Folkelige Oltidsdigte om Nordens Guder og Heroer, Almindelig kaldet Sæmundar Edda hins fróða (Christiania:
P. T. Mallings Forlagsboghandel, 1867), p. XLI.
93
See Merrill, Kaplan, Thou Fearful Guest: Addressing the Past in Four Tales in Flateyjarbók, FF Communications
301 (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2011), pp. 129-134, for a more detailed description of this argument than
can be offered here.
92
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Svá segja menn, at Gestr þessi kæmi á þridja ári ríkis Ólafs konungs til hans. Á því ári kómu ok til hans þeir
men, er Grímar hétu ok váru sendir af Guðmundi af Glasisvöllum. Þeir færðu konugi horn tvau, er Guðmundr
gaf honum. Þau kölluðu þeir ok Gríma. Þeir höfðu ok fleiri erendi til konungs, sem síðar mun sagt verða.94

This naturally gives a real-time scale to Guðmundr’s life which lifts him out of the mythical and
makes him locatable as an actual, historical figure. However, other preserved information in the
þáttr is scarce and no additional characteristics are ascribed to him, apart from the fact that he sends
out the two men who name themselves Grímr to give Ólafr Tryggvason two drinking horns as gifts.
More attention will thus be given to the plot of Helga þáttr Þórissonar which will be discussed
below.

2.4 Helga þáttr Þórissonar

2.4.1 Introduction

Helga þáttr Þórissonar follows close upon Norna-Gests þáttr in the earlier mentioned Old Norse
manuscript Flateyjarbók (see above). The same applies in the two other manuscripts that preserve
the saga, AM 62, fol. and AM 54, fol. (both mentioned above) underlining the close connection
between both the accounts in question and the manuscripts that contain them.95 The saga is mainly
built around two sets of character interactions: Firstly, the triangular interactions between Helgi,
Ólafr Tryggvason and Guðmundr; and secondly, the love story between Helgi and Guðmundr’s
daughter Ingibjǫrg (both narratives, however, are presented both actively and passively as and
when the plot demands it). The skeleton of the narrative runs as follows: While returning from a
mercantile expedition to “Finnmǫrk”, Helgi Þórisson and his brother Þorsteinn disembark alongside their men on the headland of “Vimund” in order to forage for food and stock up on supplies.
During the foraging, Helgi strays from his men and gets lost in the woods. At nightfall, he sees 12

94
Fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda, ed. Guðni Jónsson, 4 vols (Reykjavík: Prentverk Odds Björnssonar hf, 1950), I, pp.
168-169. Fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda is hereafter referred to as FN with the volume number in Latin numerals. The
other manuscripts convey the same information, sometimes even in the same wording or word order with regard to
Guðmundr. In his edition of Flateyjarbók, Sigurður Nordal gives Guðmundr’s name in the spelling of “Goðmundr”:
see Flateyjarbók, ed. Sigurður Nordal, 4 vols (Prentverk Akraness H.F.: Reykjavík, 1944-1945), I, p. 385. Likewise,
C. C. Rafn’s edition gives “Goðmundr” and “Glæsisvöllum” instead of the quoted “Guðmundr” and “Glasisvellir”.
Rafn, however, mentions the other spelling forms such as “Guðmundr” and “Glasis völlum” in his notes: see Fornaldar
Sögur Nordrlanda eptir gömlum handritum, ed. C. C. Rafn, 3 vols (Kaupmannahöfn: Hardvig Fridrek Popp, 1829), I,
p. 315. The AM 62, fol. section conveys the same information and only differs slightly in wording and phrasing of the
paragraph: see Die Prosaische Edda, p. 237.
95
Elizabeth Ashman Rowe, “Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts, Helga þáttr Þórissonar, and the Conversion Þættir”, Scandinavian Studies, 76 (2004), p. 459.
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red-clad women in the forest who are preparing their camp for an overnight stay. They turn out to
be Ingibjǫrg, the daughter of King Guðmundr af Glasisvǫllum and her 11 servant maidens. After a
three-day long romance, Helgi and Ingibjǫrg part and Helgi receives two chests filled with gold
and silver as parting gifts from Ingibjǫrg who says he must not tell anyone about the chests’ origin.
After he has returned home, on the eighth day of jól of the same year, a fierce storm evoked by
Guðmundr’s two earlier-mentioned emissaries, the two Grímar,96 threatens to loosen Helgi’s ship.
Helgi is abducted by the Grímar as he tries to rescue his ship from drifting away. Concerned about
the welfare of his son, Helgi’s father Þórir seeks aid and council from his friend King Ólafr
Tryggvason and the king promises to pray for a speedy and healthy return of Helgi to his family.
A full year passes by until, once again on the eighth day of jól,97 the two Grímar appear
alongside Helgi at King Ólafr’s court at Alreksstaðr, presenting two fine horns to the king. The
men explain that they have been sent thither by Guðmundr, and that he, Guðmundr, wants to have
King Ólafr’s friendship and, therefore, is sending the two horns as gifts. Ólafr, somewhat suspicious, has the two horns and the liquid they contain consecrated and invites the two Grímar to drink
from them. Now, because of the consecration, the Grímar cannot drink from the horns and cry out
that King Ólafr has thereby violated Guðmundr’s benevolence. They kill three of the king’s retainers and disappear, taking Helgi with them.
Ólafr, however, never stops praying for Helgi, thereby imbuing him with Christianity. Ingibjǫrg, thereby, loses her sexual interest in Helgi, and blinds him and Helgi, having now become
useless for Guðmundr, is cast out of Glasisvellir by the monarch. Once again on the eighth day of
jól, the two Grímar return the blind Helgi to Ólafr while the king is attending a service. Helgi is
interrogated by Ólafr and informs the king of his story and what has happened to him. Interestingly
enough, he speaks highly of Guðmundr and his realms. Helgi, as foretold by Ingibjǫrg, dies after
having lived at King Ólafr’s court for a further year.
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As noted above, the two emissaries are both called Grímr and always appear as a pair. Therefore, they will be
addressed here with the Old Icelandic plural of their name.
97
Since every major event that is described in the þáttr involving either Ólafr and Helgi or Ólafr, Helgi and the Grímar
takes place on the eighth day of jól, Hamer has suggested the potential of an underlying number magic. Similar uses
of number magic can be seen in, for example, Óðinn’s self-sacrifice in Hávamal sts 138 and 140 where he hangs on
Yggdrasill for nine nights and gains the knowledge of the runes and nine spells, and in the prologue of Grimnísmál,
where Óðinn is said to have waited for eight nights amidst two fires before he is given some beverage. It is also seen
in the literary topos of berserkir appearing rather frequently in numbers of 12. See Edda, pp. 40 and 57; and Andrew
Hamer, “Legendary Fiction in Flateyjarbók”, in Peter Foote, Hermann Pálsson, and Desmond Slay (eds), Proceedings
of the First International Saga Conference (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 1973), p. 197.
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2.4.2 Topographical Information

Helga þáttr Þórissonar deviates from many other accounts of Guðmundr, for example the H- and
U-variants of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, in that it does not start with a detailed description of the
various location of the “Norðrlǫnd” and Glasisvellir’s relation to them, but rather (as with many
þættir) with the description of the brothers Helgi and Þorsteinn Þórisson and a mercantile expedition they are making from Rauðaberg to “Finnmǫrk” in order to trade with the Sami.98 As noted
above, on their way back, the expedition halts on the headland of “Vimund” in order to forage for
wood in the huge forests that are said to be there.99 Helgi gets lost while collecting wood when
darkness sets in. Simultaneously a thick fog gathers and shortly thereafter, he sees 12 women, one
of whom turns out to be Ingibjǫrg, daughter of Guðmundr (see below):

Gengu þeir á land upp ok fengu nokkurt mösurtré. Verðr Helga lengra gengit í skoginn en öðrum mönnum.
Síðan kastar yfir myrkri miklu, svá at hann hittir eigi til skipsins á þeim aftni; tekr nú ok skjótt at dimma af
nótt. Þá sér Helgi, hvar tólf konur ríða ór skóginum.100

That Guðmundr’s abode is physically connected to mainland Norway is implied by the
description that his two henchmen, the two emissaries both are called Grímr, who later return Helgi
to Ólafr Tryggvason from Guðmundr’s abode, are said to have taken a special mountain pass on
their way back eastwards, a pass which later bears their name: Grímaskarð.101 The name Glasisvellir is nonetheless only mentioned as part of Guðmundr’s cognomen “af Glasisvǫllum”. However, considering its association with northern Norway in the other sagas (see Hervarar saga ok
Heiðreks above; and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns and Samsons saga fagra below) and the fact it is
said to incorporate dense forests (see Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns below), one can imagine the
forests off the Vimund-headland might well constitute a part of Glasisvellir.

98
FN 4, p. 347. Although the þáttr mentions quite a few placenames such as Rauðaberg and Alreksstaðr and names
for landmarks such as Vimund and Grímaskarð, Alreksstaðr (nowadays Alkrestad in Bergen, Norway) appears to be
the only recognisable place.
99
FN 4, p. 347.
100
FN 4, p. 347.
101
FN 4, p. 351.
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2.4.3 The Malevolent Guðmundr

It is important to bear in mind the fact that throughout the entire narrative of Helga þáttr Þórissonar, King Guðmundr á Glæsisvǫllum never appears personally, and is only described indirectly by
other characters. It is also interesting that no statements whatsoever are made here regarding
Guðmundr’s physiognomy and that his characterisation here is essentially entirely based on character traits rather than appearance. The only time where one gains a slither of information about
Guðmundr’s outer appearance is when Helgi’s father expresses thanks that his son “[…] var aftr
kominn ór trölla höndum,” although this may have its origin in attributes ascribed to Guðmundr
elsewhere, as we shall see below.102 In this þáttr, Guðmundr is nonetheless given the most negative
characterisation of all the sources investigated in this work.103
Guðmundr essentially interacts with Helgi and Ólafr Tryggvason in this þáttr via his two
emissaries, the two Grímar, who Guðmundr sends to Ólafr Tryggvason in order to lure him into
accepting his friendship by giving him two precious horns.104 The offered friendship is shown to
be a mere pretence since Guðmundr has two other treacherous intents: First and foremost,
Guðmundr wants to harm Ólafr. Secondly, he hopes to divert Ólafr’s attention from praying for the
welfare and speedy return of Helgi, onto the two horns.105 Guðmundr’s guile is particularly underlined by the fact that he orders the Grímar to kill some of Ólafr’s retainers in case his plot fails
(which it does since Ólafr has the horns consecrated together with the liquid contained in them
which makes the drink undrinkable for the Grímar).106
Guðmundr’s wealth in this þáttr is palpable not only on the basis of the value of the two
horns and the two chests brimming with gold and silver that Ingibjǫrg gives to Helgi as parting
gifts, but also through the descriptions of the time Helgi spends amongst Guðmundr’s ranks. Although he is blinded and outcast by Guðmundr, Helgi speaks highly of the boreal sovereign:
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FN 4, p. 353.
Ashman Rowe supposes that the reason for this negative characterisation is that “[…] Glasisvellir is doubly appropriate as the inverse of the realm of Germanic legend. As a contemporary otherworld, its evil nature casts no shadow
on the historical period of Scandinavia’s pagan age. As the home of Guðmundr and his daughter, it has only remote
associations with the pagan gods, so it provides Olaf with a powerful, magical opponent whose schemes he can foil
without implying any criticism of the noble heathen such as Norna-Gestr’s Sigurðr, whose story closely involves
Óðinn”: Ashman Rowe, “Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts, Helga þáttr Þórissonar, and the Conversion Þættir”, p. 470.
104
FN 4, p. 350.
105
FN 4, p. 352.
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FN 4, pp. 350 and 352.
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Þá mælti konngr: ,Hversu þótti þér þar [with Guðmundr] at vera?’ ,Allgott,’ segir hann, ‚ok hvergi hefir mér
betra þótt.‘ Þá spurði konungr at um siðu Guðmundar konungs ok at fjölmenni eða athöfn. En hann lét yfir
öllu vel ok sagði, at hans var miklu fleiri en hann fengi talit.107

Also worth noting is the way in which, in contrast to Ólafr’s Christian features, the pagan
attributes of Guðmundr and his entourage are stressed in Helga þáttr Þórissonar. For example, all
characters associated with Guðmundr and his surroundings are said to be skilled in the arts of
magic: Guðmundr himself is described by Ólafr as being “fjölkunnigr”; the two Grímar summon a
storm to abduct Helgi; and Ingibjǫrg appears to have soothsaying abilitites, because she knows
Helgi’s name before he introduces himself.108 The pagan connotations of Guðmundr and his followers are also apparent from their opposition to Ólafr, the fact that the Grímar do not or cannot
enter a church, and the fact that Ingibjǫrg loses interest in Helgi and cannot sleep with him anymore, when Ólafr’s prayers appear to have stained him.109 All of this combined induces Ólafr to
summarise Guðmundr’s character by uttering the phrase that “[…] eru þeir men illa komnir, er
undir hans valdi eru, ef vér mættum nokkut at gera.”110

2.4.4 Ingibjǫrg af Glasisvǫllum

As noted above, Ingibjǫrg is said to be Guðmundr’s daughter and it might be said that her character
and depiction also shed some light on him. When Helgi beholds her for the first time in a forest off
Vimund, she is accompanied by eleven servant maidens (it does not become apparent whether they
are daughters of Guðmundr too), all of whom are said to wear red garments and to ride red horses
with golden bridles, descriptions that again mirror Guðmundr’s wealth.111 Ingibjǫrg is described as
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FN 4, p. 352. That Helgi’s description contrasts with the image of Guðmundr prevalent elsewhere in the þáttr can
reasonably be traced back to the character’s gradual development throughout the Guðmundr narrative rather than to
features of “Stockholm Syndrom” (meaning the condition in which kidnap victims feel sympathy and even affection
for their captor) as Shafer has suggested: see John Douglas Shafer, Saga-Accounts of Norse Far-Travellers (unpublished PhD thesis, Durham University, 2010), p. 251; and Ashman Rowe, “Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts, Helga þáttr
Þórissonar, and the Conversion Þættir”, pp. 469-470.
108
FN 4, pp. 348-349 and 351. It is reasonable to assume that the food offered at the banquet is once again enchanted
not only because Ingibjǫrg possesses magical skills but also because the food offered by Guthmundus in Gesta Danorum is also said to have been enchanted. Such dangers are common quality of otherworldly nourishment in folk
legends. On this feature, see further note 62 above.
109
FN 4, pp. 351-352 and 353.
110
FN 4, p. 351.
111
“Þá sér Helgi, hvar tólf konur ríða ór skóginum. Þær váru allar á rauðum hestum ok í rauðum reiðklæðum. Þær stigu
af baki. Allr reiðingr hestanna þá glóaði við gull”: FN 4, p. 347. The colour red can, in a pan-Germanic sense, be
associated with both the shining qualities of an item and subsequently its value, but furthermore, and more specifically
in an Old Norse sphere, the dangerous qualities of a character: see J. Tischler and H. Reichert, “Farbe und Färben”,
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being the fairest of them all.112 Her utmost beauty is only matched by her art of seduction (magic?)
which is emphasised when she invites Helgi to sleep with her.113 As a parting gift after their threeday romance, Ingibjǫrg provides Helgi with two chests, one filled with gold and the other with
silver (see above), imposing a vow of silence on Helgi regarding the origin of these chests, a promise to which Helgi conforms. Later on in the narrative, it is Ingibjǫrg who blinds Helgi before he is
outcast by Guðmundr because she cannot longer endure the impact Ólafr’s prayers are having on
him.114

2.4.5 Conclusion

As noted above, with regard to geography unlike Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks for example, Helga
þáttr Þórissonar does not give a specific localisation for Glasisvellir. The idea that the sylvan
headland of Vimund is synonymous to Glasisvellir can only be assumed for the þáttr does not state
this directly. One reason for such a supposition outside the fact that Guðmundr’s daughter is found
here is the account in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, where Þorsteinn meets Guðmundr at the edge
of a wood that is said to be located within Glasisvellir (see below). One must assume that Glasisvellir in Helga þáttr Þórissonar lies geographically to the south of Finnmǫrk, yet somewhere to
the north or east in mainland Norway, as in most of the other accounts.
In terms of character as has been shown above, Guðmundr is characterised here first and
foremost by his opposition to Ólafr Tryggvason. Although his actual appearance remains unclear,
as noted above, he is refered to as “trǫll” by Helgi’s father Þórir (something which may be based

Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, VIII, p. 230; and Kirsten Wolf, “Some Comments on Old NorseIcelandic Color Terms”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 121 (2006), pp. 182-183.
112
“Ein bar þar af öllum um vænleik, ok allar aðrar þjóna henni, þessi inni sköruligu konu”: FN 4, p. 347.
113
FN 4, p. 348. As noted above in chapter 2.1.3, the magic attributes of otherworldly food are attested to in the
Guðmundr tradition as early as in Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum. See note 61 above.
114
FN 4, p. 353. Corporal punishments were typical for crimes committed such as adultery, battery, forgery and theft
among others and constituted an integral part of so-called “shameful punishments”, that is to say punishments which
made the crime that was committed by a person physically visible on his or her body through having the said criminal
maimed in a specific fashion (cutting off limbs, ears, noses and the like): see Kari Ellen Gade, “Crime and Punishment”,
in Medieval Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia, eds Phillip Pulsiano, Kirsten Wolf (New York/ London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1993), p. 116; and St. Ch. Saar, “Strafe, Strafrecht”, Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, XXX,
p. 64. In line with the narrative structure of the breaking of a sexual or marital affair with an otherworldly character,
blinding can be seen as a typical kind of punishment as is suggested by other narratives, for example of the Midwife
to Fairies legend type (ML5070) and specifically to the “Eye Ointment Redaction”-type within it: see Bo Almqvist,
“Midwife to the Fairies (ML 5070) in Icelandic Tradition”, in Terry Gunnell (ed.), Legends and Landscape: Articles
Based on Plenary Papers Presented at the 5th Celtic-Nordic-Baltic Folklore Symposium, Reykjavík 2005, (Reykjavík:
University of Iceland Press, 2008), pp. 273-324 (esp. 278-281).
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on essentially his religious affiliation). His character is nonetheless well-marked: he is depicted as
a treacherous, malevolent heathen who is magically skilled. However unique this negative presentation of Guðmundr’s character may be in the extant tradition, it is noteworthy that this Guðmundr
also exhibits several typical Guðmundr character traits. For example, he has unlimited riches,
something that can be seen from the description of the precious horns, the garments and equipment
of his daughter and her servant maidens as well as from Helgi’s description of Guðmundr’s home
which Helgi, though maimed, speaks highly of.
While Guðmundr himself is never presented actively in Helga þáttr Þórissonar, the Grímar
can be said to represent him in their role as his emissaries. He communicates through them and
they unquestioningly comply with his orders, Guðmundr acting like an unseen puppet master controlling the actions of his two sub-negotiators. The fact that he remains out of sight adds to his
mystery and power. His power here gives a glimpse of what is to come in other accounts when we
see Guðmundr actively interfering in the narrative, something that will be seen in the following
investigation of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs.
With regard to his family, Ingibjǫrg seems to be Guðmundr’s sole child in this account,
something which contrasts Guðmundr’s male offspring Hǫfundr in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks.
She is described as being very beautiful and, like her father, appears to also be skilled in arts of
magic. However, like her father, she also has a vicious character trait which becomes apparent
when she blinds Helgi after losing sexual interest in him due to the effect the Ólafr’s prayers have
had on him, before he is subsequently outcast. She clearly has the role of the seductive sorceress,
a role well known not only in classical literature, in figures like Medea and Morgan le Fay, but also
in Old Norse fornaldar- and riddarasǫgur in the figure of the evil step-mother.115

2.5 Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

Similar to Friðþjófs saga, for example, Bósa saga ok Herrauðs is extant in two versions which
differ greatly in their content and length.116 The shorter and older version is preserved either almost
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See, for example the discussion of the evil step mother motif in Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, Úlfhams saga (Reykjavík: Stofnun Árna Magnússonar á Íslandi, 2001), pp. clxvii—clxxxi.
116
FN 2, pp. VII-VIII; and Die Bósa-Saga in zwei Fassungen nebst Proben aus den Bósa-Rímur, ed. Otto Luitpold
Jiriczek (Strassburg: Verlag von Karl J. Tübner, 1893), pp. X-XI, hereafter cited as Bósa saga ok Herrauðs.
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completely or fragmentarily in more than 20 manuscripts.117 Four of these manuscripts which all
are estimated to some from the 15th century are the AM 586, 4to, dated to 1450-1499; the AM 343
a, 4to, dated to 1450-1475 (which also contains the aforementioned Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns
and Samsons saga fagra); and the manuscripts AM 510, 4to, dated to 1540-1560, and AM 577,
4to, dated to 1450-1499 (which both preserve Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns). In addition to these
four manuscripts, the two post-medieval manuscripts AM 340, 4to, and AM 361, 4to, are both
estimated to originate in the 17th century.118 There are another 15 or so extant manuscripts which
contain the saga in fragmentary form or material that is closely associated with Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and are not considered to constitute the main corpus of the saga.119
Regarding the longer and younger redaction of the saga, that has come down it came to us
in the form of eight solely paper manuscripts dated to the mid-17th century at the earliest. Again,
only four of these works are considered to compose what is considered to be the saga’s nexus: the
manuscripts AM 360 a, 4to, and AM 360 b, 4to (the former is dated to 1700-1725, while the latter
was composed in 1663); the AM 345, 4to estimated, to have been composed in around 1675-1700
(and also contains a version of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks); and last but not least the AM 362, 4to,
estimated to date to between 1690 and 1710. The remaining four manuscripts are known to only
contain this version in fragmentary form.120

2.5.1 The Elder Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

2.5.1.a The Frame Narrative

Before we continue with the investigation of the Guðmundr notion as depicted in Bósa saga ok
Herrauðs, the frame narrative of the saga has to be presented for it is a complex story with multiple
plot threads that are taking place simultaneously, yet are narrated successively meaning that some
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The actual number may vary since the AM 361, 4to manuscript actually contains two versions of Bósa saga ok
Herrauðs and at least one manuscript containing the saga is believed to have been lost (number 255 in Kålund’s Katalog over den Arnamagnæanske håndskriftsamling): Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. XI.
118
The AM 340, 4to also contains Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns.
119
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. X-XII. However, Jiriczek’s explications with regard to this matter should be read with
healthy scepticism, especially regarding the tone, as for example when Jiriczek categorises certain manuscripts as
“worthless”.
120
The manuscripts in question are the ÍB. 245 dated to 1804; the manuscript ÍB 297, 4to estimated to 1750; and the
manuscript Kgl. Bibl. cod. isl. Nr. 1, 4to estimated to have been composed in the 17th century. For further information
regarding these manuscripts, see Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. XXXVIII-VIIL.
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plot elements are repeated multiple times while other threads are not conjoined until the end of the
narration.
According to the saga, the foster-brothers Herrauðr and Bósi are cast out of Eystra-Gautland
due to Bósi’s misdemeanour. The two gather together a fellowship and set sail eastwards. Ultimately, they reach Bjarmaland and disembark near a wild wood. Bjarmaland is said to be reigned
over by King Hárekr who has three children, a daughter Edda and the two sons Siggeirr and
Hrærekr who are both henchmen to King Goðmundr á Glæsisvöllum. Herrauðr and Bósi continue
their journey until they reach a forest called “Vínuskógr” in which they meet a local peasant. The
farmer invites the two to stay overnight at his house where the farmer’s daughter discloses the news
to Bósi that Hleiðr, sister of King Goðmundr, has been abducted and is nowhere to be found. However, she knows that the temple priestess Kolfrosta, mother of King Hárekr of Bjarmaland, has
foreseen her own imminent demise and, in search of a worthy successor, has abducted Hleiðr to
serve as her successor. Herrauðr and Bósi set off in search of the temple of Kolfrosta in Bjarmaland.
They kill Kolfrosta and her servants, raze the temple and save Hleiðr. Hleiðr is very grateful and
she and Herrauðr become engaged. Thereafter, Herrauðr and Bósi return to Gautland and take
Hleiðr with them. There, the two foster-brothers are reconciled with King Hringr, Herrauðr’s father, and shortly thereafter set out for Brávellir in order to participate in a battle to support King
Haraldr hilditǫnn in Hringr’s stead.121
In the meantime, however, Goðmundr has instructed Siggeirr to search for Hleiðr and promised her to him in marriage if he is successful in his quest. Siggeirr, accompanied by his brother,
thus journeys to Bjarmaland in order to utilise his grandmother’s magical skills to retrieve information regarding Hleiðr’s whereabouts. However, he finds Kolfrosta dead and her temple destroyed. He is informed by the same peasant’s daughter that gave information to the foster-brothers
earlier, that Herrauðr and Bósi were responsible for the bloodshed and that they have returned to
Eystra-Gautland. Enraged and in search of revenge, Siggeirr and Hrærekr gather troops from Bjarmaland and set sail for Gautland. There, they find King Hringr and Hleiðr while Herrauðr and Bósi
121

The battle of “Brávellir” is otherwise known from the Eddic poem Helgakviða Hundingsbana in fyrri. where it is
mentioned in st. 42: “Þú vart brúðr Grana / á Brávelli, / gullbitluð, vart / gor til rásar; // hafða ec þér móðri / mart sceið
riðit, / svangri und sǫðli, / simul forbergis”: Edda, p. 136. “Brávellir” also forms part of the narratives of Skjöldunga
saga, Sögubrot af nokkrum fornkonungum, and especially Gesta Danorum (which incorporates the preceding so-called
Brávallaþula) and is referred to in, for example, Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks and Bósa saga ok Herrauðs. The existence
of a so-called *Bråvallaschlachtlied has also been suggested: Simek, and Hermann Pálsson, Lexikon der altnordischen
Literatur, pp. 50. The scholarly point of view distinguishes between the narrative tradition and the actual, historical
tradition which disagree with each other on the localisation of “Brávellir” itself: see Ch. Landolt, “Haraldr hilditönn”,
in Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, XIII, pp. 645-647.
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are away on their quest. Hringr refuses to give them Hleiðr and, after a short battle in which Hringr
dies, Siggeirr and Hrærekr take Hleiðr back to Glæsisvellir. Goðmundr is exuberant to see his
beloved sister again and conforms to his earlier promise to offer Siggeirr Hleiðr’s hand in marriage.
Hleiðr’s objection that Siggeirr did not actually rescue her from Kolfrosta is ignored and their
marriage is prepared.
Meanwhile, Herrauðr and Bósi have returned to Gautland only to find Hringr dead and
Hleiðr taken away. The two make a plan and, with the help of Herrauðr’s brother Smiðr, gather an
army and set out for Glæsisvellir. There, Bósi kills the court musician Sigurðr and disguised as the
musician gains access to the nuptial festivity. He entertains the celebration company until Herrauðr
appears and acts as a killjoy, initiating a turmoil. In the ensuing chaos, the brothers manage to get
hold of Hleiðr and depart with her to Gautland. Goðmundr, furious that his sister has been abducted
again, gathers an army receiving the support of King Hárekr of Bjarmaland and his two sons.
Goðmundr then assigns the high command to King Hárekr and he and his sons set out for Gautland
once more. In the meantime, Herrauðr and Hleiðr have married. In the ensuing ultimate battle,
Hárekr and his two sons, like most of their army, are killed. Shortly thereafter, Bósi sets out for
Bjarmaland and becomes sovereign of this territory. As King of Bjarmaland, Bósi finally manages
to reconcile Herrauðr and Goðmundr. Herrauðr and Hleiðr then have a daughter, Þóra borgarhjörtr,
who is said to have been married to Ragnarr loðbrók.

2.5.1.b The Localisation of Glæsisvellir

Like Gesta Danorum and Helga þáttr Þórissonar, the older redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs is
vague about the actual localisation of Glæsisvellir since few events take place there.122 However,
throughout the narrative, small pieces of information are given which, combined, make the geographic localisation of Glæsisvellir determinable. Thus, Glæsisvellir is said to lie east of Gautland
and also to the east of Bjarmaland and one gets there via the “Austrvegr”.123 Similar to Bjarmaland,
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The spelling “Glæsisvellir” is consistent throughout the older redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs. However, slight
deviations occur in the dative case, the spellings “Glæsisvöllum” and “Glæsisvöllu” alternating within the text: see,
for example, Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 21 and 38.
123
The descriptions that are referred to here come directly after Herrauðr and Bósi are outcast: “[…] ok heldu þeir
[Bósi and Herrauðr] í Austrveg ok kvómu undir Bjarmaland ok lögðu undir einn eyðiskóg […] at þeir [again Bósi and
Herrauðr] vóru komnir undir Bjarmaland ok þann skóg, er Vínuskógr heitir”; during the farmer’s daughter’s depiction
of Hleiðr’s abduction: “[…] fór hún [Kolfrosta] hamfari austr á Glæsisvöllu […]”; after Hleiðr was rescued by the
foster-brothers: “Hún sagðizt Hleiðr heita ok vera systir Goðmundar konungs austr á Glæsisvöllum […]”; and when
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Glæsisvellir is said to incorporate a wild wood, a notion that also occurs both in Helga þáttr Þórissonar and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (see Chapters 3.4 and 3.6 above).124 However, unlike the
wood in Bjarmaland which is called “Vínuskógr”, the forest in Glæsisvellir in this version of Bósa
saga ok Herrauðs is nameless.125 Due to the close interactions between the countries of Glæsisvellir
and Bjarmaland (joint military expeditions, marriages, and allegiance [Siggeirr and Hrærekr being
in the entourage of Goðmundr]), a close vicinity of these countries can be assumed. It is interesting
to note that, although Bjarmaland is depicted as a heathen country at least partly inhabited by trǫll
capable of shapeshifting and huge and wealthy temples,126 Glæsisvellir lacks these characterisations. However, the pagan connotation of the site becomes apparent from the marriage scene, in
which idols of heathen gods are brought forth during the ceremony.127

2.5.1.c Goðmundr á Glæsisvöllum
In Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, Goðmundr is described as ruling over his territory “á Glæsisvellir”.128
However, like Helga þáttr Þórissonar, the elder redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs remains silent

the foster-brothers arrive at Glæsisvellir to prevent the marriage of Hleiðr and Siggeirr: “[…] ok kvómu þeir nú bráðara
austr á Glæsisvöllu […]”: Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 21, 25 and 42.
124
“[…] ok kvómu þeir nú bráðara austr á Glæsisvöllu, ok lögðu skipi sínu under einn eyðiskóg”: Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 42.
125
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 42.
126
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 25 and 27-30.
127
As noted above, Goðmundr’s affiliation to heathendom can best be seen in the description of the festivities that are
said to take place during Siggeirr’s and Hleiðr’s marriage ceremony: “Goðmundr konungr sat í hásæti ok brúðguminn
hjá honum. Hárekr þjónaði brúðgumanum. Eigi er greint, hversu höfðingjum var skipat, en þess getr, at Sigurðr [Bósi
in disguise] sló hörpu fyrir brúðgunum. En er minni vóru inn borin, sló Sigurðr svó, at menn sögðu, at eigi mundi fázt
hans líki, enn hann kvað þar lítit mark at fyst. Konungr bað hann eigi af spara; ok sem inn kom þat minni, sem signat
var Þór, þá skipti Sigurðr um slagina ok tók þá at ókyrrazt alt þat sem laust var, hnífar ok borðdiskar, ok alt þat sem
enginn helt á; ok fjöldi manna stukku upp úr sínum sætum ok léku á gólfinu, ok gekk þetta langa stund. Því næst kom
þat minni inn, er helgat var öllum Æsum; Sigurðr skipti þá enn um slagina ok stilti þá svó hátt, at dvergamála kvað í
höllunni; stóðu þá upp allir þeir sem inni vóru, nema brúðguminn ok brúðrin ok konungurinn, ok var nú alt á ferð ok
för innan um alla höllina, ok gekk því langa stund. […] Því næst kom inn Oðins minni; þá lauk Sigurðr upp hörpunni;
hún var svó stór, at maðr mátti standa réttr í maganum á henni; hún var öll sem á gull sæi; þar tók hann uð hvíta glófa
gullsaumaða. Hann sló nú þann slag, sem Faldafeykir heitir, ok stukku þá faldarnir af konunum ok léku þeir fyrir ofan
þvertréin; stukku þá upp konurnar ok allir mennirnir, ok enginn hlutr var þá sá, at kyrr þoldi. En er þetta minni var af
gengit, kom in þat minni, er signat var Freyju, ok átti þat síðazt at drekka. Tók Sigurðr þá þann streng, er lá um þvera
strengina, ok bað konung búazt við Rammaslag. En konungi brá svó við, at hann stökk upp ok svó brúðguminn ok
brúðrin, ok léku nú öngvir vakrara enn þau, ok gekk þessu langa stund”: Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 45-47. This
account is often cited alongside a very similar passage from Þorleifs þáttr jarlsskálds: Þorleifs þáttr Jarlsskálds, ed.
Jónas Kristjánsson, Íslenzk fornrit IX (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1956), pp. 220-223.
128
The different manuscripts alternate in the proposition to Glæsisvellir. Thus, within the saga both known variants “á
Glæsisvöllum” and “af Glæsisvöllum” coexist. The proposition “frá” appears once in the AM 577, 4to manuscript:
see, for example, Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 21, 31 and 34. For references of Goðmundr’s royalty see, for example,
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 21, 25, 31 and 34.
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about Goðmundr’s appearance. Likewise, his character is not described actively and must, therefore, be concluded on the basis of his actions in certain situations. For example, after Hleiðr’s
abduction, he is very worried and instructs Siggeirr with her retrieval. It becomes apparent how
much he cares about his sister when, after her return, he exuberantly rejoices.129 It is similarly worth
noting that Goðmundr cherishes oaths and abides by them, a trait that can be witnessed when he
promises Siggeirr Hleiðr’s hand in marriage in case his search is successful and after Siggeirr returned Hleiðr home to Glæsisvellir, he is given his reward even though Hleiðr objects.130 It is important to mention that most of Goðmundr’s other character traits become apparent in during the
wedding ceremony scene that is set at his hall. It is during this festivity that Goðmundr is depicted
as a man of (violent) action and thirsty for revenge, because after Herrauðr and Bósi have abducted
Hleiðr from her wedding with Siggeirr, Goðmundr immediately orders his men to pursue the fosterbrothers.131 After the pursuit is unsuccessful and Herrauðr and Bósi have escaped with Hleiðr, he
then gathers his troops in order to launch an attack on Gautland to retrieve his sister.132 The wedding
ceremony also reflects Goðmundr’s wealth and he is described as a pagan sovereign who is both
skilled in fine arts himself as well as he appraises Bósi’s harp play: “Tók Sigurðr [Bósi in disguise]
þá þann streng, er lá um þvera strengina, ok bað konung búazt við Rammaslag. En konungi brá svo
við, at hann stökk upp […] ok gekk þessu langa stund.“133 Bósa saga ok Herrauðs is also unique
in its description of Goðmundr receiving corporal injuries. During the wedding ceremony, Herrauðr
appears clad in scarlet, wearing a silver belt and a golden circlet, and strikes Goðmundr with such
violence in the face that he losses three teeth, bleeds from both his nose and mouth and is subsequently knocked unconscious:

Þat berr nú til nýlundu, at þá þeir léku sem glaðazt í höllunni, at maðr gekk inn í höllina, sá var mikill vexti
ok fríðr sýnum; hann var í rauðum skarlazkyrtli, ok silfrbelti um sik ok gullhlað um enni; hann var slyppr ok
fór leikandi sem aðrir, þar til er hann kom fyrir konung; hann reiðir þá upp hnefann ok dregr svó snöggt um
nasir konungi, at úr honum hrutu þjrár tennrnar, en blóð úr nösum hans ok munni, en hann fell sjálfr í öngvit.134
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 37.
“Siggeirr biðr nú Hleiðar, en hún var treg ok kvað þat makligt, at sá nýti sín, er hana frelsaði úr trölla höndum”:
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 37; see also Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 35.
131
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 48-49.
132
Goðmundr does not lead the charge himself, however, and hands over the high command to King Hárekr of Bjarmaland: see Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 55.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 46-47. Regarding the pagan qualities of Goðmundr, see also note 127.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 47-48.
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As the account stresses, here Goðmundr can be said to be perceived once again as humanoid and,
therefore, also of human size.

2.5.1.d Hleiðr, systir Goðmundar á Glæsisvöllum

This leads us to consideration of what the information about Goðmundr’s relations might tell us.
Not a lot of information can be drawn from the narrative regarding Hleiðr, Goðmundr’s sister,
although she is an important character that is very relevant for the plot of the saga. In addition to
her potential as a replacement temple priestess, something that underlines the family paganism,
Hleiðr is described as very beautiful and courteous on multiple occasions.135 Unlike Ingibjǫrg in
Helga þáttr Þórissonar, Hleiðr’s essential role is to be the object of the different interests of the
various parties involved in the plot and is mainly used to trigger conflicts in order that the story
can progress. The only time she acts with self-motivation, her demand is ignored.136 However, in
contrast to Goðmundr’s wealth, Hleiðr explains to Herrauðr after her rescue from Kolfrosta that
she can only reward him and his deed with herself for she has nothing else to offer.137

2.5.1.e Conclusion

As noted above, the topographical localisation of Glæsisvellir is, like in Helga þáttr Þórissonar
(see above) and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (see below) kept vague. Glæsisvellir is nonetheless
said to lie east of Bjarmaland which itself is to the east of Gautland. Glæsisvellir again features
forests, a quality that recurs in the narratives of Helga þáttr Þórissonar and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns. The fact that Glæsisvellir is showed as adjoining Bjarmaland also positions Goðmundr’s
realm in a liminal position correlating Guthmundus’ realm in Gesta Danorum. However, the entire
setting of the saga featuring places such as Gautland and Brávellir shows a unique Swedish focus
within the Goðmundr notion which usually focuses on the Norwegian landscape (as does the
younger version of the saga).

135
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 25-26. The words for Hleiðr’s beauty can be seen, for example, in the following passages: “[...] hún er allra meyja fríðuzt ok kurteisuzt [...]”; “Þeir sá þar konu [Hleiðr] sitja á stóli; eigi höfðu þeir aðra
vænni séð […]”; and “[…] ok varð Hoðmundr konungr feginn systur sinni ok þakkaði þeim [Hárekr and Hrærekr] vel
fyrir ferðina, ok þótti hún orðin hin frægazta”: Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 26, 30 and 37.
136
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 37.
137
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 31-32.
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It should be noted that the already above mentioned Bjarmaland in the saga is clearly depicted as pagan with wretched creatures dwelling there. Glæsisvellir is likewise presented as heathen yet lacks the monstrous characteristics of Bjarmaland, Goðmundr and his subjects appearing
to be humanoid rather than anything else.
As in Helga þáttr Þórissonar, no statement regarding Goðmundr’s physiognomy is made,
but since other non-humanoid creatures are explicitly marked, Goðmundr appears to be humanoid
as noted above. He clearly bleeds. Unlike in the younger redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs,
Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns and Samsons saga fagra, he is also depicted as a stable monarch and
caring brother who, initially, wants his kidnapped sister Hleiðr to be returned to him. He promises
her in marriage to anyone who will return her and explicitly sends forth Siggeirr on the quest. After
Siggeirr has returned Hleiðr, Goðmundr then keeps his promise and begins with the wedding preparations. This quality, the appreciation of oaths and vows, is reiterated in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (see chapter 3.6 below). That Goðmundr is corporally assaulted, wounded and knocked unconscious by Herrauðr is nonetheless quite unusual for it is normally Goðmundr who assaults others
or tries to as can be seen in Helga þáttr Þórissonar, Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns and Samsons saga
fagra.
In the previously discussed narrative of Helga þáttr Þórissonar, it was apparent that the
depiction of Goðmundr there was that of a malevolent pagan who was trying to trick and overcome
his Christian counterpart King Ólafr Tryggvason.138 Although Goðmundr’s pagan enticements
were enough to seduce Helgi, the same could not be achieved with King Ólafr. Goðmundr’s passive
heathendom is also apparent in the saga when he sets out to raid Gautland not for any religious
reason but rather because Herrauðr has, in Goðmundr’s understanding, wrongfully abducted his
sister and he is trying to get her back. His affiliation to heathendom becomes particularly obvious
in the aforementioned wedding scene. It is also implied in the fact that his sister Hleiðr is chosen
as successor to a trǫll-like Biarmian temple priestess and, therefore, must be regarded as fulfilling
the requirements for such a position, that is being both pagan and magically skilled. Similar affiliations can also be assumed for Goðmundr.
However, there is another additional quality that Goðmundr is attributed with in this elder
redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs in that he is said to enjoy the fine arts and even knows how to
138

The suggested dating of the elder Bósa saga ok Herrauðs (see the “Brávellir” references above) raises the question
of whether King Ólafr Tryggvason is supposed to be perceived as the actual, historical person or whether this figure is
meant rather as a different entity of him, just like the hereditary title of the Goðmundr in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagn
suggests. However one may perceive that character, King Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum, clearly has a long lifetime.
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play the harp himself, as when he entertains the wedding ceremony by playing the so-called
Rammaslagr.
Unfortunately, as noted above, not much is said regarding Goðmundr’s sister, Hleiðr because she is used essentially as a plot element to move the narrative on and pose a conflict between
the two parties of the saga, Goðmundr and his retainers on the one side and Herrauðr and Bósi on
the other. There are, however, two qualities of Hleiðr which can be said to recur throughout the
Goðmundr notion. First, is the recurring theme of the beauty of Goðmundr’s female offspring
which is reiterated in Gesta Danorum and Helga þáttr Þórissonar, and second is the fact that
Goðmundr has a grandchild (here Þóra borgarhjörtr) who is also mentioned in the younger redaction of the saga (where he also has a son who goes by the name of Fábuxtus, and becomes sovereign
of “Indialand”; see below), as well as Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks and Samsons saga fagra (see
Chapters 2.2 and 2.7).

2.5.2 The Younger Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

2.5.2.a Plot Deviations from the Elder Redaction

The plot of the younger redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs does not deviate from the older redaction in the initial part of the frame narrative outlined above (the initial abduction of Goðmundr’s
sister and the subsequent struggle for her). Most changes can be seen in the embellishment and
alteration of individual episodes and narrative circles as well as in the delineation of individual
characters. Therefore, for the current investigation important parts of the narrative of the younger
redaction will be briefly summarised below in order to shed light on the mentioned variances.
As has already been mentioned, the initial position of the narrative is the same as in the
elder variant. Herrauður and Bósi behave irresponsibly and are therefore punished with banishment
from Gautland. After setting sail, the two reach Bjarmaland. Once they are there, the younger narration strays from the path of the elder redaction and lets the two protagonists traverse a wild wood
for a day and a successive night until they meet a local farmer and are allowed to stay overnight at
his house. The farmer then announces that the pair has reached “Bjarmaland austara”.139 The night
stop is then again shared by both redactions. However, in the younger variant, it is the farmer’s
139
My italics. Given the information in the narrative, Bjarmaland austara appears not to differ from Bjarmaland proper
and may be a form of municipal district of Bjarmaland rather than a separate country.
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daughter who unveils all important information to Bósi about the current news in Bjarmaland and
its surroundings including information that was delineated within the narration of the elder saga
itself (about Geirríður’s abduction and the successive attempts to bring her back). In short, the
daughter explains that Geirríður (not Hleiðr), the sister of Goðmundur á Glæsisvöllum has been
kidnapped presumably by one of Goðmundur’s retainers. She also knows about the antagonistic
brother pair Hárekur and Hrærekur, both here said to be half trǫll and sons to the duke of “Alexandría”, not, like in the elder version, sons to the king of Bjarmaland. They are nonetheless said to be
retainers of Goðmundur. It is worth noting that their nameless aunt here takes the role of Kolfrosta.
She is again said to be a temple priestess in Bjarmaland, and the source of the trǫll-kin of Hárekur
and Hrærekur. She also has the capability to shapeshift. In the younger redaction, however, it is not
she who abducts Goðmundur’s sister, but Hárekur who wooed Geirríður, but was rejected because
Goðmundur objected to Hárekur’s half-trǫll lineage. Enraged over the fact that Goðmundur only
wants to marry his sister to a human man, Hárekur resolves to abduct Geirríður and hide her at his
aunt’s temple. Goðmundur, shattered by the disappearance of his sister now offers her hand in
marriage to anyone who can bring her back to him safe and sound. After having heard this news,
Herrauður and Bósi decide to rescue the distressed damsel. They lay waste to the temple, kill the
aunt and her followers and manage to rescue Geirríður. Upon seeing Herrauður, however, Geirríður
is somewhat suspicious that he may be a monster himself. After having assured the lady that he is
in fact human, Geirríður follows him and Bósi back to Gautland rather than home to Glæsisvellir.
The setup for the conflict on Geatish soil and the subsequent battle in which Herrauður’s
father, here named Hrólfur as in other sagas,140 dies defending Geirríður is almost identical to the
elder storyline. Hárekur, after having Goðmundur’s promise that even he may marry Geirríður
when he returns her to him, sets out to his aunt’s temple where he hid her earlier. He gets there
only to find the temple wasted, his aunt and her followers dead and Geirríður gone. From the same
farmer’s daughter who informed Herrauður and Bósi of Geirríður’s abduction earlier in the narrative, Hárekur gets to know that it was they who razed the temple and have taken Geirríður to Gautland. Hárekur, with the support of his brother Hrærekur, gathers an army and the two set out to raid
Gautland in order to get Geirríður back. As mentioned above, Herrauður and Bósi are away supporting King Haraldur hilditǫnn in “köldu Sviþjóð” against the two usurping brothers Úlfur svarti

140

See, for example, Hrólfs saga kraka (ok kappa hans) and Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar, both of which can be identified as to have Sweden and more precisely Götaland as their setting or as one of their settings: Simek, and Hermann
Pálsson, Lexikon der altnordischen Literatur, pp. 194-196.
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and Hrafnsteinn,141 King Hrólfur is killed in the ensuing battle and Geirríður is taken back to
Glæsisvellir. Delighted over her return, Goðmundur, as promised, immediately begins with the
wedding preparations.
Meanwhile, Herrauður and Bósi return from a successful defence to Gautland only to find
Hrólfur dead and Geirríður taken away to Glæsisvellir. In contrast to the older redaction, Herrauður
convenes an assembly and everyone agrees that action must be taken against Glæsisvellir and that
Geirríður has to return to Gautland. Thus, Herrauður gathers an army and he and Bósi set out for
Glæsisvellir. There, they go to Goðmundur’s hall where the wedding ceremony is in process. Upon
entering the hall, Herrauður greets Goðmundur in the “Caldean” tongue and creates the charade
that he is Pjerus, son to the duke, Astronal, who currently is in charge of “Caldearíki” in order to
lure Goðmundur into a false sense of security and to distract him from Herrauður’s actual intentions.142 Over the course of the festivities, Herrauður impresses Goðmundur with his courtly manners and when it is time for Geirríður to be accompanied to bed, Goðmundur decides that Herrauður
should fulfil this duty. Herrauður does not pass upon the golden opportunity and in an unobserved
moment, he manages to take Geirríður with him. Their escape is quickly noticed and Goðmundur
sends out his men and 12 hunting dogs in order to pursue them. However, after a brief skirmish
with the pursuing forces, Herrauður, Bósi and Geirríður finally escape to Gautland. Immediately
upon their return, Herrauður weds Geirríður.
Goðmundur, outraged at the theft of his sister, gathers an army from all around the neighbouring countries (and Alexandría) and prepares himself to launch an attack on Gautland. In the
inevitable battle, Hárekur and Hrærekur are killed and Goðmundur is captured and put in fetters.
However, upon Geirríður’s plea, Herrauður sets his father-in-law free and the two ultimately reconcile before Goðmundur returns back home to Glæsisvellir. Herrauður and Geirríður are then said
to have a son called Fábuxtus hinn friðsæli, who is later described as ruling the country of “Indialand”.143
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 116-117.
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 126-127. Regarding the origin and localisation of the country of “Caldea”, it must be
concluded from the narrative that it is more likely to be an invention made up by Herrauður in order to outwit Goðmundur rather than an actual country.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 138.
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2.5.2.b The Realm of Glæsisvellir

As in the older redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, the younger variant does not offer a localisation proper for Glæsisvellir. However, it describes what appears to be neighbouring countries on
various occasions and it can hence be deduced that the rough localisation of Glæsisvellir correlates
with the one depicted in the elder redaction. For example, when Goðmundur invites guests to the
wedding ceremony of Hárekur and Geirríður, he invites them “[…] um allt Risaland, Grundir og
Jötnaheima, einninn hertuganum af Alexandría, föður þeirra bræðra [Hárekur and Hrærekur].”144
Likewise, when he gathers his troops for what is the final assault on Gautland, he calls for troops
from similar countries:
Nú skal segja af þeim á Risalandi, að þeir hurfu aptur með minnkun. Nær Herrauður sigldi á burt, ljetu nú her
saman draga um allt Risaland, Grundir og Geirrauðargarða, Jötnaheima og Alexandría. Hjelt nú kóng
Goðmundur og þeir bræður burt af Risalandi […], ljettu ei ferð fyr en þeir tóku Gautland […]145

It is important to note that the mention of Risaland and Grundir is not extant in the older version
of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs.
The only paragraph that tells of the topographical qualities of Glæsisvellir is somewhat
unreliable. According to this redaction, Herrauður and his army, on their way to Glæsisvellir to
free Geirríður from her wedding, land on the shores of Risaland and they moor their ships under
some cliffs before continuing on their expedition to Goðmundur’s hall. However, it does not become apparent from the paragraph itself whether Herrauður traverses all of Risaland in order to get
to Glæsisvellir and ultimately Goðmundur’s hall, or if there is an amalgamation involving Risaland
being synonymously used for Glæsisvellir.146 Although the rugged qualities of countries associated
with the regions around Bjarmaland, Risaland, Jötnaheimar and the like may reflect the actual conditions of northern Scandinavia, one must be careful about automatically associating this area with
the Glæsisvellir of this version, considering the other information that can be drawn from the
younger narrative of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 124.
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 131. For the possible confusion or amalgamation of Risaland and Glæsisvellir, see note
146 below.
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There are pros and cons for both suppositions. Firstly, the fact that Risaland and Glæsisvellir are two different
autonomic countries is apparent when Goðmundur invites people from Risaland to the wedding as well as requesting
troops from there. However, it is not mentioned that Hárekur and Hrærekur have to traverse Risaland before reaching
Glæsisvellir or moor their ships off the shores of it when they return Geirríður to Goðmundur.
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While maintaining close connections to its adjacent countries, Glæsisvellir is clearly dissociated from the said countries. The inhabitants of Bjarmaland are depicted being as a broad variety
of different supernatural beings such as trǫll, dvergar and even þursar (also referred to as
bjargbúar)147 and the countries of Risaland and Jötnaheimar clearly incorporate the life forms of
those living in them reflecting in their actual names. However, one notes that the author of the
younger redaction works to stress the humanoid capabilities of Goðmundur: Goðmundur forbids
Hárekur to marry Geirríður, because he descends from trǫll on his mother’s side, something which
successively is the trigger for the entire second narrative part of the saga.148 In spite of this as shown
above, Glæsisvellir appears to be dependent on the military support of those countries. Goðmundur
also invites delegates of these countries to his sister’s marriage and receives precious gifts from
neighbouring monarchs showing that this political balancing act is successful.149

2.5.2.c Goðmundur kóngur á Glæsisvöllum

Goðmundur kóngur á Glæsisvöllum, also referred to with the saga’s hapax legomenon
Glæsirsvellisgrundir, is involved more actively in this narrative than his older counterpart.150 As
shown in the chapter above, he both invites emissaries from the neighbouring countries and demands troops from them. Unlike the older redaction, Goðmundur also actively leads the raid on
Gautland and takes part in the fighting in which he is subsequently captured. Unlike his older
counterpart, however, the younger Goðmundur is not corporally assaulted and the pagan aspect
that is apparent in the older version’s wedding scene is absent in the younger redaction.151
However, this Goðmundur can also be impressed by good and courtly behaviour.152 As can
be seen in the narration regarding Geirríður’s first disappearance and return to Glæsisvellir,
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“Nú sem þeir [Herrauður and Bósi] hafa gengið þennan skóg, sjá þeir hvar einn bjargbúi er, mjög ljótur og stór, í
einu rjóðri; hann hafði milli handa sjer eina fagra jonfrú og vildi gilja hana, en hún grjet mjög […] en þussin ólmaðist
við, greip sína stöng og vildi hefna á kóngssyni […]”: Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 109-110.
148
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 107.
149
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 129.
150
The younger redactions are fairly consistent in the spelling variant “á Glæsisvöllum” and only stray once from this
spelling. The other spelling is “á Glæsirsvöllum”. The “-r” insertion before the genitive “-s” can also be seen in the
spelling of “Glæsirsvellisgrundir” which is only mentioned once and otherwise referred to as “Grundir”: see Bósa saga
ok Herrauðs, pp. 107 and 119.
151
See note 127.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 127-128.
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Goðmundur himself keeps the oaths and promises he made, even if they contradict his initial position. As noted, Goðmundur did not want to allow a marriage of his sister and a non-human being
but here he reconsiders his point of view when the desperation about her disappearance sets in.153
Not a lot of information can be directly drawn from this narrative concerning Goðmundur’s
character traits – with one exception. However, since it is Herrauður in the disguise of Pjerus, son
of Astronal the sovereign of “Caldearíki” who utters admiration for Goðmundur’s person and kingship on his visit, it is impossible to tell whether the compliments are actually meant as such or
whether Herrauður is using them as means of lulling Goðmundur into believing that he, Herrauður,
has no ill intent:

[…] en nú sem eg kom í Ásíam austur, inntu allir men oss, að Goðmundur kóngur á Glæsisvöllum væri mestur
herra að ríkdæmi, höfðingskap og öllum burðum fyrir austan hafið, og fyrir það mikla lof, sem af yður gengur
nú um allan heiminn, fýsti mig að finna yðar magt ok ríkdóm, einninn þá miklu kappa, sem yður fylgja og
þjóna, og því em eg kominn við land yðar […] en mjer virðist ei neitt ofsagt vera af yðar prýði, magt ok
herradæmi, sem eg nú sjálfur sje með mínum augum […].154

However the above cited information is judged, it nonetheless can be said that Goðmundur
is again depicted here as a rich monarch. Although, like in the older redaction, it is not explicitly
stated (one must take exaggeration by the narrator into consideration) the number of guests that are
invited to Geirríður’s wedding as well as the amount of ships Goðmundur is able to deploy demonstrate his financial clout.
One new acquisition that Goðmundur is said to have here which is unique to the Goðmundr
notion, are the 12 specially trained hunting or war dogs that he is described as having received as
a gift from King Álfheðinn of Jötnaheimar: “Goðmundur kóngur átti 12 jakthunda, er honum hafði
gefið Álfhjeðinn kóngur í Jötnaheimum, þeir voru ólmir mjög og ærið illir, vandir til að vera í striði
[…].”155
The conclusion that can be drawn from the above is that the Goðmundur of the younger
version of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs deviates in some degree from his older counterpart. Nontheless,
the two still share several attributes frequently ascribed to Goðmundr such as wealth, the importance of keeping their word and their humanoid characteristics.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 107 and 119-120.
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 127.
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 129.
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2.5.2.d The Damsel in Distress

It might also be said that there are no great differences between the depiction of Geirríður in the
younger redaction and that of Hleiðr in the older variant. Geirríður, like Hleiðr, is the object of the
narrative around whom the second half of the saga revolves. Geirríður is actually even less active
than her counterpart for she does not object to her marriage to Hárekur. Hleiðr, however, firmly
objects to her marriage to Siggeirr (see above). However, Geirríður is wary of Herrauður’s lineage
on their first encounter and he has to assure her of his human nature: “Þjer skuluð vita, að eg em
hvorki hellirströll, hamhleypa, nje bergbúi.”156 Like Hleiðr, however, Geirríður is described as being very beautiful but without any of her own possessions and wholly dependent on the benevolence of her brother.157

2.5.2.e Conclusion

In contrast to the elder narrative, the younger redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs locates
Glæsisvellir not only in the vicinity of what can be called the “usual suspects”, Risaland and
Jötnaheimar (cf. Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns [see below]) as well
as adjacent to Grundir (cf. Jarl Agði in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns), Geirrauðargarðar (cf. Gesta
Danorum and Skáldskapamál), and Bjarmaland158 (which is only mentioned in the rescue of
Geirríður from her captors in the temple by Herrauður and Bósi). It is also (uniquely) said to be
close to Alexandría, from where the two brethren Hárekur and Hrærekur are said to originate and
to Indialand. As noted above, all those countries (except Alexandría and Indialand) can more or
less be said to associate themselves with monstrosities such as trǫll, jötnar, bergbúar and the like.
The younger Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, however, remains silent about landmarks within Glæsisvellir
such as huge forests which are present in the older variant as well as in Helga þáttr Þórissonar and
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Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 115.
“[…] þótt fjelaus væri”: see Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, p. 115. Remarks regarding Geirríður’s beauty are, for example,
as follows: “[…] hún er allra kvenna fríðust, so aldrei hefur henni fegri sjest […]”; “[…] þar sjer hann sitja eina jonfrú,
aldri þóttist hann aðra sjeð hafa henni fegri”; “[…] hina fríðu jungfrú Geirríði […]”: Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 107,
114 and 121.
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Bjarmaland is only mentioned in the narrative circle in which Herrauður and Bósi rescue Geirríður from the temple
in which she is held captive. Bjarmaland is also depicted as having vast forests and being inhabited by various monstrosities. Although not mentioned in the call for troops or invited to the marriage by Goðmundur, the country can be
thought as being in a close vicinity to Glæsisvellir: see Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, pp. 105-115.
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Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns. However, due to the above mentioned potential amalgamation of Risaland and Glæsisvellir, it may be that Glæsisvellir is depicted as having a rough shoreline. However, this information is volatile and, ultimately, mere supposition.
All in all he picture that the younger Bósa saga ok Herrauðs draws of Goðmundur only
deviates slightly from that of the older version of the saga.159 All the same, however minuscule the
deviations may seem, they are nonetheless worth noting. Again, no remarks are made regarding
Goðmundur’s appearance. In the younger version however, one notes how hard Goðmundur tries
to underline differences between his family and the monstrous neighbours surrounding his kingdom when he rejects the marriage proposal to Geirríður offered by Hárekur:

Eitt sinn mælti Hárekur við kónginn Goðmund: Vili þjer, herra, lofa þeim yðar systur, sem hana gæti fundið
eður upp spurt, so og aptur náð? Kóngur kvaðst því heita mundi, so framt það væri mennskur maður og hvorki
hellirströll nje hamhleypar, álfar eður risar.160

The sense of difference becomes most obvious during the wedding ceremony. As noted above, the
older variant depicts this as a highly heathen marriage with different kinds of idols depicting gods
being borne into the hall, a feature that is completely absent in the younger version. Both versions,
however, mention a pagan temple in Bjarmaland and various non-human species (see above).
In this version, however, Goðmundur is still depicted as the caring brother he is said to be
in the elder Bósa saga ok Herrauðs. In the younger redaction he even leads the charge on Gautland
and takes part in the fighting in order to regain his sister. Although he ultimately fails and is captured, he is clearly shown to be more active than his older counterpart, a feature that is expanded
on in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns and Samsons saga fagra. Goðmundur’s appreciation of oaths
and vows is another quality that the two Goðmundurs of the Bósa saga ok Herrauðs tradition have
in common. Even if in the younger variant Goðmundr has to change his point of view, on his
sister’s marriage due to the situation he is facing, he still keeps his promise to Hárekur. As noted
earlier, one also notes a unique possession that Goðmundur is said to have received as a present in
the shape of 12 hunting hounds who are also deployable as war hounds.
The role of Geirríður in this saga is clearly the same as that of Hleiðr in the other version.
In short, she takes the role of an object of desire for the two rivalling parties in order to drive the
plot. Like Hleiðr, her beauty is highlighted on various occasions. As noted, extraordinary beauty
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The remarks made by Herrauður regarding Goðmundur’s extraordinary kingship are not taken into account in this
concluding chapter because as noted above the honesty of the utterance is doubtful.
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appears to be inherent on the female side of Goðmundr’s lineage. The only difference to the Hleiðr
character is that Geirríður has a son with Herrauður instead of a daughter.
In conclusion, it can be surmised that the main difference between the elder and the younger
version of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs is that while keeping to the fornaldarsǫgur-skeleton of its predecessor, the younger variant wraps its narrative in a riddarasǫgur-mantle, thereby tainting and
expanding the saga’s core elements with new narrative elements common to the riddarasǫgur-style
of narration.

2.6. Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns

Preserved in almost 50 manuscripts, Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns can be said to have enjoyed some
popularity amongst medieval Scandinavians. There are four key manuscripts containing the þáttr
which is classified as belonging to the fornaldarsǫgur. These date back to as far as the 15th century
although the þáttr is believed to have been composed in the late 13th century or first half of the 14th
century. The remaining 45 or so manuscripts are essentially copies or reworks of later date.161 The
four key manuscripts, AM 343 a, 4to, AM 577, 4to and AM 589 e, 4to, are all estimated to have a
time of origin of between 1450 and 1500, whereas AM 510, 4to is the straggler since its composition is estimated to have taken place between 1540 and 1560.162
This þáttr which temporally seems to precede the account of Guthmundus in Saxo and
Guðmundr in Hervarar saga contains one of the more detailed Old Norse depictions of Guðmundr.
It tells of how Þorsteinn sets sail eastward from Ólafr Tryggvason’s court in Norway (rather than
to the north) and after a long, perilous journey disembarks on a country unknown to him and his
crew. After having traversed a forest for a day and slept atop a tree, Þorsteinn encounters three
huge men on horseback who turn out to be King Goðmundr á Glæsisvöllum and his entourage
consisting of Allsterkr and Fullsterkr. Goðmundr, as will be discussed below, is apparently on a
journey from Glæsisvellir towards Jötunheimar in order to pledge his allegiance to the jǫtunn king
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See B. K. Martin, “Structure and Meaning in Thorstein Mansion-Might’s Story”, Parergon, New Series 8 (1990),
p. 69; Hermann Pálsson, and Paul Edwards, ed. and trans., Seven Viking Romances (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985),
p. 20; and Rosemary Power, “Þorsteins þáttr bœjarmagns”, in Medieval Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia, eds Phillip
Pulsiano, Kirsten Wolf (New York/ London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1993), pp. 675-676.
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The manuscript AM 343 a, 4to also contains a version of the older variant of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs as well as
Samsons saga fagra (both of which tell of Guðmundr). AM 510, 4to and AM 577, 4to similarly contain a version of
the older variant of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs. See in addition Marlene Ciklamini, “Journeys to the Giant-Kingdom”,
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there, Geirröðr (suggesting once again links between Goðmundr and the jǫtunn world, and faint
parallels to the account ginve in Gesta Danorum: see Chapter 2.1 above). Þorsteinn, although
warned of the dangerous nature of this endeavour, joins Goðmundr’s ranks. At Geirröðr’s hall,
Goðmundr and his retainers are set treacherous tasks by Geirröðr, who is supported by the other
tributaries Jarl Agði and his followers, all of whom are said to be trǫll, the aim being to kill
Goðmundr. With the help of both Þorsteinn’s physical strength and Ólafr Tryggvason’s gæfa,163
which accompanies Þorsteinn, Goðmundr is able to vanquish those obstacles. Ultimately, both
Geirröðr and Agði are killed by Þorsteinn. Goðmundr then takes the opportunity of the current
power vacuum to expand his sphere of influence and conquers Jötunheimar and Grundir, the realms
of Geirröðr and Agði respectively. Finally, Goðmundr assigns Þorsteinn to rule over Grundir.

2.6.1 “Far heim með mér … ok skal ek launa þér góða fylgd”

For the current investigation, the crucial part of the þáttr begins when Þorsteinn and his crew set
out on their journey eastward. On this voyage, they have to overcome some natural thresholds and
obstacles, such as unknown waterways and darkness before they are able to reach land.164 The land,
albeit unknown to Þorsteinn and his men, is described as lying inland from a long fjord with beautiful forests.165 Þorsteinn and his men disembark, but Þorsteinn is eager to explore the country all
by himself. On the morning of the next day, after walking through a large forest, he encounters
riders who ride past the tree he has slept in. Their superhuman size is noted: “Undraðist Þorsteinn
mjök vöxt þeira. Hafði hann eigi sét jafnstóra menn fyrr.”166 Later that day, he encounters a further
three riders who turn out to be Goðmundr and his entourage of Allsterkr and Fullsterkr on their
way from Glæsisvellir to Jötunheimar and again their large height is reiterated, although Goðmundr
appears to surpass his fellowers in size.167 This is stated indirectly when figures such as Goðmundr
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Gæfa is but one of many Old Norse concepts associated with the idea of luck. The usage of the concept is important
for the plot of Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns. Since men of power or good lineage are perceived to have luck inherent in
them as well as the capability to give or send forth portions of their luck, Ólafr Tryggvason does not need to be bodily
present in order to help Þorsteinn and Goðmundr. Sole trust in his gæfa is sufficient for it to aid them in the dire
situation that Þorsteinn, Goðmundr and his entourage are facing: see Bettina Sejbjerg Sommer, “The Norse Concept
of Luck”, Scandinavian Studies, 79 (2007), pp. 275-276, 279 and 281.
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“Þessu næst gefr þeim byr ok sigla í Austrveginn. Koma nú á fyrir þeim myrkr ok hafvillur, ok vita þeir ekki, hvar
þeir fara, ok var þat hálfan mánuð, at þessi villa helzt”: see FN 4, p. 326.
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FN 4, pp. 326-327.
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“Sá var mestr, er i miðit reið […]”: see FN 4, p. 328.
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and Geirröðr wonder about Þorsteinn’s height.168 It thus appears that the larger-than-human size is
inherent to the people of what is described as Goðmundr’s home Glæsisvellir, as well as Jötunheimar and Risaland.
The geography of these countries to the east is explained by Goðmundr when he introduces
himself to Þorsteinn:

Goðmundr heiti ek. Ræð ek þar fyrir, sem á Glæsisvöllum heitir. Þar þjónar til þat land, er Risaland heitir.
Ek er konungsson […] Þat land liggr hér næst, er Jötunheimar heitir. Þar ræðr sá konungr, er Geirröðr heitir.
Undir hann erum vér skattgildir. […] en þó unum vér illa við at þjóna Jötnum.169

Regarding geography, it is noteworthy that Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, like Gesta Danorum (see above) and Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see below), mentions a river that appears to mark a
natural threshold between Goðmundr’s territory Glæsisvellir and that of Geirröðr. While in Gesta
Danorum the river is nameless, Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns gives the river’s name as “Hemra”.170
This stream is described as carrying water so cold that whoever comes in contact with it is immediately affected by gangrene and subsequently dies. The þáttr demonstrates this characteristic
promptly, when Þorsteinn’s toe touches the water and instantly turns black due to the said gangrene
and, without hesitation, much to the astonishment of his travel companions, Þorsteinn cuts the toe
off.171
In spite of the detailed information regarding Goðmundr and Glæsisvellir provided in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (not least with regard to the river), and the faint parlalles to the account in
Gesta Danorum, it is worth noting that Ódáinsakr is never mentioned in the þáttr and, therefore,
seems to be unconnected with both Goðmundr or Glæsisvellir in the tradition that lies behind this
þáttr (indeed, as noted in Chapter 2.1 above, the same seems to apply to Gesta Danorum, even
though that work mentions Ódáinsakr in another context).
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Þorsteinn, for example, receives a golden ring from Goðmundr as a naming gift because Goðmundr is of the opinion
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Topographical information, however, is not the only information that can be gained from
the aforementioned outline statement made by Goðmundr which, once again, correlates with the
descriptions found in Hervarar saga (see above) and Samsons saga fagra (see below). Guðmundr,
as son to a king, is said to rule over a territory called “á Glæsisvöllum”. Later in the narrative it is
stated that his father passed away on an earlier trip taken to the said Geirröðr in order to refresh
sworn oaths of loyalty, and that it is now up to Goðmundr to take over his father’s place and duties.
Despite the fact that Goðmundr is large, he does not introduce himself as a jǫtunn. In addition, he
is said to be “hvítr á skinnslit” (to have a white/ pale skin colour) later in the narrative.172 He is also
once again depicted as being rich: Not only can he hand over a precious three-ounce heavy golden
ring as naming gift to Þorsteinn with ease, he is also clad in gold embroided garments and his two
retainers accompanying him are described as being clad in scarlet.173 In addition, Goðmundr is able
to give the drinking horn Grímr inn góði his precious and costly crown later in the narrative.
Goðmundr also discloses some valuable new information regarding his family in this þáttr:
“Faðir minn hét Úlfheðinn trausti. Hann var kallaðr Goðmundr sem allir aðrir, þeir á Glæsisvöllum
búa.”174 This Goðmundr does not unveil his own actual name, although he addresses his two retainers with their names: Fullsterkr and Allsterkr. He also has a son, here named Heiðrekr úlfhamr,
who, is never referred to as bearing the name of Goðmundr.175 Here then “Goðmundr” has to be
seen as a title that a person adopts and bears after becoming soverign of Glæsisvellir (raher than a
nae borne by all inhabitants).
Regarding his religion, in this account Goðmundr is described as being passively pagan. He
accepts that Þorsteinn is a Christian and, vice versa, Þorsteinn accepts that Goðmundr is not and
the two men never try to proselytise the other. Goðmundr certainly does not eschew Christianity.
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If anything, he accepts Þorsteinn’s accompaniment to Geirröðr’s place, after Þorsteinn guarantees
that he can look after himself and, although Goðmundr remains sceptical, he has confidence in the
interhuman assistance of King Ólafur’s gæfa.176 Later on in the þáttr, it becomes apparent that
Christianity is depicted as being aura-like for it can be sensed and scented by other pagan characters
in the narrative such as jarl Agði and his two cold retainers, Jökull and Frosti: “Sagði Agði jarl, at
honum hrysi hugr við jafnan, er hann kom í flokk Goðmundar.”177 While Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns’s Goðmundr is definitely not Christian, he is obviously not as pagan as other characters in the
þáttr. He is clearly not depicted as a pagan antagonist to King Ólafr Tryggvason in the same way
that he is said to be in Helga þáttr Þórissonar (see above Chapter 3.4).
As was unveiled earlier in this þáttr, the chief motivation for Goðmundr to undertake the
perilous journey to Geirröðr is that he has to renew oaths on Geirröðr, because Goðmundr’s father
died earlier on a journey with the same purpose (see above). As a reward, Goðmundr is promised
Risaland as fief, and after the vows of loyalty, the group drinks from horns as a gesture of approval.178 An interesting part of the plot is that Goðmundr is apparently aware that if Geirröðr dies,
he will obtain Jötunheimar from him. However, if Geirröðr enjoys a long life, this will ultimately
be the demise of Guðmundr and his subjects.”179 Þorsteinn, however, is responsible for the deaths
of both Geirröðr and Agði allowing Goðmundr to seize power over Jötunheimar, over which he
then sets his son: “‘Þangat [to Geirröðargarður] fór ek,’ segir Goðmundr, ‘ok gáfu þeir landit í mitt
vald, ok ræðr þar fyrir Heiðrekr úlfhamr, sonr minn.’”180 Thereafter, when Þorsteinn has returned
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to Goðmundr from a brief journey back to Ólafr Tryggvason, Þorsteinn is made sovereign over
Grundir, formerly the realm of Agði.181

2.6.2 Conclusion

As has been shown above, Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns locates Goðmundr’s home like all other
narratives investigated in this investigation (except Eiríks saga víðfǫrla) as being situated in the
vicinity of Risaland and Jötunheimar. A new feature here is the mention of Jarl Agði’s territory of
Grundir (and his hall in the town of Gnipalundr), which is said to lie between Risaland and Jötunheimar. The þáttr otherwise echoes to the stereotypical description of the inhabitants native to those
countries (jǫtnar, trǫll) whilst simultaneously once again dissociating Goðmundr from these creatures by pointing at his humanoid features (see below). That Þorsteinn sails towards east instead of
north in order to reach Glæsisvellir may possibly originate in an older Guðmundr tradition, because
with regard to the cardinal directions in which the conglomerate of Jötunheimar, Risaland and other
countries of Norðrlǫnd were located, the geographical perception of Jötunheimar at least seems to
have shifted from east to north over the course of time.182 In addition to this, two other scenic
peculiarities of Glæsisvellir are mentioned in the þáttr. Here the river representing a natural border
between Glæsisvellir and Jötunheimar is called Hemra (cf. the river of the dead in Gesta Danorum
[see above]; and the Biblical River Phison in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla [see below]). Secondly, Þorsteinn
has to traverse an enormous forest before he meets Goðmundr and his comrades (cf. the forest in
Helga þáttr Þórissonar) although it is not made clear from the context whether the forest is thought
to be within Glæsisvellir or, like Hemra, marks another natural border. However, in spite of the
existence of the river, as noted above, it is worth remembering that once again Ódáinsakr is not
mentioned once in the entire þáttr, raising further questions about whether the amalgamation of
Glæsisvellir and Ódáinsakr noted above in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is based on tradition, or a
one off.
Regarding the characterisation of Goðmundr, Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns reiterates many
of the already known topoi of Goðmundr such as his supernatural body height (he even stands taller
than his men), and his wealth (seen in the possessions he frequently gives away [the ring and the
crown]). Considering the events related in Helga þáttr Þórissonar, Goðmundr’s characterisation
181
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in this þáttr as an intrinsically passive pagan monarch is somewhat strange, not least because here,
in one way or the other, he seems to be dependent on the aid of the Christian King Ólafr Tryggvason
in order to successfully accomplish the tasks imposed upon him and his men by Geirröðr. In spite
of this, as in Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, the Goðmundr of Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns is depicted as
an active ruler who does not eschew the opportunity to seize control over adjacent countries if
given the chance. It appears that this narrative pattern of the moving monarch (unlike the static
Arthurian style of sovereignity) belongs to either a different or a later Guðmundr tradition, a pattern
which is also noted in the investigation of Samsons saga fagra which follows.

2.7 Samsons saga fagra

2.7.1 The Manuscripts

Samsons saga fagra is a work which belongs to the field of the riddarasǫgur and is preserved in
seven manuscripts of which two, the AM 343 a, 4to and the AM 589 b, 4to both dated to the 15th
century,183 are seen as constituting the nexus of the narrative. The other five manuscripts date from
the early 16th century to the early 17th century and feature either incomplete versions of Samsons
saga fagra, or transcriptions or corruptions of different versions of it.184 The interesting aspect of
this saga are its two main plots which, as the narrative progresses, become intertwined and culminate in a coalesced ending.185 The first plot of Samsons saga fagra deals with Samson, the namesake of the saga and his quest to rescue princess Valentina with whom he has fallen in love, from
the fangs of her captor Kuintelin.186 The second plot, also known as Sigurðar þáttr, features
Guðmundr who, during a campaign, fathers Sigurdr who later in the saga is killed by Valentina’s
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captor, Kuintelin.187 The finale unites the disjointed narrative threads in a range of marriages.188
The beginning and the ending of the saga will not be taken into account in the present discussion,
for they do not touch on the source material in question. Samsons saga fagra nonetheless contains
some fruitful information for our present discussion.

2.7.2 Godmundr kongr af Glæsis vollum for nordr fyri Jotunheima

As seems comparatively typical for the Guðmundr af Glasisvǫllum tradition, the first information
about Guðmundr that is preserved in Samsons saga fagra concerns the topographical whereabouts
of Guðmundr’s domain and its adjacent countries and people:

<H>ier byriar nu upp annann þatt sogunnar. ok tekur þat at Godmundr h(iet) kongr hann atti at Rada fyri
austur a Glæsis vaullum. þat er austarliga fyri Risalandi. Risland liggr til austurs ok nordurs af Austurueginum
ok þadan til landnordurs Þa liggr þat land er Iotunheimar heita ok bua traull ok ovætter. enn þadan til mozs
vid Grænlanz obygder geingr þat land er Sualbardi heiter. þat byggia ymissa þioder. þar eru þeir einer at þeir
verda ·cc· vetra enn sialldan eiga þeir fiolberni. aunnur er su þiod at kallazt mega mensker menn ok hafa þo
fifla natturu. ok er þat kallat fialla mannuit er þeir hafa. einn skagi liggr at vthafinu þar bygger su þiod er
smameyiar eru kalladar. þær verda eigi elldri en fimtan vetra en <eiga> baurn þegar þær eru siau vetra.
Ovætter ganga so Rigt j Iotunheimum at ef menn tala þat af tungu fram at traull skuli eiga eitt huat. þa koma
þau þegar ok taka þat.189

As can be seen above in this saga, “Godmundr” is said to be king and to rule over a territory called
“a Glæsisvaullum”190 which is said to lie east of Risaland. In the vicinity of Risaland and
Glæsisvellir once again, as in Hervarar saga (chapter 3.2) and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (see
below), lies the country of “Iotunheimar”191 which is once again (as in the U-version of Hervarar
187
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The manuscripts in question feature the spelling “Godmundr” throughout. However, the same cannot be said for
the name Glasisvellir. The AM 343 a, 4to alternates in the spelling of this abode and features, besides the above,
“Glæsis vollum”, “Glasisvollum”, “Glæsisvollu” and “Glæsis vollu”: see Samsons saga fagra, pp. 32, 38, 40 and 41.
In addition, the AM 343 a, 4to uses both “a Glæsis vollum” and “af Glasisvollum” for example. The AM 589 b, 4to
uses “Glæsisvellir” throughout albeit in different spellings, for example “Glæsis vollum” or “glæsesuollum”: see Samsons saga fagra, pp. 32 and 38.
191
Samsons saga fagra alternates between the two spellings of “Iotunheimar” and “Jotunheimar”: see, for example,
Samsons saga fagra, pp. 31-32.
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saga) described as being inhabited by trolls and other evil spirits. Between Iotunheimar and “Grænland” is the country of “Sualbard” which gives a clear northerly geographical setting, and is said
to be home to many people, one group of which is, interestingly enough, depicted as having lived
for 200 years (offering parallels to the life-prolonging capabilities that are ascribed to Ódáinsakr).
These people have few descendants. Other people living there are rather humanoid yet suffer from
so-called “fialla mannuit”.192 The third group of people that inhabit Sualbard live in close proximity
to the shoreline on a peninsula. They are called Smámeyjar and are the exact opposite of the first
people mentioned, for they never become older than 15 and are able to procreate as early as at the
age of seven.
Interestingly and unlike the other narratives discussed so far where he tends to stay at home,
Godmundr in this saga is directly depicted as an active, moving hierarch who, like many Nordic
chieftains in the north of Norway, wages war upon the local people (here the risar) possibly for
ransom, to enlarge his regions of power and influence, or simply for pure monetary gain. The reason, however, is left unstated:

<Þ>At er sagt einnhuern tima at Godmundr kongr af Glæsis vollum for nordr fyri Jotunheima ok heriade a
jotna ok giorde þar mikit heruirke hia þeim. Jotnar foru j mote med miklu lide ok hiellt kongr þa vndan a
vthafit.193

It is after his withdrawal from this campaign that Godmundr stays in Smámeyjarland whose people,
as noted above, are described in the introduction of the Northern countries as having a dramatically
shortened life expectancy.194 When some of his servants go ashore to gather and prepare food, they
come across three indigenious females, one of which to them seems so beautiful that they force her
to come with them so that she can be shown to Godmundr.195 The king appreciates this particular
woman and sleeps with her. After their overwintering, she leaves with him, and gives birth to a boy
only to pass away as a result of a disease shortly afterwards. 196
After the death of his beloved, Godmundr intends to withhold from his child the right of
the firstborn son to inherit his father’s possessions, territories and the throne and title of a king. He
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This attribute is later taken up again when the foster parents of Sigurdr, Krokr and Krekla, are described: see note
199. There, one could argue that “fialla mannuit” is tantamount to ignorance or the lack of either intelligence or reason.
193
Samsons saga fagra, p. 32.
194
Samsons saga fagra, pp. 31-32 and the introductory paragraph of the saga quoted above.
195
Samsons saga fagra, p. 32.
196
Samsons saga fagra, pp. 32-33.
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therefore abandons his son.197 The child, however, is provided with a gold ring as a parting gift by
the slaves who were ordered to abandon it.198 The account proceeds in archetypical fairytale pattern: the child is found by the couple Krokr and Krekla who are portrayed as being poor and not
particularly intelligent.199 The pair fosters Guðmundr’s son and name him Sigurdr.200 From this
point on, the focus of the narrative switches to Sigurdr and the adventures and deeds he accomplishes until he is eventually informed by the king of Jotunheimar, Skrymer,201 that he is descendant
and heir to Godmundr.202
Ultimately, Sigurdr arrives at Godmundr’s court in the autumn and is well received by the
king, especially once Godmundr becomes aware of Sigurdr’s golden ring which brings the king to
recognise his son in Sigurdr. Although embarrassed at the former abandonment of his son, Godmundr treats Sigurdr warmly, much to the astonishment of his other retainers. In addition, Sigurdr
is granted his birth right as Godmundr appoints him as his successor.203
During the springtime, Sigurdr sets out to find a spouse and receives Edny, daughter to
King Harekr of Bjarmaland in marriage. Edny dies shortly after she gives birth to a son who is later
named “Ulfhedinn” which is reminiscent of Úlfheðinn trausti, the father of Guðmundr in Þorsteins
þáttr bæjarmagns.204 After his first wife’s death, Sigurdr returns to his father only to part again
shortly after on a new bridal quest now wooing Gerdr, who is the daughter of Skrymer and the
daughter of Jarl Agdi af Gnipalunde, also mentioned in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns.205 Sigurdr
197

Samsons saga fagra, p. 33.
Samsons saga fagra, p. 33.
199
“Skamt burt þadan sem þrælarner hofdu barnit latit bio karl sa er Krokr h(iet) enn kerling hans Krekla. þau voru Rik
ok heimsk ok hofdu fiallamannvit”: Samsons saga fagra, p. 33. The fact that the pair are described as being rich is
ascribed by Wilson to a haplographical scribal error: see Samsons saga fagra, p. 33 note 10. The attributed “fiallamannvit” is, like the mention of the people of Smámeyjarland, taken from the introduction of Samsons saga fagra
and has been already discussed above in note 192. It can, therefore, be concluded that Godmundr abandoned his child
in the country of Sualbard which is a tributary to Jotunheimar, a detail that recurs in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns: see
Samsons saga fagra, p. 34.
200
AM 589 b, 4to features the spelling “sygurdr” constantly throughout the manuscript: see Samsons saga fagra, p.
34.
201
Skrymer/ Skrýmir is also known to be the name that Útgarða-Loki uses when he is disguised as a jǫtunn in Snorri’s
account of Þórr’s journey to Útgarða-Loki: see Snorri Sturluson, Edda, Prologue and Gylfaginning, p. 37-43 (esp. pp.
38-39). It thus seems that Jǫtunheimar just like Ymisland associates itself with jǫtnar and is positioned remotely in the
far north of Norway. An exception to the countries that are located adjacent to Jǫtunheimar may be Grundir in Þorsteins
þáttr bæjarmagns which is said to be inhabited by trǫll (cf. Jarl Agði and his subjects): see FN 4, p. 330.
202
Samsons saga fagra, p. 38.
203
Samsons saga fagra, pp. 40-41.
204
“Harekur h(iet) k(ongr) a Biarmalandi. hann atti dottur er Edny h(iet). hennar bad Sigurdr ok var hun honum gefin
ok sat hann þar þa optazt. [...] tok Edny sott þa hana leiddi til bana ok attu þau efter einn son. sa h(iet) Ulfhedinn.”: see
Samsons saga fagra, p. 41. The name Úlfheðinn recurs within the family in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, where it is
the name of Guðmundr’s father: see note 174.
205
The name of Gerðr recurs in Skírnisför of the Poetic Edda, where Skírnir is the proxy wooer for Freyr, his master,
who wants to marry Gerðr, a female jǫtunn who resides at her father’s abode “Gymis garða” in Jǫtunheimar, but is
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then receives Smámeyjarland as dowry from Skrymer and he and Gerdr have a son together called
“Vlfur” which once again suggests links with wolves, as with the recurring name “Ulfhedinn”.206
This episode, however, also features another interesting detail, namely the attribution that Sigurdr,
like his father in Hervarar saga and the people living in Sualbard (see above), lives rather long:
“styrdi S(igurdr) nu Riki sinu þar til at hann var meir enn ·c· vetra. Kona hans var þa aundut.”207
Indeed, at the advanced age of roughly 150, Sigurdr plans a new political motivated marriage to
Hrafnborg, daughter to Jarl Ader of “Ryzza land” (which echoes the idea of Risaland noted in other
sagas, stressing once again its position in the vicinity of Glasisvellir).208 During the wedding ceremony, Sigurdr is nonetheless described as leaning heavily on his staff, which indicates that his high
age has affected him.209 On his way to the altar, Kuintelin wrests the rod from Sigurdr, who, as a
consequence, tumbles and dies.210 It is noteworthy that the saga gives no information whatsoever
regarding the age of Godmundr himself.

2.7.3 Conclusion

As appears to have been convention for the localisation of Glæsisvellir in the actual world, Samsons
saga fagra, like Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, locates Glæsisvellir in the vicinity of Jötunheimar and Risaland, providing the additional information that Glæsisvellir lies east of Risaland. Moreover, and uniquely, in this saga, the country
of “Sualbard” has been added to this island cluster of the so-called “Norðrlǫnd” (which usually just
consist of Jötunheimar, Risaland and Glæsisvellir as has already been shown in the discussions of
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns above). All
the various sources discussed so far suggest, the Norðrlǫnd appear to affiliate themselves with

reluctant to go thither himself: see Edda, pp. 69-77. Gnipalundr is a place mentioned in st. 30 of Helgaqviða Hundingsbana in fyrri. However, very little is known about this place and the scholarly suggestion that Gnipalundr may lie
at the gates of Hel appears to be untenable: see Edda, p. 134; and Simek, Lexikon der germnischen Mythologie, p. 142.
206
“Skr(ymer) tekur þui vel enn sagdi [...] enn dottur minne vil ek gefa Smame<y>ialand ok þat Riki sem þar liggr til.
kauper S(igurdr) nu Gerdi ok er giort brudlaup þeira”: see Samsons saga fagra, p. 42. And in addition: “S(igurdr) atti
son vid konu sinni hann h(iet) Vlfur”: see Samsons saga fagra, p. 43. For further information regarding the wolf aspect,
see note 174 above.
207
Samsons saga fagra, p. 43. Although Ódáinsakr is not mentioned in Samsons saga fagra and appears in no way
connected to Smámeyjarland, it may be that this supernatural life span of Sigurdr is seen as being inherent to his
pedigree and related to a Guðmundr tradition.
208
Samsons saga fagra, p. 43. See note 201 above.
209
“S(igurdr) k(ongr) var nær staddr þuiat honum var mest vm hugat. hann studdizt a staf sinn hinn goda. hann var
hrumur miog ok hafdi halft annat ∙c∙ vetra”: Samsons saga fagra, p. 44.
210
Samsons saga fagra, p. 44.
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risar, trǫll, and jötnar thereby clearly connecting them to the supernatural world. Samsons saga
fagra adds the detail that óvættir are said to live there. The different supernatural beings that live
in these parts are not displayed as loose amalgamations of creatures but rather as peoples who have
normal interactions with each other, including procreation and waging, as has already been shown
in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks and Bósa saga ok Herrauðs.
Although Godmundr’s realm here neighbours that of Risaland, it is once again nowhere
stated that Godmundr and his subjects are akin to the aforementioned otherworldly creatures which
are said to roam the Norðrlǫnd. All things considered, the amount of information regarding Godmundr obtained from Samsons saga fagra is scarce and its value is rather prosaic. Like the
Guðmundar of, for example, Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, Samsons
saga fagra’s Godmundr is described as an active monarch who wages war upon the neighbouring
peoples. This is somewhat different to Helga þáttr Þórissonar’s Guðmundr and the Guthmundus
depiction in Gesta Danorum.) This Godmundr is also the father of Sigurdr who he first abandons
only to later acknowledge the legitimacy of his offspring. No further statements are made regarding
his physiognomy, age or character traits.
As noted above, Samsons saga fagra is more detailed in its depiction of Godmundr’s son
Sigurdr than it is of Godmundr himself. Nonetheless Sigurdr’s characterisation here also may hint
at some reference to traditional attributes of Godmundr that are otherwise unstated in the saga. As
noted above, after being acknowledged as Godmundr’s sole child and successor to the throne, Sigurdr sets out on a bridal quest. He then marries Edny, daughter of king Harekr of Bjarmaland and
the couple have a son, Ulfhedinn. Bósa saga ok Herrauðs has already suggested that Bjarmaland
and its sovereign Harekr were somehow clearly associated with Glæsisvellir, Risaland and Jötunheimar. As has been discussed above (in Chapter 2.6.1), the name “Úlfheðinn” also recurs in the
Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns-narrative, where it is said to be the name of Goðmundr’s father rather
than that of his grandson (here with the cognomen trausti).
Another interesting element in this account is the stress on Sigurdr’s longevity. After the
death of Edny during Ulfhedinn’s birth, Sigurdr sets out on a second bridal quest, in which he woos
Gerdr, daughter of King Skrymer of Jötunheimar.211 Sigurdr and Gerdr then have the son “Vlfur”
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As has been noted Skrymer, in the spelling “Skrýmir”, is the jǫtunn-disguise name of Útgarða-Loki who is mentioned in Gylfaginning. Sigurdr’s choice of spouses in the saga shows a strong affiliation towards the regions of northern Norway which may reflect the idea of this area being a melting pot for different people, something also mentioned
in the beginning paragraph of the H- and U-versions of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks. Although Samsons saga fagra (like
every mentioned source except Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks) remains silent regarding Ódáinsakr, the investigation of
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together, a name that reiterates the lupine connotations of his half-brother’s name and perhaps Sigurdr himself. Gerdr herself is then said to have long passed away by the time Sigurdr becomes 100
years old and at the seasoned age of roughly 150, Sigurdr decides to marry for a third time. This
time the marriage is a politically motived engagement with Hrafnborg, the daughter of Jarl Aper
of Ryzzaland (which may represent Risaland but could also be Russia, more precisely Karelia, and
could, like Bjarmaland above, here be affiliated with the broader regional conception of the
Norðrlǫnd). Sigurdr is said to be heavily reliant on his staff during the wedding ceremony until a
man wrenches the cane from him and he tumbles and subsequently dies. Sigurdr’s aforementioned
supernatural age appears not to have its source here from the life-prolonging capabilities of Ódáinsakr, since Ódáinsakr is not mentioned once in the entire saga. One can therefore assume, that his
supernatural life span lies rather within his lineages echoing the great age of Godmundr noted
above.

2.8 Eiríks saga viðfǫrla

Eiríks saga víðfǫrla∗, also known as Eireks saga víðfǫrla, is a rather short saga which is most
commonly labelled a fornaldarsaga or helgisaga, although this applies only to the frame story. The
content, however, comprises of several different themes drawn from, for example, cosmographic
works along with a Christian world view which ranks the content among the riddarasǫgur or
æventýrasǫgur.212 Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, which actually makes no mention of Guðmundr, is the only
source used in the current investigation that solely features Ódáinsakr. It is included into the current
investigation for that reason. It is estimated that the saga was initially composed around 1350.213

Eiríks saga víðfǫrla which follows will solely revolve around the notion of this site the potential relationship to
Guðmundr and the attempt to connect it to Christian learning.
∗
The account of Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar is not considered here for it does not provide any more information
than that Eysteinn, father of the saga’s protagonist is the brother of Eiríkr inn víðfǫrli who discovered Ódáinsakr:
“Þrándr var mikill höfðingi. Hans kona hét Dagmær, systir Svanhvítar, er Hrómundr Gripsson átti. Þeira sonr hét
Eysteinn, en annarr Eirekr inn víðförli, er fann Ódáinsakr”: see FN 3, p. 283.
212
Simek, and Hermann Pálsson, Lexikon der altnordischen Literatur, p. 75; and Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, ed. Helle Jensen.
Editiones Arnamagnæanæ Series B, 29 (København: C. A. Reitzel Forlag, 1983), p. XIII; and Elizabeth Ashman Rowe,
“The Development of Flateyjabók: Iceland and the Norwegian crisis of 1389”, in Margaret Clunies Ross, Matthew
Driscoll and Malm, Mats (eds), The Viking Collection: Studies in Northern Civilization, 15 (Odense: University Press
of Southern Denmark, 2005), p. 153. The alternating spellings that occur within one type of redaction are mentioned
in the notes given below.
213
Ashman Rowe, “The Development of Flateyjarbók”, pp. 155-156.
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The oldest extant manuscripts known to contain this saga which is preserved in more than 50 manuscripts, some of which date back to the late 14th century.214 In total, four different narrative traditions of the saga can be distinguished. These are (in accordance with the Jensen edition used for
this chapter) referred to as the A-, B-, C- and D-redactions.
The A-redaction of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla is contained in more than 30 different manuscripts,
ranging in date of origin from the 13th century with the account of Flateyjarbók, GkS 1005, fol.,
which also features Norna-Gests þáttr and Helga þáttr Þórissonar (see above), to predominately
paper manuscripts composed between the 17th and the 19th centuries.215 14 other manuscripts which
feature translations or excerpts of the saga are not taken into consideration in the present investigation.216 The main medieval manuscripts containing this redaction besides Flateyjarbók, are two
parchment fragments, the AM 720 a VIII, 4to dated to 1400-1450 and the AM 557, 4to, which is a
little younger and seems to have been composed between 1420 and 1450.
The B-variant has come to us in the form of two manuscripts, the AM 657 c, 4to and the
GkS 2845, 4to and in fragmentary form in two paper manuscripts, namely the NkS 1772, 4to and
the Kall 614, 4to.217The B-redaction appears to represent a more archetypical variant of Eiríks saga
víðfǫrla than the A-texts, although the transmission of the B-version is younger than that of the Avariant.218
Despite the fact that the C-version is only extant in two paper manuscripts from the 17th
century, Jensen is positive about the possibility that the state of the C-variant goes back as far as
the 14th century, even though no manuscript has survived from this period.219 The fact that only
two manuscripts are available today make the C-redaction the least transmitted version of the four
versions of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla.
The D-version, meanwhile, constitutes a compilation of the A- and C-variations.220 Three
manuscripts feature this compilation, namely the Lbs 1637, 4to; the JS 410, 8vo; and the ÍB 271,
4to from the 18th and the 19th centuries.221 The AM 346, 4to (346,1) constitutes the terminus ante
quem for the D-version and was composed in the 17th century.222 For the same reason as that given
214
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by Jensen with regard to the C-redaction, manuscripts belonging to the D-type are treated separately in the following investigation.223
To sum up the storyline in the relevant section of the saga, the saga’s main protagonist,
Eiríkr, vows to find Ódáinsakr. He sets out from Trondheim travelling first to Denmark where he
gains the support of the king’s son Eiríkr danski and then moves onwards to Miklagarðr. In Miklagarðr he asks the king there questions regarding the world and the location of Ódáinsakr which
the king answers conscientiously. Thereafter, he gathers a group in order to travel on his quest. He
then sets out on a miraculous journey southward through Indialand until he reaches the Phison
river, one of the four Biblical rivers that are said to stream forth from Paradise (Genesis 2, 11). A
stone bridge ascends over Phison on which a dragon lies, guarding the obvious passage way. Eiríkr
and his fellows can see the land on the other side of the river which is described as being flat,
illuminated by sunlight and radiating a sweet odour. Eiríkr has to enter the said land via the
dragon’s mouth and then fight his way through fog. After finally reaching the land, he and one
fellower who was courageous enough to accompany Eiríkr, find a floating tower. They enter the
turret and after eating a prepared meal they found within the tower’s interior, Eiríkr slumbers. In
his sleep, he has an angelic encounter. The angel, just like the king of Miklagarðr, answers the
numerous questions Eiríkr poses and assures him that he has found Ódáinsakr. The angelic figure,
however, only permits Eiríkr to leave Ódáinsakr after a couple of days have passed and once Eiríkr
has promised to combat the paganism which is still prominent in Eiríkr’s homelands and attend
services regularly. Eiríkr promises to keep to the given rules and, after the compulsory time period
has elapsed, is granted leave and travels back to Miklagarðr. After a couple of years have passed,
he reaches Miklagarðr and recounts his experiences to the king and his retainers.

2.8.1 The A-Redaction of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla

In this version, Eiríkr leaves Trondheim making the solemn vow to find Ódáinsakr journeying to
Miklagarðr with Eiríkr danski. There, in a discussion that is reminiscent of a magister-student dialogue (like that known from Elucidarius), the Greek king answers Eiríkr’s questions regarding the
topography and geography of the world. It is worth noting that in this version the king knows of
the existence of Ódáinsakr and its rough geographical position in the world east of “Jnndia lande
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hinu yzsta”, yet does not know how to actually get there since one has to endure a miraculous
journey to reach Ódáinsakr:

Æirekr mællti. huert er yzst land j surd halfu hæimsins. Konungr suarar. Jndia land segium uær […]. Æirekr
mællti. huar er sa stadr er O dains akr hæiter. konungr s(egir). Paradisum kollum uær sua edr iord lifande.
Æirekr mællti. huar er sa stadr. konungr s(egir). j austr er land fra Jnndia lande hinu yzsta. Æirekr mællti. ma
komazst þangat. vist æigi. segir konungr. þuiat elldligr ueggr stendr firir sa tekr allt til himins upp.224

Eiríkr sets out together with his fellowship.225 After the extraordinary journey, they reach
the earlier-noted bridge made out of stone which leads over the river Phison, with the dragon guarding the river crossing.226 The land on the other side of the river is described here as a flat, beautiful
and sunlit land which emits a sweet odour:

[…] ok litu firir ser

mikla a henni uar stæinboge. dru megin rinnar sá þeir land fagrt med miklum bloma

ok gnott hunangs ok kendu þadan sætan ilm. þangat var biart at lita. ngua sa þeir þar hæd ne hol ne fiall a þi
lande.227

When Eiríkr finally reaches the said land, these attributes are repeated more elaborately and the
odour is specified as being that of honey.228
As in most other redactions, to reach this place, Eiríkr has to pass through the dragon’s
mouth and then thick fog, which only he and one of his companions are daring enough succeed in
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Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, pp. 44 and 46. Ódáinsakr has many different spellings in the A-redaction, such as “O dains
akr”/ “V dains akr” (the latter version may also be written together); “Odanz akr” (both with one and two “n”s); “Odinz
akr” (which suggests at least one scribe imagined it might be an abode of Óðinn); and “Adams akr” (which may be a
misreading or alteration of the actual name used in order to embed Ódáinsakr better into the Christian doctrine which
is evident throughout Eiríks saga víðfǫrla). Due to the huge variety of notations, “Odains akr” is chosen for this chapter
and throughout the four different transmissons for the sake of consistency. The other important reference to bear in
mind is the idea of Ódáinsakr being synonymous to “iord lifande”/ “iord lifande manna” (hereafter referred to in the
standardised spelling jǫrð lifandi manna). There is some confusion here, for the term jǫrð lifandi manna is clearly used
for both the earthly and heavenly Paradise: see Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, p. XVII. However, later in the saga, the heavenly
Paradise is clearly being described since the righteous deceased live there: “[…] ngir lifs koma ok skulu þar byggia
andir Rettlatra manna”: Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, p. 92. The confusion becomes more evident when the A-redaction clearly
states in the beginning of the saga that Christians refer to Ódáinsakr as jǫrð lifandi manna or Paradise, whereas in the
B-version it is the heathens who refer to Paradise as jǫrð lifandi manna while Eirík and the Norwegians (later on also
said to be pagans) refer to it as Odains akr: see Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, pp. 4 and 46.
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“En er Æirekr norræne ok hans forunautr h fdu hlaupit j munn drekanum þa þotti þeim sem þeir uæde Ræyk ok er
þeir lidu ór þeim reyk þa sa þeir fagrt land grausin huit sem purpuri vid sætum ilm ok myklum bloma ok flutv hunaungs
lækir um alla uegu landzins. Þetta land uar langt ok slett. Sol skin var þar sua a alldri var þar myrkt ok alldri bar skugga
a. lognn uar þar i lofte en litill vindr a iordu til þes at þa kende hinn sæta ilm helldr en adr”: Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, pp.
72, 74 and 76.
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doing.229 After they have made their way through the thick mist, they finally reach the land and
start to explore it, coming across a floating tower.230 In this account, they enter the turret via a
ladder and the two men find a table decked with sweet-smelling bread and precious cutlery, and
beds with golden sheets.231 Upon seeing this, Eiríkr supposes that the place must be Ódáinsakr.232
After having eaten from the meal, Eiríkr falls asleep, and the angel appears to him disclosing the
information that God himself has ordered the angel to function as a guardian angel for Eiríkr and
that he, Eiríkr, may see Ódáinsakr on God’s invitation as a reward for his exertions.233 However,
the angelic figure distinguishes between two different forms of Paradise: the first is the present
Ódáinsakr and/ or the “jorð lifandi manna” (see note above) while the other is the “actual” Paradise
which no living man is allowed to enter and where only righteous men reside.234
As the conversation continues, the angel explains to Eiríkr that he is only permitted to leave
Odains akr if he agrees to follow certain rules imposed onto him by the angel: he is to fight heathendom in Norway; he is to make the people open up to the word of God and the commandments
by retelling his experiences of Odains akr; and he has to attend services often:

Æingillinn mællti. þo at nu se goda blot a nordr/londum þa mun þo koma su tid at þat folk mun leysazst fra
villu ok man gud kalla þat til sinnar truar. Nu gef ek þer leyfui til aftr at fara til þinna ættiarda ok at segia
þinum vinum fra guds miskunn þeire sem þu sætt ok heyrdir. þui skiotara munu þeir trua guds eyrende ok
ollum hans bodordum er þeir heyra þuilikar sogr. Vertu oft abænum mun ek þa koma eftir þer nokkurum
uetrum sidarr ok bera aund þina j fagnat ok vardueita bein þin j þeim stad sem þau skulu doms bida. vertu her
sex daga ok huilit ykkr ok takit sidan leidar nest ok farit nordr aftr sidan.235

Eiríkr accepts these conditions, dwells for the imposed six days in Odains akr and then leaves the
place in the same fashion that he entered it. The two companions then embark upon the four-year
long journey back to Miklagarðr. He tells the amazed king of his adventure and stays a further three
years in Miklagarðr before returning home to live another ten years in Norway.236 Here, he follows
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the angel’s rules, tells his story to many men and on the eleventh year goes missing after going
early to Mass. According to the A-redaction, people beieved that the angel had come and taken him
away.237

2.8.2 The B-Variant

The amount and kind of information conveyed in the B-redaction of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla regarding
the current investigation is very similar to that in the A-redaction discussed above (the different
wording or spelling is not taken into consideration here if the quality of the information is the same
as in A). However, in some descriptive sections, the B-version offers different nuances of information to the A-version.
In B as in A, Eiríkr sets out first from Trondheim to Denmark where he gains the support
of the Danish king’s son and thither moves onward to Miklagarðr, where, once again, he discusses
the geographic features of the world with the king of Miklagarðr. The information gained from this
discussion is the same as that conveyed in A, with one exception: the king states that what Eiríkr
refers to as Odains akr is called Paradise by the king’s men, northern men addressing it as “jorð
lifandi manna”.238 Two small details are then added in the description of Odains akr. First, the scent
of honey is mentioned right away and not only after Eiríkr sets foot on Odains akr as in A, and
flowers from all over the world are said to thrive there.239
The next deviation from A happens in the angel’s delineation of Odains akr and Paradise.
Whereas in A, the angel describes Paradise (as opposed to Odains akr) as the land where virtuous
dead live, in B the differentiation reads a little differently:
en sia staðr er þer synizst iN fegvrsti er at virda við Paradis sem eydimorkc þa er bygdv inir fystv menn ok nv
byGia andir yfir fedra ok spamanna enn sa stadr er skamtt heðan ok þadan fellr sv a [Phison] er þer forvt
yfir.240

Another slight variation can be observed during the angel encounter when the angel sets Eiríkr the
tasks he will need to vow to accomplish before he is allowed to leave Odains akr. Here, the angel
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does not mention Eiríkr’s “norðrlǫnd” in connection with Odains akr, but the angel specifies that
Eiríkr, once back home, shall tell of the God that he witnessed in the east. Furthermore, the angel
clearly states that he will seek Eiríkr after ten years and, if that Eiríkr has lived according to the
imposed conditions, he, Eiríkr, will be taken back to Odains akr to live there until Judgement
Day.241 Another small detail, which may derive from a simple misreading in A (since the other
versions agree on seven days) is that Eiríkr has to stay seven days in Odains akr before he is granted
permission to leave, rather than six in the A-variant.242 As in A, however, Eiríkr needs four years
to find his way back to Miklagarðr. One day, after the promised ten years have passed, Eiríkr is
then supposedly taken by the angel to Odains akr to dwell there until Judgement Day.243

2.8.3 Eiríks saga víðfǫrla’s C-Version

The C-redaction similarly has Eiríkr travelling from Trondheim to Miklagarðr via Denmark, the
same amount of information being conveyed in the dialogue scene between Eiríkr and the king of
Miklagarðr, although the king now only states that it is “some” who refer to Paradise/ Odains akr
as “jorð lifandi manna” and not northern men as the B-redaction indicates.244 The description of
Odains akr is also the same in the C-redaction as in A and B, C adding only the small details that
the nights in Odains akr are without darkness (something that is reiterated in D), further emphazising the luminescent capabilities of Odains akr already underlined in the A- and B-variants.245
The scene in which Eiríkr and his companion ascend the turret and find the already laid table similarly conveys the same information as in B, although the description is more filigreed than in B.246
C also corresponds to B in the description of Paradise in that Paradise is said to be where
the first humans lived and is now inhabited by forefathers and prophets: “[…] þa er bygd hinna
fyrstv manna var og byggia ander yferfedra og spamanna enn sa stadur er skamt hiedann er aenn
fellur or.”247 In addition, the C-version follows the passage in which the angelic apparition imposes
the burdens upon Eiríkr fairly closely, meaning that the same information is given as in B, although
the wording and spelling are altered, the only alterations being the addition that Eiríkr must also
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give his possessions to the needy and that he must avoid deceitful things that go against Christian
principles:

Þa mællte eingillin. þo ad mikid goda blőt sie nv

þïnv lanndi. og er su tijd kominn er þier mvnv snuast til

riettrar truar. þa mun og þo su tid koma er gud mun leysa þa fra villo og kalla til sinnar mí skunnar. gefid er
þier leyfe til apttr ad hverfa ad þu seiger þeim fra gofgan guds þeirre er þv s st i Austurlondumm. þuiat berast
mætte suo ad. ad þeir trí di þui skiőtara gudspialla ordumm þa er þeir minnast þeirra hluta er þu sagder.
vardveit þv þig vel fra ollumm illumm hlutumm þeim er kristinn løg banna. gief þv fie þitt og fædslo
fatækumm monnumm. og ver opt bænvmm. enn tiv vetrumm sidar enn þv kiemst apttr mvn eg vitia þin og
færa þigh i þenna stad þui ath her vill gud ath þau se her hird til domsdagz.248

Here, too Eiríkr is, offered salvation after ten years if he lives according to the rules, the idea being
that he then will be taken back to Odains akr to live there until the Judgement Day. Here too, Eiríkr
has to dwell in Odains akr for seven days until he may leave and, in correlation with both the Aand B-versions, he takes four years to reach Miklagarðr before returning to Norway where he lives
according the angelic rules. Then one day, when the stipulated ten years have passed, Eiríkr, as
promised, is taken by the angelic spirit to Odains akr to live there until Judgement Day.249

2.8.4 The D-Redaction

With regard to the subject matter of this investigation, the D-redaction of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla only
contains slight alternations: First of all, during the dialogue scene between the king of Miklagarðr
and Eiríkr, the king refers to Paradise as being synonymous with “jorð lifandi manna”, not making
any heathen connotations or giving any remarks concerning the north whatsoever.250 In addition,
the king does not specify that Odains akr lies to the east/ south of “Jndialand”.251
The description of Odains akr otherwise contains the same information (both before and
after Eiríkr enters the land) as B and C respectively: The odour of honey is immediately present in
the first encounter with Odains akr, and we find the same mention of the (shorter or brighter)
night.252
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As elsewhere, Eiríkr and his travel companion behold a floating tower which they decide
to investigate closer, and once inside discover a laid table. This time, however, no sweet fragrant
bread is mentioned but instead the silver plates appear to exude a sweet odour.253 The rest of the
scene follows the narrations of the other variants and ends with Eiríkr uttering that after a long
journey he has finally found Odains akr and thanking God for it:

þa mællte E(irekur) til fórunautz syns. sia hier Ődaens acur er vid hófumm med omake mórg aar fetter leytad
og lofudu þeyr gud og sógdu. mikell og m ttugur er gud ad hann liet oss þennann stad sia. Hónumm sie lof
og dyrd ad eylyfu.254

In the dialogue between Eiríkr and the angel, the narrative follows about the difference
between Paradise and Odains akr and adds the detail that not only the righteous but also the holy
live in Paradise.255 As for the imposed tasks, the D-tradition aligns with both the B- and C-redactions.256 The same can be said for the amount of days that Eirík has to spend in Odains akr before
he may leave (again seven days), the four-year journey to Miklagarðr and how one day in his tenth
year of staying in Norway and following the rules, Eiríkr, as in B and C, is taken by back to Odains
akr by the angel.257
2.8.5 Conclusion*
Although Eiríks saga víðfǫrla is thought to have been composed around the mid 15th century at the
earliest, it is mentioned as the last Old Nordic source in the current investigation for two reasons:
Firstly, it only mentions Ódáinsakr which is here clearly detached from the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum tradition; and secondly, the saga tries to embed this apparently pagan notion in a Christian
doctrine (maybe in order to purify the heathen past?), painting Ódáinsakr in Biblical tones, and
making it resemble Paradise. No shadows exist in this Ódáinsakr, because it is flat and has no
buildings or villages, and there are no mountain ranges or valleys which could cast a shadow (the
exception being the floating turret; see below). Here the sun is said to shine longer than elsewhere
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for the nights are rather short. The land itself has the sweet odour of honey and various flowers
from all around the world thrive here. Another obvious Biblical reference is the river Phison (taken
from Genesis 2, 11) which constitutes a natural border which needs to be crossed in order to reach
Ódáinsakr, and bears some resemblance to the rivers of Gesta Danorum and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns which form the border to a very different world of the dead. Another difference to all the
other Old Nordic sources which associate Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and Ódáinsakr with either the
far north or the east, Eiríks saga víðfǫrla locates the latter land to the south of “Indialand”. This
localization naturally aligns perfectly with the medieval Christian worldview of the Holy Land and
Jerusalem being in the south, with Paradise (and in this saga Ódáinsakr as well) in their close vicinity. No mention is made anywhere of connections to jǫtnar, risar, trǫll or other such beings.
As noted above, the only structure within Ódáinsakr in this account is a floating turret kept
aloft by God’s power, within which Eiríkr finds a laid table. This scene acts as a narrative trigger
for the account of Eiríkr’s dream and his subsequent angelic experience, in which the angel unveils
a great deal of information regarding Eiríkr’s journey; the description of Ódáinsakr itself as a paradisum terrestris; and its similarities and differences that it has to Paradise proper (see the confusion already discussed above).
The conditions imposed upon Eiríkr further reflect the Christian mindset of this composition: the importance of providing for the needy; spreading forth the word of God; and attending
services frequently. It is worth remembering that Eiríkr sticks to these conditions and stays for six
to seven days in Ódáinsakr before he leaves on a four-year long journey to Miklagarðr. His eventual
return to Ódáinsakr to dwell there until Judgement Day, again underlines the Paradisical qualities
of this land, which are very different from Geruthus’ world in Gesta Danorum and the variant of
Ódáinsakr in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks.

2.9 Evaluating the Data

As was noted in the introduction to this chapter, the conclusion that follows will be divided into
three, taking the three main motifs “Glasisvellir”, “Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum” and “Ódáinsakr”,
summarising the information drawn from the examination, and then comparing the said data with
the prevailing scholarly notions regarding Guðmundr (see Chapter 2.1). For continuity’s sake, the
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order of the following discussions below will follow that used in the investigation, that is “Glasisvellir” will be discussed first, followed by “Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum”. The chapter will conclude with an analysis of the “Ódáinsakr”-complex.
During the résumé, the investigated sagas and þættir will be addressed with their full title
when mentioned in the text. If they are used as an example to underline a postulated argument, the
name of the said source will be given in abbreviations in parentheses at the end of the sentence.258

2.9.1 Glasisvellir and the “Norðrlǫnd”

As has become obvious in the previous chapters, Glasisvellir is presented in a variety of different
garbs over the course of the various narratives in which it is mentioned, varying so much so that
one has to assume that some of those qualities ascribed to Glasisvellir are creations of the author
or based on the requirements of the narrative rather than associated with local (or literary) tradition.
It is nonetheless interesting to note that all the investigated narratives agree on the quality
that Glasisvellir is inhabited by humanoid denizens, rather than monsters, a fact that seems rather
remarkable considering the fact that Glasisvellir is regularly said to neighbour supernatural and
otherworldly northern countries (see further below). Saxo in his Gesta Danorum is the only one to
include wild animals in the list of inhabitants of Glasisvellir. Gesta Danorum also underlines in
great detail the frost that keeps Glasisvellir in a stranglehold, stressing there is a lot of snow there
and little sunlight. All other narratives remain silent on that point, although one can surmise that
since all of the narratives locate Glasisvellir and its neighbouring countries in Fennoscandia, snow
and frost ought to be frequent, so self-evident that they require no further reference: While according to the elder redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs (see Chapter 2.5.1) and Samsons saga fagra
(see Chapter 2.6), Glasisvellir can only be reached by taking the “Austrvegr”, both the H- and Uredactions of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks as well as Helga þáttr Þórissonar agree on Glasisvellir
having a close connection to Finnmǫrk and the area around Gandvík.
The dense forestation of Glasisvellir, which is highlighted explicitly in half of the sources,
is a natural result of the implied northern topographical localisation of Glasisvellir, although it also
has a narrative purpose (see, for example, HþÞ and Þþb). In contrast to these sylvan qualities, one
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notes that the younger Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and Samsons saga fagra set Glasisvellir in a rather
rugged and abrasive country.259 Furthermore, both Gesta Danorum and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns agree that Glasisvellir has a boundary river available (in GD there are actually two rivers, one
of which is the so-called River of the Dead which forms the frontier to the Land of the Dead presided over by Geruthus, brother of Guthmundus while in Þþb, the river Hemra echoes the frosty
and cold aspects of Glasisvellir in that it is so cold that when its water touches tissue, the said tissue
instantly mortifies: see Chapters 2.1.3 and 2.6.1).260
As has been shown, the exact localisation of Glasisvellir otherwise shifts from saga to saga
and þáttr to þáttr. Glasisvellir is for the most part located in a country conglomerate that is best
surmised in the word “Norðrlǫnd”. The exact construct of the “Norðrlǫnd” is nonetheless as erratic
as it is unspecific, the countries which can be associated with this term being frequently interchanged. The only common thread linking the listed countries is that they have, in some way or
another, supernatural or otherworldly connotations. This opens the natural possibility that there is
more behind the localisation of Glasisvellir than first meets the eye.
The “Norðrlǫnd”-federation mentioned above seems to encompass a broad variety of different countries which appear to be physically locatable in the wider area of Fennoscandia both in
terms of real-topography and -geography.261 This rather spacious area contains between one (in the
elder redaction of BsH) and six (in the younger variant of BsH) countries, with Glasisvellir being
depicted as either a neighbour of this federation (cf. the younger BsH), as a (humanoid) enclave
amongst these supernatural countries (cf. Þþb) or merely set in the vicinity of them (cf. Ssf). With
regard to other known countries, Hålogaland (nowadays Helgeland in Norway), although today not
part of the northern country conglomerate, is also present in both Gesta Danorum as well as both
redactions of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, although another reference states that Glasisvellir lies
even further up north. In Gesta Danorum, Bjarmaland is also mentioned as being near since it is in
“farther Bjarmia”, that Gormo’s expedition meets Guthmundus in his realm (see Chapter 2.1.3).
The elder variant of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, on the other hand, underlines both close topographical
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and political connections between the two countries. In the younger Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, however, Bjarmaland is only referred to once by name.
With regard to the individual lands that form part of the “Norðrlǫnd”, Risaland is featured
in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, as well as both Samsons saga fagra and the younger variant of Bósa
saga ok Herrauðs. It serves both as a setting in the narratives and as part of the “Norðrlǫnd” and is
usually depicted as a hostile, pagan environment in which trǫll and evil spirits are able to roam the
land freely.
In the same narratives, Jǫtunheimar is mentioned as the federation’s most illustrious and
most prominent member. The political relations between Glasisvellir and Jǫtunheimar are nonetheless described differently in the various sources. On the one hand, Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns
and Samsons saga fagra tell either of hostile actions being conducted by Guðmundr against Jǫtunheimar or at the very least Guðmundr’s distaste for it. On the other hand, the younger redaction of
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs paints a rather positive picture of the two countries’ internal relationships:
rulers of each country visit each other for festivities, they exchange gifts and even provide troops
for each other if necessary (as in the younger version of BsH). Nonetheless, in both redactions of
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, Glasisvellir is described as being a district of Jǫtunheimar.262 In the
account of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, it is mentioned that the city of Grund in Glasisvellir is
Guðmundr’s centre of governance. In Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, however, Grundir is said to be
the country from which Jarl Agði, a trǫll and enemy of Guðmundr, originates, a site located amidst
Risaland and Jǫtunheimar. The younger redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, however, suggests
that Grundir is both independent and also part of the hapax legomenon “Glæsirsvellirsgrundir”,
something which supports the aforementioned idea implied in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks that
Grund(ir) was viewed as being Guðmundr’s seat of government.
Close associations with jǫtnar and risar continue: Another country associated with the
“Norðrlǫnd” in which Glasisvellir is found, is the country of Ymisland the name of which echoes
the idea of Ymir, the ur-jǫtunn known from Norse mythology. According to the Hervarar saga ok
Heiðreks, this, too, is located in the vicinity of Glasisvellir (see Chapter 2.2). Last but not least is
the country of Geirrøðargarðr which is most vividly described in the account of Gesta Danorum.
This is said here to be a pure kingdom of the dead that lies further to the north than Glasisvellir,
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separated from its neighbouring domain by the River of the Dead. Geirrøðargarðr, although not
explicitedly refered to as such in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, is also mentioned in the younger
redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, but here it only functions as another country of the
“Norðrlǫnd” which heeds Guðmundr’s call for troops for his military expedition.
Other attributions to Glasisvellir are only mentioned once in the entire source material and
must, therefore, be regarded as speculative and not intrinsic to the corpus of elements associated
with Glasisvellir. The first of these, which stands in grave contrast to the otherwise barren, sylvan
and/ or rugged landside of Fennoscandia, is the magical fruit garden Guthmundus is said to own in
Gesta Danorum, which is said to produce magical fruits that Guthmundus tries to utilise in order
to beguile Gormo and his men. Gesta Danorum also mentions a golden bridge which is said to lead
over the River of the Dead into the Realm of the Dead ruled over by Geruthus, Guthmundus’
brother, a bridge which can only be accessed by the dead (cf. the earlier mentioned symbolism of
the stone bridge mentioned in EsV: see Chapters 2.8 and 2.9.3).
Other unique references to countries associated with both Glasisvellir and the “Norðrlǫnd”
are found in only one specific Old Nordic source, Samsons saga farga. This saga alone mentions
Sualbard and Grænland which are also said to be located in the vicinity of Glasisvellir, Sualbard
having minor narrative functions as it is used as a setting within the saga’s narrative, when Godmundr abandons his spurious son Sigurdr. The younger redaction of Bósa saga ok Herrauðr, influenced by the motifs and source material from contemporary riddararsǫgur, goes even further,
suggesting that Glasisvellir has political connections to Alexandría, Goðmundr’s grandson even
becoming the sovereign of “Indialand”.
It is important to note, that the only suggestion of Glasisvellir not being directly connected
to the so-called mannheimar occurs in the U-redaction of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, a fact that
will be discussed further in the chapter on Guðmundr’s qualities. As noted above, Guðmundr in
general seems to have a liminal position living on the threshold between the humanoid world and
supernatural and otherworldly realms, while still being presented as a humanoid king (see Chapter
2.9.2). Similarly important is the fact that Ódáinsakr and Glasisvellir are only connected to each
other and mentioned simultaneously in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, a perception that will be discussed in the conclusive chapter on Ódáinsakr (see Chapter 2.9.3).
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2.9.1.1 Glasisvellir: A Scholarly Review

2.9.1.1.a Matthias Egeler

As has already been outlined in Chapter 1.2, the scholarly perception of Glasisvellir has shifted
over the years from the idea that it is a Realm of the Dead to that of it being a kind of a Paradise.
This shift in the scholarly notion can be accounted for by the ever-increasing suggestions of possible Irish connections, influences and subject matter as well as a rather ætiological approach which
is used specifically for the term “Glasisvellir”, as a means of explaining the “shining” aspect of
Glasisvellir. As Egeler writes:

The strongest argument for assuming that this [the inspiration of Norse myth on the basis of partly by Irish
concepts] might indeed be the most likely conclusion is, however, not the mere similarity in motifs, but the
fact that the Norse names for the “Glæsisvellir/Glasisvellir” and the “Ódáinsakr” can be explained directly
from the Irish material. It is only this detail which gives the Glæsisvellir/Ódáinsakr a similar likelihood of
having a non-Norse basis as it is the case for the stylization of Vínland as a Blessed Isle and for the Irish
monastic paradise of Hvítramannaland. […] In just the same way [as Hvítramannaland] the “Shining
Fields”/“Fields of the Golden Tree” and the “Land of the Not-Dead” refer to central elements of the Land of
Women: its apple trees of silver and crystal, and its designation as a “Land of the Living”. That Vínland,
Hvítramannaland and the Glæsisvellir/Ódáinsakr all share not only motifs with non-Norse oceanic paradises
in exactly parallel ways but also take their names from central characteristics of their non-Norse models,
emphasizes that these three concepts of transmarine paradises all belong to the same religious-historical, social, and cultural context: the context of the Norse ‘land-taking’ in the west during which the hopes of the
Norse settlers were reflected in a striking willingness to adopt and adapt any ideas of a paradise in the west
that came to their attention.263

On the basis of the investigation conducted above into sources on Glasisvellir, it is clear
that such perceptions must be revised. The evidence of the narratives themselves supports the notion that Glasisvellir was seen as being located somewhere in the north of mainland Scandinavia
(or more precisely Norway), as can be seen especially in narratives of Helga þáttr Þórissonar and
Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (see Chapters 2.5 and 2.7). Furthermore, while Glasisvellir, like the
islands in the west in the Irish tradition, lies admittedly in an extreme cardinal location (east/north
for Glasisvellir and west for the Irish islands), it should be noted that no Old Norse source ever
depicts Glasisvellir as an island.264 The fact that has been demonstrated above, that various protag-
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onists of the sagas and þættir sources investigated above usually take a maritime route to Glasisvellir can be accounted for by the abrasive natural conditions of Fennoscandia rather than being
something that should necessarily be traced back to a possible insular location of Glasisvellir. Even
if Guðmundr is described as being a navigator or being able to steer a nautical vessel (as he is in
GD and Ssf), this naturally does not support the idea that Glasisvellir should have to be an island
either. At the time where the narratives are set, maritime transportation was still the fastest form of
transportation and therefore a logical choice of travel. It simultaneously allowed the transport of
not only goods and commodities but also of troops and loot. All of these features suggest that one
should be extremely wary of jumping to comparisons with the Irish mythical islands which will be
examined in the next chapter.

2.9.1.1.b Hilda R. Ellis Davidson

As noted above, while there is nothing about islands in these accounts, what is repeatedly stressed
is the liminal position of Glasisvellir at the border between the world known to men, and the realms
of the supernatural, and its general proximity to certain countries referred to as the “Norðrlǫnd”
(see above), which have a varying composition. Many of these countries, as Risaland and Jǫtunheimar, draw on known mythological motifs. The same applies to their inhabitants, which includes
trǫll, risar, jǫtnar and the like. It is noteworthy that, although she later claimed to have found more
Irish evidences to support connections to the Guðmundr notion, Ellis Davidson initially pointed to
Glasisvellir as being in proximity to the various indigenous Realms of the Dead on Old Norse
mythology in the shape of Hel and Geirrøðargarðr, although denying apparent connections to them.
As she writes:

Apart from this [i.e. the narrative resemblances of Þórsteins þáttr bæjarmagns and the mount scene in Þór
steins þáttr Uxafóts], however, there is no direct and obvious connection with the kingdom of the dead, and
the same may be said of other stories in the Fornaldar Sögur in which Guðmundr and Geirröðr are represented
as neighbours. We may notice that nearly all the stories, however, agree in placing Guðmundr’s realm in the
far North, and in emphasising the fact that the way to reach it is through mist and darkness and intense cold.265

Unlike the stories of mythological Irish islands in the west which are closer to a Paradise
(see the following chapter), Glasisvellir is close to a Realm of the Dead. There is also good reason
to believe that Glasisvellir had a place in the indigenous tradition (not least the narrative tradition)
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rather than being an adaptation of the islands in the west in the Irish immrama (see further Chapter
3 below).266

2.9.2 The Guðmundr Case

As has been shown in the above investigation, Guðmundr á Glasisvöllum, like his realm, is rather
complex, largely assigned marginal roles within the various narratives in which he appears. His
entire name runs as “Guðmundr á/ af Glasisvǫllum” “á” and “af” being used alternately in the
various sources just like the spelling of “Glasisvellir” and “Glæsisvellir”. A trend of “á” becoming
“af” and/ or “Glasisvellir” becoming “Glæsisvellir” throughout the centuries cannot be proven. In
addition to this, all sources apart from Gesta Danorum nonetheless correspond in Guðmundr holding the office of a king of the realm in question. Only the Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks narrative
introduces him as a mere “höfðingi” before also referring to him as king.
That Guðmundr is of considerable age is only explicitly mentioned in Hervarar saga ok
Heiðreks and is most likely due to the depiction of Ódáinsakr with its life-prolonging qualities as
being an integral part of Glasisvellir in this account. In Samsons saga fagra, although as said, it is
not directly mentioned, it can also be deduced from the age of Guðmundr’s son Sigurdr (who is
stated to reach around 150 years old), that Guðmundr himself could also become supernaturally
old since Sigurdr’s age definitely does not derive from Sigurdr’s mother’s side (for she is said to
perish at the age of roughly 15). Nevertheless, it can be supposed that, if Guðmundr is supposed to
be the same person throughout all the narratives investigated, he must be of a similar age to NornaGestr or Ǫrvar-Oddr who both (with an age of roughly 300) encounter characters from fornaldarsǫgur (five of the investigated eight sources can be classified as belonging to the corpus of fornaldarsǫgur). In spite of apparently having been alive at the time of the mythical Battle of Brávellir,
Guðmundr is still apparently alive at the time of Ólafr Tryggvason (cf., for example, NGþ, HþÞ
and Þþb).
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In contrast to the idea suggested here, Ellis Davidson also wrote that “[…] there are influences from the opposite
direction [not indigenous sources] to be considered, from the lands ‘west over sea’, and particularly those Celtic lands
in the western ocean which had still preserved something of their own peculiar culture up to the time when the Viking
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Two further frequent attributes of Guðmundr are firstly his wisdom (cf. HsH) and, as a
possible consequence of this, his magical capabilities (cf. HþÞ, and potentially GD [see the discussion of his magical garden]). His immeasurable wealth is also explicitly highlighted in all of the
sources discussed above except Norna-Gests þáttr and can be concluded from the various descriptions mentioned within the narratives of Gesta Danorum (cf. the garden, the feast and the ship
Guthmundus owns) and Samsons saga fagra (cf. the maritime military expedition and the upkeep
of an entire army and a fleet).
The investigated sources are equally informative regarding Guðmundr’s character and his
physiognomy. In four of the narratives (GD, both BsH-redactions and Þþb), Guðmundr is described
as humanoid and he is even actively corporally assaulted in the elder Bósa saga ok Herrauðs variant, where he is knocked unconscious. While three sources (both HsH-redactions and HþÞ) do not
state this quality actively, it can be deduced from the fact that Hervǫr and Helgi have sexual relationships with Guðmundr’s respective offspring and in Hervǫr’s case, her children are not delineated as being monstrous of any kind. Only Norna-Gests þáttr remains silent regarding Guðmundr’s
appearance. In general, one must admit that the information conveyed in the said þáttr regarding
Guðmundr is very scarce overall.
Another physical attribute ascribed to Guðmundr is his rather supernatural body height.
Both Gesta Danorum and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns highlight this quality repeatedly throughout
their narratives (Þþb in particular plays with the juxtapositions of the height of Guðmundr and the
size of Þorsteinn suggested by his cognomen bæjarmagn). Only Samsons saga fagra does not touch
on the body size of Guðmundr, although the close vicinity in which Guðmundr’s realm is said to
lie to countries such as Risaland, Bjarmaland and particularly Jǫtunheimar (in this saga and most
other investigated narratives) implies that Guðmundr may well be of a similar considerable size to
his neighbours.
As noted above, Guðmundr is said to be a monarch, and unsurprisingly, he is also depicted
as such on a narrative level. Interestingly, however, the sources differ as to whether he is a passive,
Arthurian-like sovereign or an active one. Both redactions of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, Samsons
saga fagra and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns depict Guðmundr undertaking military expeditions
and/ or leaving the boundaries of his realm for another purpose. Helga þáttr Þórissonar and both
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks variants on the other hand, describe Guðmundr as acting from within
his sphere of power, not leaving his country and/ or his homestead, as Arthur never leaves Camelot.
The borderline case here is Gesta Danorum in which Guthmundus is depicted working actively
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within his realm, using, for example, a boat to ferry Gormo’s expedition to Geruthus’ realm over
the border-stream, the River of the Dead. Here too, technically speaking, he does not leave the
boundaries of his abode, something which would again support the idea of him ruling as a passive
monarch.
Another key feature regularly attributed to Guðmundr are his offspring, since seven out of
the nine various sources investigated mention them. Samsons saga fagra however, is the only account which actually states how Guðmundr’s child Sigurdr came into being, since, interestingly,
nowhere else do we find any mention of a wife, paramour or affair. In short, Guðmundr is presented
as a solo figure. Gesta Danorum goes so far as to ascribing Guðmundr a total of 24 children (12
male and 12 female children, of whom all are nameless). Male successors are similarly mentioned
in both redactions of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks (Hǫfundr/ Haufundur), Samsons saga fagra (Sigurdr) and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns (Heiðrekr úlfhamr). Helga þáttr Þórissonar meanwhile features his sole female child, in the shape of Ingibjǫrg. Apart from the offspring mentioned in Gesta
Danorum and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, it is worth noting that all of Guðmundr’s children are
said to marry humanoid spouses in the various sources, the exception again being Samsons saga
fagra, where Sigurdr actually marries thrice and all three times the lineage of his marriage partner
seems to suggest some supernatural qualities.267 The only other deviation with regard to amount of
children Guðmundr is said to have in the various accounts is Bósa saga ok Herrauðs which describes Guðmundr as having a sister named either Hleiðr (elder redaction) or Geirríður (younger
variant), who marries one of the saga’s protagonists, Herrauðr.
The children are depicted consistently throughout the various narratives as having the same
set of attributes as their father. The male offspring are said to be rather promising, either strong or
wise and some have a supernatural touch to them. Heiðrekr úlfhamr for example, appears to have
lupine and/ or shape-shifting connotations (see below) whereas Hǫfundr has prophetic skills and
never judges wrongly. As noted above, becomes miraculously old. Guðmundr’s female children,
like his sister Hleiðr/ Geirríður are always of tremendous beauty, a feature which in some instances
grants them seductive prowess, another rather common quality of otherworldly female figures.
Concerning Guðmundr’s “secondary attributes” (other characteristics that do not fit in the
categories of either character traits or physiognomic qualities such as the character’s religious
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The names of Sigurdr’s spouses in order of marriage in this saga are: 1) Edny, daughter of King Harekr of Bjarmaland; 2) Gerdr, daughter of King Skrymer of Jötunheimar; 3) Hrafnborg, daughter of Jarl Ader of Ryzza land.
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alignment) it happens that Guðmundr is actively depicted as a pagan monarch in three of the aforementioned narratives. The prime example of this is Helga þáttr Þórissonar, where Guðmundr acts
as the pagan counterpart to the Christian King Ólafr Tryggvason and is characterised as being very
malevolent and vindictive as well as trained in the art of magic. Elsewhere he is displayed as being
religiously neutral, as in both redactions of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks
as well as Samsons saga fagra, where religion is actually irrelevant to the narrative. Elsewhere we
see him accepting a coexistence of heathendom and Christianity as can be seen in Þorsteins þáttr
bæjarmagns, where Guðmundr even profits from the aid of his Christian retainer Þorsteinn.
Another important quality that falls under the “secondary attributes”-category is the fact
that Guðmundr cherishes oaths. In fact, the entire motivation for Guðmundr to go to Jǫtunheimar
in the first place and, therefore, partly the trigger of the narrative of Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns,
is that he must renew the oaths his father swore to the king of Jǫtunheimar. Both redactions of Bósa
saga ok Herrauðs reiterate this feature, as when Guðmundr promises his sister in marriage to whoever can retrieve her. Guðmundr even goes so far as to subordinate his own ideals to the vow he
has sworn in the younger version of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, when Guðmundr allows Hárekur to
marry Geirríður even though Hárekur partly descends from a trǫll-lineage, and Guðmundr initially
interdicted that a non-human should marry Geirríður. In sharp contrast to this account, however, is
the narrative of Samsons saga fagra, where Guðmundr acts controversially by abandoning his son
and heir Sigurdr, not granting him the rights of the firstborn, even though he is reconciled with him
later in the narrative.
Another feature is the fact that he is said to be able to steer nautical vessels, and is described
as undertaking maritime journeys and military expeditions in four of the investigated Old Norse
narratives (GD, both redactions of BsH and Ssf). Although this skill is of little importance in an
Old Norse context (since sailing was the easiest way of travelling in medieval Scandinavia), it is
worth bearing in mind when we come to consider Irish narratives (see Chapter 4 below).
Since, as underlined above, Guðmundr is a king, he is commonly said to have a substantial
number of retainers and loyal servants. In Helga þáttr Þórissonar, Helgi reports to a rather astonished King Ólafr Tryggavson that Guðmundr actually enjoys the support of multitudinous followers. Here, however, nothing particular is said about the actual number of retainers. The same applies
to Gesta Danorum and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns. In the younger Bósa saga ok Herrauðs and
Samsons saga fagra, however, Guðmundr clearly has the capability to maintain an entire army and
fleet which he uses in raids on other countries, something which again underlines the existence of
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a rather large entourage. In Helga þáttr Þórissonar, Guðmundr is also said to have two particular
emissaries, both called Grímr (perhaps implying supernatural, pagan characteristics), who seem to
interact with other individuals on Guðmundr’s behalf and in Guðmundr’s stead, following his orders without hesitation. Logically, their characters are also mentioned in Norna-Gests þáttr since
this þáttr refers to the narrative of Helga þáttr Þórissonar.
Moving onto various other implications or connotations with regard to Guðmundr mentioned in the sagas: One of these connotations is the implied association between Guðmundr and
(drinking) horns. The main texts that mention horns in connection with Guðmundr are Gesta Danorum, Helga þáttr Þórissonar (and, likewise, NG) and Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns. In Helga þáttr
Þórissonar, the two horns, called the Hyrningar, are a main device used by Guðmundr to obtain
King Ólafr’s friendship. In Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, meanwhile, Guðmundr interacts with the
supernatural horn called Grímr inn góði by giving it his crown (thereby literally crowning the horn)
in order to distract the soothsaying Grímr from the presence of the Christian Þorsteinn. In both
cases, it is implied that the objects have some magical qualities.
The second connotation associated with Guðmundr are the lupine qualities implied by the
names of his grandsons “Vlfur” and “Ulfhedinn”, mentioned in Samsons saga fagra; and the name
of his father “Ulfheðinn trausti” and his son’s cognomen “Heiðrekr úlfhamr” mentioned in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns. This perception opens the door to possible notions of potential associations of Guðmundr’s lineage with lupine, ancestral, totemic animals related to the northern wild.
Taking Guðmundr’s pagan links into consideration one might also consider a connection to the socalled úlfheðnar. In neither case, however, are these implications developed.
In addition to the various attributes and connotations attributed to Guðmundr discussed
above, there are also some other qualities ascribed to him that are only mentioned once meaning
their value for the investigation and overall credibility must be treated cautiously. One of these
qualities is described in Gesta Danorum, where Guthmundus is said to speak in a different tongue
to Gormo and his men who, in return, need to rely on Thorkillus to act as an intermediary. As has
already been suggested (cf. Chapter 2.1.3), this may just have been a trope used by Saxo Grammaticus in order to further alienate Guthmundus and stress his non-Danishness.
Elsewhere, he is said to possess 12 hunting hounds, trained for war, and given to him by
King Álfheðinn of Jǫtunheimar which may represent some thematical connection to the 12 sons
and daughters he is said to have in other accounts. These are only mentioned in the younger redac-
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tion of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs. Finally, we have the possibility implied by Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, that “Guðmundr” is actually a hereditary title which is passed on to the respective heir to
the throne of Glasisvellir in Caesarean fashion, rather than being a mere name of a single person.
However, since Guðmundr addresses his deceased father as “Ulfheðinn” rather than Guðmundr as
i suggested by the narrative, this suggestion seems dubious. It might simply be an attempt to explain
Guðmundr’s apparent longevity (see above).

2.9.2.1 Scholarly Suggestions Regarding Guðmundr

After having evaluated and discussed all the information gained from the above investigation, it is
now time to review and comment on some of the suggestions regarding Guðmundr brought forth
by various scholars. The bulk of these suppositions have already been presented in Chapter 1.2.
and therefore need no further introduction. In other cases further information about these scholarly
proposals is given where needed. As in the initial presentation earlier, the review here will follow
the chronological order of the publications in which the ideas were first presented.

2.9.2.1.a Viktor Rydberg

As noted earlier, the beginning of the scholarly discussion of Guðmundr is marked by Rydberg and
his 1886 monography entitled Undersökningar i germanisk mythologi, in which he perceived
Guðmundr as a personification of Mímir.268 Rydberg based his supposition on five similarities he
thought the two characters to have in common: First and foremost, Rydberg states that both characters are sovereigns of a netherworld,269 arguing that in Gesta Danorum, Guthmundus’ realm is
perceived as being “sub Chao” and suggesting that Mímir reigns over Jǫtunheimar. Both characters
are also seen by Rydberg as jǫtnar.270 Both figures are interpreted by Rydberg as sharing aspects
of immortality or reincarnation, granted by the magical qualities of Ódáinsakr which Rydberg presumes to be part of Glasisvellir, Mímir’s head having been embalmed by Óðinn, meaning it lives
on after the corporal death of Mímir himself.271 Based on the fact that horns are mentioned in
narratives dealing with the Guðmundr subject matter (see Þþb, HþÞ and NGþ above), Rydberg
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presumes that both figures are also “hoarders of treasure”.272 Ultimately, Rydberg associates
Ódáinsakr with the Hoddmímisholt mentioned in Vafþrúðnismál st. 45, again highlighting the
shared attributes of these sites as having life-sustaining or -prolonging capabilities paired with reincarnative qualities.273
The key problem here is that the data presented in the above investigation contradicts almost
every single point suggested by Rydberg, whose hypothesis from the outset suffers largely from
generalisation. Although Guthmundus’ realm is supposed to lie “sub Chao”, this attribution is only
mentioned once in the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter, and thus cannot be regarded as to
being of extensive importance (GD).274 Granted, it correlates with the notion in the start of Vǫluspá
(st. 2), where the jǫtnar are also perceived as living underground, marking them both as supernatural beings.275 However, whether Mímir can be seen as a sovereign of sorts at all is rather questionable.276 The sources also show clearly that Guðmundr takes particular interest in underlining
the racial differences between him as a human and the jǫtnar, risar and trǫll who are said to live
in the neighbouring countries of Glasisvellir (see, for example, both BsH-redactions, Þþb and Ssf).
Certainly, as noted above, Guðmundr is sometimes connoted with reincarnative qualities or longevity and the fact that Mímir’s head is mummified by Óðinn and thus still “lives” after his body
has long ceased to be, gives also Mímir a rather prolonged life but there the similarities end. The
idea that both Guðmundr and Mímir are collectors of treasure (especially but not only regarding
horns) must be rejected on the basis that only three narratives (GD; HþÞ; Þþb) make any assertion
to both horns and Guðmundr in their respective narratives. The fact that Guðmundr gives away the
two horns Hyrningar in Helga þáttr Þórissonar and merely requests something as immaterial as
friendship in return for them naturally speaks against him being a hoarder of any kind. The other
narratives which feature horns (GD; Þþb) state that the respective horn is actually owned by a
jǫtunn counterpart of Guðmundr (Geruthus in GD; Geirrøðr in Þþb). It is only in Þorsteins þáttr
bæjarmagns, that Guðmundr is said to interact with the horn (here: Grímr inn góði), but he never
owns it at any point during the narrative. The idea that Guðmundr is a “hoarder of treasure” is thus
untenable. Finally, as noted above, Rydberg’s suggestion postulates that Ódáinsakr is Hoddmímisholt, (Vafþrúðnismál st. 45), a site where Lif and Lifþrasir seek refuge until they repopulate
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the world after “ragna rǫc” is equally questionable.277 As will be discussed in the following chapter
(Chapter 2.9.3), this idea originates in the opening account of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, which
is the only Old Norse narrative to state that Ódáinsakr is an integral part of Glasisvellir. All other
sources that mention Ódáinsakr suggest it is somewhere else (GD; EsV). As has been shown, and
will be discussed further below, Ódáinsakr is clearly an everchanging construct, even within the
Old Norse frame work. Its elusiveness was problematic even for the medieval authors, resulting in
a very complex written record.278 In short, although not completely unsustainable, this correlation
is dubious at best.

2.9.2.1.b Rudolf Much

After having shown that Guðmundr cannot be a personification of Mímir as Rydberg argues, it is
time to address a different proposal presented by Much in his 1924 article “Balder”, namely that
Guðmundr and Baldr are the same figure and that Guðmundr entertains close family ties to the
strain of the so-called Ylfingar, who brought forth such illustrious sons as Helgi Hundingsbani and
Helgi Hjǫrvarðson.279 Much justifies his perception with a triplet of observations. First of all, he
points to the fact that both Guðmundr and Baldr have a son whose name is translated by Much as
“judge” (Hǫfundr and Forseti respectively).280 Like Rydberg before him, Much also takes the apparent reincarnation aspects of Guðmundr into consideration and juxtaposes the properties of
Ódáinsakr with the re-emergence of Baldr after “ragna rǫc” as mentioned in Vǫluspá st. 62.281 This
point, however, suffers from the same problem as Rydberg’s, namely the generalisation that Ódáinsakr is an essential part of the Guðmundr narrative. The bonds between Guðmundr and the Ylfingar
lineage also stipulated rather vaguely.282 Much suggests that because Guðmundr’s father is called
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Ulfheðinn in Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns, this makes connections to the Ylfingar possible, the idea
being that the family’s progenitor was in both cases supposedly an úlfheðinn meaning that the two
characters share lupine and/ or shape-shifting connotations.283 As noted above, this supposition is
rather debatable, since it is questionable whether such widespread notions of lupine qualities can
be intrinsically connected to Guðmundr, only two sources providing any lose support for this matter
(Ssf; Þþb). Furthermore, it is questionable whether the sharing of an attribute by two figures which
originate in two different narrative types is a solid ground for hypothesis.

2.9.2.1.c Jan de Vries

One final argument is presented by Jan de Vries (1890-1964), who was more focused on the possibility of a common Indo-European mythological bedrock. De Vries, like Rydberg, is tempted to
perceive Guðmundr as a sovereign with close connections to the Realms of the Dead rather than,
as Lid supposed, a fertility god with ties to both vegetation rites and, exclusively, Norwegian folklore (see Chapter 5 below).284 This perception certainly aligns in some degree with the information
gained from the above investigation, since Glasisvellir is clearly depicted to be a liminal place,
showing connections with the Realm of the Dead in more than one case (cf. Chapter 2.9.1 above).

2.9.3 The Elusive Ódáinsakr

As the Old Norse source material discussed in this chapter suggests, the common perception of
Ódáinsakr having intrinsic connections to Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum actually seems to have been
quite uncertain. The first appearance of this mysterious realm is in the fourth book of Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum, where the place is referred to as “Undensakre”, a clear Latinisation of
the Old Norse term. Saxo states that the exact location of “Undenakre” is unknown to his people,
but the information given in the narrative suggesting that it is adjacent to or in the vicinity of Denmark, since a character flees there from Denmark without any huge explanation being given of the
conditions of his journey. It is both interesting and important to note that Saxo himself makes no
connection of the kind the U-Redaction of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks later suggests (see Chapter
2.2.2) between “Undensakre” and Guthmundus’ realm mentioned much later in the eighth book of
283
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Gesta Danorum. It seems clear that Saxo either saw no amalgamation of the two or that he knew
of no such merging, although both places were obviously known to him.
As has been noted in Chapter 2.2, in the Hauksbók variant of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks,
it is said that Ódáinsakr is thought by heathens to be within Guðmundr’s territory because of
Guðmundr’s extraordinary life span whereas the U-Redaction mentions the location of Ódáinsakr
as lying within Glasisvellir as a fact (see above). This is the first and only time that any Old Norse
account states that Ódáinsakr and Glasisvellir are directly linked to each other and, furthermore,
connected to a pagan world view. The Ódáinsakr picture drawn in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is
certainly intriguing not least because the later Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see Chapter 2.8) also picks up
on the Ódáinsakr subject matter and assigns the search for it a key role in the saga. However, in
contrast to the account given in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, Eiríks saga víðfǫrla depicts Ódáinsakr
in a wholly Christian light (cf. the various names used for it), presenting it as a paradis terrestris
in which the deceased await Judgement Day, prior to going on to a Paradise proper, which coexists
with it. The only apparent difference between the two perceptions of Paradise seems to be that the
latter cannot be entered by anyone living. Furthermore, and in clear correlation with the underlying
Christian world view of the narrative, it is noteworthy that Eiríks saga víðfǫrla positions Ódáinsakr
close to the Biblical river, Phison, situated to the south of “Indialand”, something that diametrically
contrasts to the localisation of Glasisvellir in the far north given in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks (and
other sagas). Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, furthermore, makes no connection between Ódáinsakr and
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.

2.9.3.1 Scholarly Review

As has been clearly shown above, Ódáinsakr, even in Old Norse terms, is a rare narrative motif. It
is mentioned in only three Old Norse narratives, one of which is composed in Latin. The only
shared feature it has in all three accounts is that it seems to have been viewed as some kind of
supernatural world in which the dead reside. Considering the paucity of references, one thus has to
be very careful about drawing generalised conclusions about Ódáinsakr, and not least its connections to Glasisvellir. It is thus somewhat surprising how, in spite of this, even in contemporary
scholarship, scholars regularly attempt to link the two. For example, Egeler in his essay “Iceland

86

and the Land of Women: The Norse Glæsisvellir and the Otherworld Islands of Early Irish Literature” summarises the key features of the opening paragraph of the U-redaction of Hervarar saga
ok Heiðreks as follows:

[...] (1) the location of the Ódáinsakr in the far north beyond the sea; (2) the identification of Guðmundr as
the lord of this region; (3) the explicit connection which is established between the Glæsisvellir and the
Ódáinsakr; and (4) the explanation of the Ódáinsakr as a place of eternal life. This passage is the clearest
extant formulation of the motif complex of the Ódáinsakr and the Glæsisvellir, summarizing it in a nutshell
[…].285

This perception also underlies Egeler’s Islands in the West: Transformation of a Myth.286 The key
problem here is that, as noted above, only Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks states that Ódáinsakr is
located within Glæsisvellir. All other sources on Guðmundr that mention Ódáinsakr either locate
Ódáinsakr completely elsewhere (see Chapter 2.8) or remain silent about its localisation (see Chapter 2.1). In the light of this lack of supporting information any explicit traditional connection between Ódáinsakr (whatsoever it was) and Glæsisvellir appears rather untenable.
Certainly, Ódáinsakr in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is initially linked to life-prolonging and
disease-curing qualities (possibly an ætiological idea drawn from its name) and Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum is said several times to have a supernatural life span (in both redactions of Hervarar saga
ok Heiðreks and possibly also Samsons saga fagra). This idea, however, seems to be separate from
the idea of Ódáinsakr, possibly originating from the fact that he appears in accounts telling of very
different times ranging from the ancient period of the Battle of Brávellir to that of Ólafr Tryggvason
(see, for example, Chapters 2.3 [fornaldarsaga] and Chapter 2.5.2 [riddarasǫgur-like]). It thus
seems likely that it is the author of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks that puts Glasisvellir in association
with Ódáinsakr rather than Ódáinsakr being an integral component of the Guðmundr notion from
the outset. Indeed, Ódáinsakr seems to have had a multifunctional trope which any author could
resort to it if he wished to do so or felt the narrative demanded it.
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3. The Irish Material

After examining the Old Norse sources on Guðmundr and Glasisvellir in the previous chapter, it is
now time to turn to the Irish sources. As has been outlined in the introductory chapter (see Chapter
1), a recent scholarly approach has been to highlight the apparently close connections between Old
Norse and Irish narratives, the latter being understood as having influenced the former rather than
the other way around. In short, scholars of both Old Norse and Celtic Studies have entertained the
suggestion that the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum motif has been strongly influenced by various Irish
narratives which portray the idea of myriads of otherworldly islands existing to the west of Ireland
as well travel to them. Some of these largely nameless islands stand out by nature of their being
the main destination in their respective narrative and are, therefore, been given more elaborate
descriptions which makes direct comparisons to the Old Norse Guðmundr and Glasisvellir possible.
Ellis Davidson, following on from scholars such as MacMathúna (whose work on Immram
Brain will be quoted repeadtedly throughout this section) went further than this and suggested
directly in her 1991 article “Gudmund of Glasisvellir: Did He Originate in Ireland?” that Guðmundr
was the Norwegian version and counterpart to Manannán mac Lír, an Irish sea deity and otherworldly figure, who is the eponym of the Isle of Man and closely associated with the Irish Tír na
nÓg (“The Land of the Young” or “The Land of Ever-Youth”), a bright, paradisiacal otherworld.287
In the light of the enduring popularity of the argument for Gaelic influence, there is thus
good reason to consider whether there is any likelihood that the Guðmundr motif examined in the
previous chapter could have been influenced by Irish narrative traditions. In this chapter, all of the
Irish sources potentially relevant to the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum narrative complex will be investigated, as a means of examining and evaluating the supposition presented by Ellis Davidson and
others before and after her (see Chapter 1.2 below).
In order to be able to conduct this investigation, a total of four different narratives have
been chosen which will serve as the principle sources for information, namely: Navigatio Sancti
Brendani (Abbtais) (henceforth Navigatio; see Chapter 4.1); Imram curaig Máele Dúin (henceforth
Máele Dúin; see Chapter 4.2); Immram Brain (see Chapter 4.3); and Echtrae Chonnlai (see Chapter
287
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4.4). These narratives have been specifically chosen not only due to their general interest in otherworldly islands to the west, but also because of the prior scholarship noted earlier highlighting the
possible influence of the said texts on the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum motif. The Navigatio is a very
important medieval narrative delineating the variety of islands to the west of Ireland in a magnificent manner. Its close connection to Máele Dúin will be discussed in Chapter 4.1 below. While
Máele Dúin also deals with the islands in the west motif, yet has a different motivation (revenge)
than the Navigatio (which focusses on getting closer to God). Immram Brain, indisputably one of
the most prominent and relevant Irish narratives, features a good description of the two specific
islands of Tír na mBam (“The Land of the Women”) and Inis Subai (“The Island of Joy”) which
will be vital for the question of whether there is any potentially Irish influence on the Guðmundr á
Glasisvǫllum subject matter. This text is fundamental to the current investigation because of its
image of the sea-deity Manannán mac Lir who Ellis Davidson links to Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.
Finally, Echtrae Chonnlai has been chosen because it is the oldest extant narrative of its style and,
furthermore, because of its connection to Immram Brain and its description of Mag Mell (“The
Plain of Delights”) which will be important for the conclusion of this chapter. In order to allow
readers to draw their own conclusions regarding the possible influences, as in the previous chapter,
the present author feels the need to summarise the content of each relevant narrative in some detail
to allow reader to gain a comprehensive overview of the subject matter in question, before moving
on to a conclusion.
Since the words immram (pl. immrama) and echtrae (pl. echtrai) will be used frequently
throughout this chapter, it is important to start by highlighting briefly the problematic structural
and contentual differences between these two, closely linked, indigenous Irish narrative styles.288
An immram is a style of Gaelic narrative which is entrenched on ecclesiastical literature both structurally as well as with regard to motifs.289 The potential of a Christian overwriting of initially local
pagan motifs has nonetheless also been suggested.290 As with saga literature like the
Íslendingasǫgur and fornaldarsǫgur, the immrama are set earlier than they were composed, the 6th
century serving as a setting, while the suggested dates of composition for the archetypes of the
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various narratives are supposed to be later than the 8th century.291 The focus of the immrama is the
“prolonged adventurous voyage at sea”, mostly with the aim of finding some kind of paradisus
terrestris.292 Thereby, the emphasis lies upon rowing from one island to the next until the final goal
is reached.293 The search for an earthly Paradise is nonetheless not the only motivation for setting
out to sea. Other motives are the longing to be closer to God, to atone for a crime, to seek revenge
for the prior slaying of kindred or a mixture of all of these.294 If the narrative features an Irish cleric
rather than Irish nobility, the cleric is most likely to stay on the paradisiacal island until Judgement
Day, something which again underlines the immrama’s ecclesiastical background.295
The Paradise sought in the immrama accounts is viewed as having the ability to protect its
denizens from death, both from aging as well as sickness and therefore, features timelessness (or
at least the stalling of time). Beside these frequently occurring features of the Irish otherworldly
realms, other qualities may be added such as tranquilisation, the superfluity of nourishment and
clothing as well as the absence of night and lasting peace to name just a few.296
An echtrae narrative, on the other hand, diverges slightly in focus. Normally, as with the
immrama, a supernatural realm in the western sea is the focal point of the narrative. The initial
narrative setup here is that the protagonist is visited by a (predominately female) figure and summoned by her to her home to the west.297 The approach usually occurs, when the hero is at an
important site (religious or social) during a specific sacred time of the year.298 The figure then uses
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various devices to convince the protagonist to heed her calling, for example, a silvery branch (Immram Brain) or an enchanted apple (Echtrae Chonnlae).299 The protagonist then follows the otherworldly figure to their realm, and, for the most part, also spends some time there with the figure.300 The motivation for the hero to heed the call can be manifold: to gain specific advice and/ or
information; to seek lost kindred/ relatives; or simply to seek a bride and to participate in the life
of her homeland.301 One other major difference to the immrama narrative is that the echtrai focuses
on elaborate descriptions of the various otherworlds described in the narratives and their positive
qualities rather than on the actual journey thither.302 It is also noteworthy that while the voyage to
those otherworldly islands as well as the progress of the plot is conveyed in prose, the portrayal of
the islands tends to be conducted in poetry.303
Considering the above, Immram Brain is a curiosity in the assemblage of Old Irish narratives. Even though since in one manuscript, the narrative is entitled “Immram”, and the narrative
refers to itself as “Immram” during the events of the story,304 the content, the narrative construct as
well as the motifs used in the account have led scholars to maintain the notion that Immram Brain
should be allocated to the group of echtrae.305 It is due to this hybridisation that Immram Brain has
come to be regarded as unique within the Old Irish literary corpus.
As has already been explained above, the narratives investigated in the upcoming analysis
are the Navigatio, Máele Dúin, Immram Brain and, finally, Echtrae Chonnlae. Besides Navigatio,
the only Latin text to be examined, the Irish narratives are contained in a total of nine manuscripts,
most of which feature more than one of the three. To give an overview of the manuscript tradition,
the author has chosen to present these manuscripts and the narratives they contain in tabular form
in the following, organised in chronological order beginning with the oldest manuscript.306 Further
brief information regarding the repository and dates of composition of the manuscripts are also
given:

299

MacMathúna, Immram Brain, pp. 256 and 267.
MacMathúna, Immram Brain, p. 255.
301
MacMathúna, Immram Brain, pp. 255-256 and 267.
302
Dillon, Early Irish Literature, p. 124; and MacMathúna, Immram Brain, p. 256.
303
MacMathúna, Immram Brain, p. 256.
304
Rees and Rees, Celtic Heritage, p. 314.
305
MacMathúna, Immram Brain, p. 279; and Dillon, Early Irish Literature, p. 107.
306
The information regarding the manuscripts contained in this table has been drawn from MacMathúna, Immram
Brain, pp. 1-12; Oskamp: The Voyage of Máel Dúin, pp. 1-3; and Kim McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai and the Beginnings
of Vernacular Narrative Writing in Ireland: A Critical Edition with Introduction, Notes, Bibliography and Vocabulary,
Maynooth Medieval Irish Texts I (Naas: Maynooth, 2000), pp. 1-9.
300

91

Reference
number

Manuscript
name and repository

Date of composition

Name

Content

1)

23 E 25 (Royal
Irish Academy,
Dublin)

latter quarter of the
11th century

Lebor na hUidre:
The Book of the Dun
Cow

Immram Brain (a version which appears to be
older than the manuscript; fragmentary due to
significant lacuna)
Immram curaig Máele Dúin (fragmentary;
lacks poetry entirely and prose partly)
Echtrae Chonnlai (damaged due to loss of
leaves)

2)

23 P 2 (Royal
Irish Academy,
Dublin); also
known as H. 2. 16
(Trinity College
Dublin)

c. 1390

Leabhar Mór Leacain:
The Book of Lecan;
The Yellow Book of
Lecan

Immram Brain (thought to date to as far back
as the 9th century due to its archaic language
and archetypical appearance)
Immram curaig Máele Dúin (entire narrative
with poetry and prose)
Echtrae Chonnlai (two slightly different versions: “Y” and “Y2”: “Y” is thought to be somewhat incomplete and is dated to the 15th century; “Y2” is dated to the late 14th century)

3)

Codex Rawlinson
B. 512 (Bodelian
Library, Oxford)

between the 15th and
the 16th century

(Thought to be a copy of the now lost Book of
Dubh Dá Leith)
Immram Brain (believed to date to a c. mid11th century version of the narrative)
Echtrae Chonnlai (very fragmentary, is dated
to the later 15th century)

4)

Egerton 1782
(British Library,
London)

1516 – 1518

Imram curaig Máele Dúin (only prose preserved)

5)

Egerton 88 (British Library, London)
23 N 10 (Royal
Irish Academy,
Dublin)
Harley 5280
(British Library,
London)

c. 1564

Immram Brain
Echtrae Chonnlai

1575

Immram Brain (thought to be a rather old and
genuine version)

first half of 16th century

Immram Brain
Imram curaig Máele Dúin (preserves poetry
with the prose, yet fragmentary)
Echtrae Chonnlai (of questionable value due to
it being considered a copy of the Lebor na
hUidre manuscript’s version)

6)

7)

8)

Vitterhet Engelsk
II (Kungliga biblioteket, Stockholm)

16th century

Immram Brain (almost complete, yet in modernised form)

9)

MS 1363; also
known as H 4. 22
(Trinity College
Dublin)

varying ages due to
the compilation of
various manuscripts
and pages into one

Immram Brain (fragmentary form, presumably
from the 15th century)
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3.1 Navigatio Sancti Brendanis (Abbatis)

3.1.1 Preliminaries

Judging from the approximately 120 or so manuscripts that have survived which preserve the core
narrative plus the various known local adaptations of the Navigatio, it seems to have been a very
popular text in medieval times.307 The earliest manuscripts to preserve the Navigatio date back to
the late 10th/ early 11th century.308 However, many scholars have done meticulous textual studies
with different results regarding the date of origin of the archetype of the story. The broad range of
suggested dates for the archetype range from the second half, but not later than the third quarter of
8th century to the early 10th century.309
When discussing the Navigatio, one must address other major points of discord aside from
the dating disagreements noted above.310 These themes have been subjects of discourse up until the
present day, although they can be traced back to the end of the 19th century.311 One of the disputed
areas is the major question of the degree to which the Navigatio influenced or was influenced by
other sources and which those sources were.312 One text closely related to the Navigatio is the socalled Vita Brendani, which focuses less on the journey-aspects of Brendan’s life and more on the
presumed life of the Irish saint.313 However, there is uncertainty regarding the relationship between
these two narratives which is mostly founded in the rather nebulous transmission story of the Vita
307
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Brendani.314 This is exacerbated by the fact that of the seven surviving manuscripts preserving the
Vita Brendani, only two are detached narratives, whereas the other five are intertwined or embed
the Vita Brendani text in the Navigatio, all versions differing in length and detail.315
Another important narrative, the destiny of which is closely connected to the Navigatio, is
Máele Dúin discussed above/ below (see Chapter 4.2). This posited connection is due to very close
textual accordances with the Navigatio, especially the second half of Máele Dúin.316 Some scholars
such as Zimmer and Haug have argued that the Máele Dúin predates the Navigatio and that it
thereby greatly influenced the narrative type of the ecclesiastical voyage narrations.317 This assumption, although much debated, is based on the textual tradition and motifs found in both texts,
such as the supernumeraries and overlapping ideas of islands (for example, the islands of thievery,
wailers and theft mentioned in the Navigatio and Máele Dúin; see Chapters 4.1 and 4.2 below).318
Having addressed the current subjects of scholarly discussion regarding the Navigatio, it is
now time to turn the focus onto the protagonist of the narrative, the historical figure of St Brendan.
According to Irish annals, the actual Brendan was born in the last quarter of the 5th century and
reportedly died in 575.319 One of his greatest achievements was the founding of the monastery at
Clonfert in 558, gaining him the epithet “of Clonfert” to distinguish him from his namesake Brendan of Birr.320 Brendan is said to have undertaken various journeys, both on land and sea, which
gave him another byname, Brendan the Navigator, although questions have been raised as to
whether he ever undertook voyages such as those described in both the Navigatio and the Vita
Brendani.321
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Encouraged by St Brendan’s apparent historicity and the demonstration of the possibility
that medieval men could have reached America considerably early by Thor Heyerdahl and other
adventurers, scholars of the so-called “hyper-diffusionist approach” read the Navigatio as an actual
travelogue.322 They interpreted some of the various islands mentioned in the narrative as Iceland
and the Faroe Islands, the terra reprimissionis sanctorum being America (see below).323 Although
this scholarly reading had its time in the limelight, it has in recent years been harshly questioned
especially by textual critics.324 As noted above, in more recent years numerous attempts have been
made to highlight the potential ties between Navigatio story’s ties and both the Vita Brendani and
Máele Dúin narratives, one the most concise works being that of Strijbosch, who does not shy away
from including other, continental sources such as Hertzog Heinrich and Chanson d’Esclarmonde
in her comparison, thereby altering the understanding of the Navigatio and increasing its potential
influence.
What then is the Navigatio about? The Navigatio tells the story of how St Brendan set out
to sea on an peregrinatio (the ecclesiastic term for describing the estrangement from the profane
world to seek propinquity to God) in order to find the so-called terra reprimissionis sanctorum.
The frame narrative runs as follows:325 St Brendan is visited by Father Barinthus in Clonfert. Barinthus has recently come back from a journey to his son Mernoc who lives a commendable monastic
life on an island called “the Delightful Island” and is urged by Brendan to tell him about his voyage.
Barinthus explains that Mernoc invited him to embark on another sea voyage to see the “Promised
Land of the Saints”, which God intends as a home for the good after Judgement Day.326 Mernoc
had allegedly stayed there on multiple occasions for 40 days each time over the last years. They
thus left to see the said Promised Land, sailing in a westerly direction until a thick fog surrounded
their boat. After nearly an hour, they perceived a light which guided them to land. They found the
island in question to be very spacious, fragrant and covered with grass and fruit and untouched by
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night. They disembarked and wandered about the island for 15 days until they reached a river which
divided the island into two. As they argued whether or not to cross the river, they were approached
by an angelic figure forbidding the crossing and asking the expedition to take their leave. He told
them that, although it had seemed to be just 15 days to them, they had been on this island for the
equivalent of an entire year without feeling either thirst or hunger, saying that the light which had
guided them hither was Christ Himself. The expedition then returned to the “Delightful Island”,
passing through the same fog they had encountered on their way there.
Spurred by Barinthus’ vivid description, Brendan gathers a group of 14 brethren. They shut
themselves away in an oratory for 40 days and fast until they start their journey to see the “Promised
Land of the Saints”. First, they set out westwards and, after having reached Brendan’s homelands,
they build a choracle-like boat. However, before they can embark on their journey, the men are
joined by three supernumeraries who have followed them from Brendan’s convent in Clonfert.
Brendan accepts their plea to be taken along on the journey, although he prophesies that two of
them will meet a gruesome end. Thereafter, they set sail westwards “into the summer solstice”.327
After a journey for 40 days, they steer towards an island to the north. When they disembark
onto the island, they a greeted by a dog which they follow to an abandoned city. Within the city,
the brethren find a great hall with prepared tables, food and drink. After the men have eaten, they
all go to bed except for Brendan who stays awake. Brendan, then, beholds an “Ethiopian devil”
who amuses oneself with one of the three latecomers.328 After a sojourn of three days, the men
prepare to head onwards. Brendan forbids his men to take anything with them from the island.
However, on being questioned by Brendan, the brother with whom the devil played admits the theft
of a silver necklace after which Brendan starts to exorcise the devil from inside the monk. After
the exorcism, the cleansed monk dies and is buried on the spot.
The group re-embark only to find another island shortly thereafter, which features unstained, white sheep and rivers filled with an abundance of fish. The brothers stay on this island
for the Holy Week. It is there that they encounter a Steward, who predicts that they will be on a
nearby island for Easter before heading onwards to the Island of Birds.329 There, the monks are
supposed to stay for the eight days after Pentecost.
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As predicted, the expedition sets out for the nearby island only to find it barren, without
grass and only driftwood bobbing up and down on the shoreline. It is when the monks prepare a
watchfire to cook some food that the island suddenly starts trembling before moving into deeper
waters. The brethren, having fled to their boat in sheer panic, are enlightened by Brendan that the
island they just encountered was a being called Jasconius: “Where we were was not an island, but
a fish – the foremost of all that swim in the ocean. He is always trying to bring his tail to meet his
head, but he cannot because of his length. His name is Jasconius.”330
Thereafter and as foretold, the expedition head onwards to the Island of Birds where they
again disembark. This island is full of grass, trees and flowers. The men find a river leading inland.
They pull their boat up the river and stop at the river’s source, a well with an enormous tree covered
with innumerable white birds chanting choruses in praise of the Lord. The island is a refuge for the
birds, which was apparently given to them by the Lord after Lucifer’s revolution. One of the birds
serves as a messenger and reveals to the monks God’s plan for them: the men must repeat their
current journey pattern for a total of seven years, making the same stops at all the various islands
on the major ecclesiastical dates in the calendar (Easter, Pentecost and Christmas) and hold the
festivities in the same way they have done in the current year. After seven years have passed, and
only then, will Brendan and his followers have proven themselves worthy to witness the “Promised
Land of the Saints”. As has been foreseen by the Steward, the brothers stay with the birds until the
eighth day of Pentecost. They then leave for the open ocean.
The brothers are driven over the sea for a span of three months until they finally reach an
island which is home to the 24 monks of the community of Ailbe.331 Apparently 80 years ago, the
monks of the community of Ailbe set out on a similar undertaking to Brendan, ultimately finding
themselves stranded on this island.332 They do not age, and feel neither heat nor cold.333 The brothers of Ailbe live here under a vow of silence, being fed by bread that miraculously appears in their
stock-house. Brendan and his followers stay there for Christmas before taking their leave back to
open sea.
After being an unspecified time on the ocean, the expedition come across another island on
which they promptly disembark. On this island, they find a clear well with countless fish in it and
330
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a multitude of roots around it. They are told about the qualities of the well’s water but each brother
interprets the message differently. They drink either one, two or three cups of water and successively fall asleep for a number of days which match the number of cups they have drunk. After
every brother has re-awoken, the men leave the island behind, steering in a northerly direction.
After having been at sea for three days, they encounter a coagulated sea.334 They need to
row for 20 days through this smooth yet windless sea condition before they manage to leave it
behind. Thereafter, they again come across the Island of the Steward, indicating that one year has
passed. According to the prophecy, as they did the year before, they celebrate Easter on Jaconius’
back and dwell on the Island of Birds until the octave of Pentecost when they sail onwards.
After another voyage of 40 days, another giant sea monster appears, causing large waves
and threatening to capsize the expedition’s boat. The fear-stricken brethren call upon God for help,
and He sends them an even larger sea creature which cuts the monster into three slices before
disappearing. Shortly after this, the men approach a sylvan island, on which the meat of the sea
monster has been washed ashore. Here they gather and eat the flesh.
They then leave once again, only to reach a flat island a short time later: the so-called Island
of Anchorites. The peculiarity of this island is that it is inhabited by monks divided into three choirs
according to their respective ages, who continuously sing and praise the Lord. The boys are dressed
in white, the men in blue garments and the elders wear purple dalmatics.335 Two of the boys approach Brendan and his companions and give them fruit, demanding in return that the second of
the supernumeraries comes with them, which he does. Following this, Brendan and his monks set
out to sea once again.
Back on the ocean, the group now encounter a huge bird bearing a branch with red grapes
on it in his beak. The bird drops the grapes, thereby feeding the men who have run out of provisions.
After a further 15 days, they come across a barren island where they witness a battle between the
bird and a gryphon, in which the bird finally kills the gryphon. Brendan and his men reach the
community of Ailbe shortly thereafter, once again celebrating Christmas there.
One day, after moving on once again, the expedition discover that the sea is so clear that
they can observe the fish lying on the sea floor, something which scares the monks. In total, they
need eight days to cross it. Thereafter, they encounter a huge silvery-crystalline pillar which is
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covered by a broad-meshed net. After circling the pillar for four days and taking some reliquaries
stored there with them, they again head northwards, receiving a favourable wind.
After eight days, the brothers come across another rugged island inhabited by some hostile
smiths.336 The smiths, upon spotting them, start to hurl fiery slag at them. Terrified, the men try to
withdraw as quickly as possible. This encounter assures Brendan of their close vicinity to Hell. In
spite of this, they keep their northbound course until they behold a high mountain range on the
horizon. They are blown directly towards the mountains which turn out to be an enormous volcano.
Upon reaching the foot of the volcano, the last of the supernumeraries jumps off the boat, hailing
Satan and immediately being grasped by demons and thrown into the mouth of the volcano.337 The
volcano then erupts, forcing Brendan and his men to turn south. Soon after this, they come across
a man sitting alone on a rock amidst the waves. It turns out that the man is Judas on his Sunday and
feast-day refuge from the tortures of Hell. Brendan protects him from incoming demons which try
to drag him back to Hell during the night.338 When dawn comes, the expedition turns south again
and leaves.
The men next come across a rugged island on which they find Paul the spiritual Hermit
who has been living a perfect monastic life here for 60 years.339 Paul discloses to them that after
they have celebrated Easter, they will meet up with the Steward again and will now be shown the
“Promised Land of the Saints” and be there for 40 days (just as Barinthus and Mernoc were) for
the seven years have been reached.
St Brendan now acts again as was prophesied: he and his followers leave Paul, celebrate
Easter on Jasconius’ back and meet the Steward. He shows them the way and after a voyage of
another 40 days, the boat is engulfed by a thick fog. As with Barinthus and Mernoc, a light appears
after they have been roughly an hour in the fog, leading them out of the mist and towards a landmass. Here, Brendan encounters a spacious, sylvan island with fruit-bearing trees. Once again, the
Promised Land is shown to be untouched by nightfall and a great stream divides the island into
two, just as was described by Barinthus. The men are then approached by an angelic male figure,
who reveals to them that their journey has lasted for seven years “[…] in order for God to show
them his miracles in the ocean”.340 Like Barinthus before them, they may not cross the river, but
336
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are asked to leave for their homelands with some fruit samples and lots of precious stone from the
Promised Land.341 Furthermore, the figure tells of Brendan’s coming demise after the monks have
returned home. The brothers then sail homewards once more and, after having reached Ireland
again, Brendan tells of their miraculous journey and the experiences they had during their voyage,
only to die shortly thereafter as was foretold.
3.1.2. Hierophanic Site: terra reprommissionis sanctorum342

As has been noted above (see Chapter 4) the islands described in the Navigatio have been assumed
by scholars such as Ellis Davidson, MacMathúna and Egeler, among others, to have ultimately
influenced the images of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum and Ódáinsakr. It is thus worth considering the
degree to which the various islands can be compared to what we know of Glasisvellir. The goal of
Brendan’s journey, the western island called terra reprommissionis sanctorum (“The Promised
Land of the Saints”),343 which is described twice in the Navigatio. The initial description is given
by Barinthus who is visiting Brendan’s monastery at Clonfert and is urged to tell of his recent trip
to his son Mernoc. The islands, as noted above, is said to be west of Mernoc’s outpost, and surrounded by fog and thus hard to find unless you are guided to it by its light. It is full of grass and
fruit, and spacious enough for it to take 15 days to reach the dividing river. Here, they are addressed
by a voice coming forth from a light, which explains to them the origin of the island and its properties and forbids father and son to cross the stream:

Sicut illam uides modo, ita ab inicio mundi permansit. Indigesne aliquid cibi aut potus siue uestimenti? Unum
annum enim es in hac insula et non gustasti de cibo aut de potu. Numquam fuisti oppressus somno, nec nox
te operuit. Dies namque est semper sine cecitate tenebrarum hic. Dominus noster Jhesus Christus lux ipsius
est.344
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“God’s Paradise”, as it is also called, is described as being perpetuous: it is a Paradise with no need
of food and drink. Since Jesus Christ Himself acts as a guarding light for this island, there is no
night, and the suggested warmth makes the need for vestments superfluous. A very interesting fact
is that Barinthus describes the wandering of the two men as having lasted for 15 days, yet the
angelic voice tells them that they had in fact been on the island for what equalled a year, suggesting
potential parallels with the island of the women in Máele Dúin (see Chapter 3.2.1 below) and Tír
na mBam in Immram Brain (see Chapter 3.3.2.1 below). Thereafter, they were requested to leave
the island for their home, sailing through the same fog they encountered on their way there. Upon
returning to the insula deliciosa, they were approached by Mernoc’s fellow monks. They said that
they knew about Mernoc having left for this island on multiple occasions, always returning after
40 days away.345 Apparently, there was also a certain fragrant aspect to “God’s Paradise” that all
the brothers could scent.346
The second occasion on which the terra reprommissionis sanctorum is described in length
is when Brendan is finally himself allowed to visit it. The two descriptions do not vary much in the
details they describe, but in the second minor aspects are added (for example the permission to take
fruit with them) whereas others are left out (such as the fragrant aspect). According to the narrative,
Brendan and his monks set out to the east from the Island of the Steward (see also Chapter 3.3.4)
and after a 40 day-long journey, the men are engulfed by the same fog that Barinthus and Mernoc
encountered. After having traversed the fog, they find the island with fruit bearing trees and no
night.347 Due to the island’s size, they needed 40 days until they reached the meridian river.348
While they were discussing whether or not to cross the stream, they were approached by an angelic
youth who gave some information about the island and why it took seven years before Brendan
was allowed to visit it:
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Ideo non potuisti statim [illam] inuenire quia Deus uoluit tibi ostendere diuersa sua secreta in oceano magno.
Reuertere itaque ad terram natiuitatis tue, portans tecum de fructibus terre istius et de gemmis quantum potest
tua nauicula capere. Appropinquant enim dies peregrinacionis tue, ut dormias cum patribus tuis. […] Istud
flumen quod uidetis diuidit istam insulam. Sicut modo apparet uobis matura fructibus, ita omni tempore
permanet sine nulla umbra noctis. Lux enim illus est Christus.349

Once again, the terra repromissionis sanctorum is not only shown to be primordial but also eternal,
its flowers and trees always standing in bloom. As noted above, the fact that there is no night is
explained by the fact that Jesus Christ is the light of the island, the very same light that guided not
only Brendan but also Mernoc and his farther Barinthus there. Unlike the previous two visitors
however, Brendan is ordered to bring gems and fruits to his homeland. 350 Furthermore, he is told
that his timely demise will occur shortly after he has returned to Ireland, a fact that is to prove
correct since Brendan passes away soon after having told his brethren in Clonfert of his journey.351
There is little question that this account has parallels with one of the Old Norse descriptions
of Ódáinsakr, namely that given in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see Chapter 2.8 above) which is also reminiscent of stories of other hagiographical works such as Matheus saga postola, in which Eiríkr
travels to a flat, yet green and flowery Ódáinsakr without any night. Ódáinsakr is similarly bordered
by the Biblical River Phison over which runs a bridge with a dragon on top. As might be remembered, Eiríkr enters this world through the dragon’s jaw, fighting his way through a thick fog after
which he ultimately reaches Ódáinsakr where he notices a sweet scent. He, like Brendan, encounters an angelic figure who similarly tells him of his somewhat timely demise: he will be taken to
Ódáinsakr after expiration of ten years. He is then promised that he will await Judgment Day within
Ódáinsakr, ascribing it with the quality of timelessness common to so many supernatural realms.
In spite of these parallels, however, there are no obvious links to the account of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum. As noted earlier, Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, while it includes Ódáinsakr, says nothing about
Guðmundr nor Glasisvellir.
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3.1.3 Magical Site: Insula Deliciosa

Turning back to the Navigatio, it might be remembered that Brendan and his men while heading
back home from the terra reprommissionis sanctorum to Ireland, also stop on the so-called insula
deliciosa (“The Delightful Island”) mentioned earlier by Barinthus, which is said to lie off the coast
of the Sliabh Liag (Eng. Slieve League) located in the western county of Donegal, Ireland.352 As
another potentially parallel supernatural realm, this is also worth attention. According to the narrative, Mernoc, the son of Barinthus, founded an ecclesiastic base on the insula deliciosa and has
accumulated a considerable fellowship there over the course of the years.353 Here men live a perfect
monastic and ascetic life. Indeed, God is said to have shown numerous wonders through Mernoc,
sparking the motivation for Barinthus to visit his son. As noted above, Mernoc then invited his
father to set forth to the terra reprommissionis sanctorum alongside him: “Pater, ascende in nauim
et nauigenmus contra occidentalem plagam ad insulam que dicitur terra reprommissionis sanctorum, quam Deus daturus est successoribus nostris in nouissimo tempore.”354
When Brendan returns to Ireland after leaving “God’s Paradise”, he stays with Mernoc and
his monks in the insula deliciosa for three days of hospitality.355 The insula deliciosa is thus not
only represented as a liminal starting point for ventures to the terra reprommissionis sanctis, a
paradisus terrestris proper, but appears to be the first safe haven for explorers returning from it,
thereby raising it above the other otherworldly islands mentioned in the Navigatio at least from an
ecclesiastic point of view. It has no obvious parallels to Glasisvellir.

3.1.4 Magical Site: The Island of the Steward

In addition to terra reprommissionis sanctorum and insula deliciosa, it is also worth considering
one of the first islands Brendan and his brethren come across which features large streams of water
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carrying fish in abundance, which flow forth from various springs located on the island.356 There
are apparently also huge flocks of large sheep grassing on this island. These sheep are all white and
bigger than usual and particularly serve as sacrificial animals for Brendan for Easter.357 Before this,
on Good Friday they meet a man: the Steward. He explains the supernatural height of the sheep as
well as foreseeing Brendan’s entire journey, giving him and his monks the quest to make the same
stops at the same islands at specific times of the ecclesiastic calendar for seven years: “Hac nocte
eritis in illa insula quam uidetis prope, et cras usque in sextam horam. Potea nauigabitis ad aliam
insulam, que est non longe ab ista insula contra occidentalem plagam, que uocatur paradysus
auium.”358 Only then, he says, will Brendan be allowed to see the terra repromissionis sanctorum
(“God’s Paradise”) he so dearly longs for. It must be borne in mind, however, that the features with
which the Island of the Stweard is described are completely absent in the descriptions that are
available of Glasisvellir.

3.1.5 Magical Site: Paradise of Birds

Another island worth attention in the Navigatio is the so-called insula que uocatur paradysus auim,
or Paradise of Birds, which is the island where Brendan and his brethren are intended to celebrate
Easter and which is located in close vicinity to that of the Steward (see 3.3.4 above).359 This island,
like Ódáinsakr in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see Chapters 2.8 and 2.9.3), features grass and flowers in
abundance and in addition groves with trees and a river leading inland.360 At the source of the said
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river is a magnificent, enormous tree covered over and over with white birds: “Erat autem super
illum fontem arbor mire latitudinis in girum, non minus altitudinis, cooperta auibus candidissimis.”361 The birds turn out to be spirits who are being held in suspense between Heaven and Hell
in avian form. As one bird, acting as the messenger of God, reveals to Brendan and his men, this
island serves as a refuge to these spirits on Sundays and on holy days. It was given to them by God
Himself after Lucifer’s betrayal, for they were innocent.362 Here, the birds endure no suffering and
perpetuously praise the Lord.363 The messenger bird, however, also has precognitive capabilities,
revealing to Brendan his future destinations during the ensuing odyssey and, like the Steward, bestowing certain objectives on them, for example, stating that Brendan will celebrate Easter on this
island for the next seven years.364
It might be noted that Ashe, in his reading of the Navigatio as an actual travelogue, identifies the Island of the Steward and the Paradise of Birds as being the Faroe Islands, the Paradise of
Birds being the island of Vágar.365 He bases his supposition on the descriptions given in the Navigatio, namely that the two islands in question are fairly close to each other, the description of the
Paradise of Birds with its river reflecting the actual nature of Vágar. In spite of this, it should be
remembered that there is no mention of such a site in the accounts of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.

3.1.6 Magical Site: The Island of the Community of Ailbe

Yet another important island in the Navigatio is the Island of the Community of Ailbe where Brendan and his followers are supposed to celebrate each Christmas as prophesied by the Steward:
“Inuenietis quoque insulam post octo menses, que uocatur insula familie Ailbei, et ibi celebrabitis
Natiuitatem Domini.”366 As noted earlier, when the men finally reach the island they need to circle
it for a total of 40 days until they find a suitable landing spot. Upon disembarking, the brothers
behold two wells, one with warm yet muddy water and one with clear but cold water. As it turns

361

Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, pp. 22-23; and O’Meara and Wooding, “The Latin Version”, p. 36.
Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 24; and O’Meara and Wooding, “The Latin Version”, p. 36; and Ashe, Islands
to the West, p. 100.
363
Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 24; and O’Meara and Wooding, “The Latin Version”, p. 36.
364
Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 28; and O’Meara and Wooding, “The Latin Version”, p. 36.
365
Ashe, Land to the West, pp. 99-100 and 104.
366
Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 28; and O’Meara and Wooding, “The Latin Version”, p. 38.
362

105

out, the former is used by the monks of the community of Ailbe for the ceremonial Maundy celebrations, whereas the other well serves as a fresh water source.367 Brendan is informed that the
brothers of the community who live here came to this island 80 years ago and that, since then, no
sign of aging or weakness has overtaken them.368 Furthermore, they do not need anything to eat
that was prepared by fire and are fed by loaves of bread which miraculously keep appearing in their
storage facilities.369 The brothers also serve under a vow of silence and communicate by telepathy
with God through their abbot:

Non in monasterio ullam uocem aut ullum strepitum aliquis presumebat. Si aliquid necesse erat alicui fratri,
ibat ante abbatem et genuflectebat coram illo, postulans in corde suo que necessitas poscebat. Statim sanctus
pater accepta tabula at graphio, per reuelacionem Dei scribebat et dabat fratri qui ab illo consilium
postulabat.370

Furthermore, the interior of their church and houses is lit by spiritual torches and candles, which
start to burn whenever dusk sets in and always go out at dawn.371
It might be noted that one of the hyper-diffusionsts’ perceptions is, that this island correlates
to modern-day Madeira, something based upon the time Brendan and his men spend at sea until
they reach it.372 Other proposals have focused on a possible connection to a certain St Ailbe, thereby
“lead[ing] […] to elaborations on the monastic life.”373 Whatever the case, while once again, as
with terra reprommissionis sanctorum, certain parallels can be seen to the image of Ódáinsakr in
Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, there is no parallel to the accounts of Guðmundr, who, as noted earlier, seems
thoroughly pagan.

3.1.7 Magical Site: The Island of the Smiths

After having discussed the various Christian-coloured islands described in the Navigatio, it is now
time to turn to the Island of the Smiths which clearly depicts the infernal side of Christendom. As
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noted above, in the seventh and last year of their voyage, Brendan and his crew steer their vessel
into a new northern direction. After some time at sea they are said to encounter a rugged island,
which is barren and full of slag.374 A huge number of smiths’ forges are in view, the narration
highlighting the sound of bellows and the blows of hammers on the anvils, evoking the image of a
threatening environment.375 The inhabitants of this island, shaggy and wretched creatures (“ualde
et igneus atque tenebrosus”), are very hostile to the Christian men in their boat and, upon sight of
them, start to cast slag at the vessel, slag which is so hot that it boils the sea upon impact.376 Brendan
and his monks naturally flee the scene as fast as they can, and even when they cannot see the island
any longer, they still can hear the howls and screams of its denizens and smell their stench.377 This
encounter assures Brendan of their close vicinity to Hell: “[…] quia sumus in confinibus infernorum.”378
As previously mentioned in Chapter 4.1 above, the hyper-diffusionists, spurred by real
world achievements of, for example, Thor Heyerdahl, have made claims that the Navigatio may
describe the Irish discovery of North America, Greenland and/ or Canada. As alos noted here, even
more countries have been thrown into the discussion, such as Iceland and the Faroe Islands, proposals being made that both sites are described rather accurately in the narrative (the Island of Birds
being the island of Vágar, as noted above). Iceland has been proposed as the model for The Island
of Smiths with its slag-throwing inhabitants and the volcano representing Hell near to it.379 The
Hell-representing volcano is, according to other scholars, either the island of Spitzbergen or Jan
Mayen, the latter being a favourite due to its position between Greenland and Norway and the harsh
sea conditions said to surround the volcano.380 Whatever the case, once again, no parallels to such
an island are found in the accounts of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.
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3.1.8 Wondrous Sea Conditions: “mare coagulatum” and “mare clarum”

Also worth mention alongside the various islands discussed above, are two sea phenomena Brendan and his fellow monks encounter during his journey, phenomena which exhibit great parallels
to those also encountered by Máel Dúin (see Chapter 4.2 below). The first phenomenon is described
as a coagulated sea and is formed when the wind suddenly ceases, leaving the surface of the sea
smooth.381 Brendan and his monks need 20 days to traverse this sea condition, before they receive
a favourable wind which enables them to continue their journey.382 Strijbosch has pointed out the
close parallels between the coagulated sea and the so-called Liver Sea of Middle High German
narratives, such as Hertzog Heinrich and Chanson d’Esclarmonde (as noted above, see Chapter
4.1.1), which poses a life-threatening challenge to all sailors daring to cross it.383 It has also been
connected to the area of northern Scandinavia described in Adam of Bremen’s Gesta
Hammburgensis Ecclesia Pontificum, where the sea around Thule is described as “mare concretum” (which might be related to pack ice).384 Whatever the textual parallels as Strijbosch noted,
the actual condition of a coagulated sea can also potentially be traced back to a thick coverage of
drifting sea weed.385
The other phenomenon described in the Navigatio is a “clear sea” and is encountered when
Brendan and his men celebrate the feast of St Peter the Apostle (29th of June).386 Here, the men
find the sea so clear that they can see the myriads of fish lying on the sea floor.387 As Brendan starts
to sing the Mass, the fish start to surround the boat at a distance. Then, after Brendan has finished
the Mass, the fish start to disperse in all cardinal directions.388 After this encounter, the brethren
still need eight days to traverse this “clear sea” completely.389 As will be shown in the following
discussion below, parallels to these phenomena can also be found in the narrative of Máele Dúin,
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where the story’s protagonist Máel Dúin, like Brendan, happens upon two quite similar sea conditions. No such phenomena are found in the account of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.

3.1.9 Conclusion

As noted above, the Navigatio features a variety of different otherworldly islands to the west of
Ireland. Clearly, it is the terra reprommissionis sanctorum which is at the forefront of it of these
realms. Here, time passes slower than on mainland Ireland, and there is no need for both food and
clothing. Since Jesus Christ Himself acts as a guardian for the island, there is no nightfall because
the light He emits illuminates the island and he simultaneously acts like a lighthouse to guide
Barinthus and his son Mernoc as well as Brendan and his crew safely through the fog towards it.
A river divides the terra reprommissionis sanctorum into two, with one part being a paradisus
terrestris-like sanctuary for the living, whereas the other part on the other side of the river appears
to be exclusively for the deceased since no living man may cross the stream to enter it. The Christian symbolism of the account is inescapable, even though as has been shown above, terra
repromissionis sanctorum has been interpreted in other ways by hyper-diffusionist scholars, who
read the Navigatio as an actual travelogue of the discovery of North America.
As noted in Chapter 4 above, parallels to this account are to be found not only within other
Irish sources, but also in Old Norse ones. The description of terra reprommissionis sanctorum, as
a flat, green, flower-covered plain without any night and featuring a meridian river (admittedly not
a border river as in the Old Norse sources) immediately recalls the description given of Ódáinsakr
in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla. One might also bear in mind the river Hemra connected to Glasisvellir, in
Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns and the River of the Dead mentioned in Gesta Danorum both of which
are connected to worlds of the dead said to be close to Glasisvellir. The element of timelessness
may also be said to be inherent to the character of Guðmundr himself, not only because he is to be
thought of as being rather old in some of the Old Norse sources. This is supported by his figure
being present in various saga styles (both historical íslendingasǫgur and pre-historical fornaldarsǫgur), thus suggesting another form of longevity.
Nonetheless, as noted above, it seems clear that the differences to Glasisvellir (which, as
noted above, is not an island and most definitely not Christian) are greater than the similarities.
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Parallels to the Ódáinsakr of Eiríks saga víðfǫrla are another matter. With regard to the other islands, except for that of the Community of Ailbe which has a few parallels to Ódáinsakr, there are
few similarities at all.
Two prominent narrative figures mentioned in the Navigatio are the Steward and Jesus.
However, Jesus is only described as being the light of terra reprommissionis sanctorum and never
appears personally, and the Steward only acts on the behalf of Brendan’s fate, for without him,
Brendan would not know of his task to traverse the sea for seven successive years until he is permitted entry to the terra reprommissionis sanctorum. Furthermore, the Steward provides the monks
with supplies during multiple occasions on their voyage. It might be stressed that there is no evidence that supports a comparison of these two characters and Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.
In spite of the lack of parallels with the account of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum, the suggestion of various other continental texts being influenced by the Navigatio (or one of its local adaptations) as is supposed by Strijbosch appears worthy of intensified research. The possibility of
connections with Eiríks saga víðfǫrla nonetheless remains. Of course, another viable possibility is
that both Eiríks saga víðfǫrla and the Navigatio are under influence from a shared Christian tradition.

3.2 Immram curaig Máele Dúin

The archetype of the story of the next account of potential interest, Immram curaig Máele Dúin
(“The Voyage of Máel Dúin’s Boat”), is thought to be composed as early as the 9th century (or
maybe even during the late-8th century). As suggested above, there has been some tense scholarly
discussion regarding the question of whether the Navigatio served as a template for Máele Dúin,
or whether Máele Dúin predates the Navigatio since both accounts share similar motifs.390 Notwithstanding that the Navigatio’s whose origins can be traced back to the 10th century at the earliest,
scholars have come to the feasible conclusion that both narratives are based on another text, namely
the so-called “proto-Máele Dúin”. From this, according to scholars, the two branches of the Navigatio and the Máele Dúin developed separately, thus explaining the enormous correspondences of
the Navigatio’s and Máele Dúin’s latter part.391 Máele Dúin is preserved in four manuscripts, all
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coming from the same textual tradition (reference numbers 1, 2, 4 and 7 in the table given above,
see Chapter 3).392
As will be noted in Chapter 3.3.1 below, in Immram Brain, the poetry conveys the bulk of
information regarding otherworldly places, their appearances and qualities. The short prose paragraphs here describe the actual journey briefly as well as the encounters with the sea god Manannán
mac Lir and Tír na mBam. Deviating from Immram Brain, the poetry used in Máele Dúin alternates
with preceding prose paragraphs, and together these works to convey the information regarding the
various islands, the poetry here providing no further information than that which can be gained
from the prose narration.393
It is interesting to note that there is also a question of authorship regarding the Máele Dúin
narrative. Both the Leabhar Mór Leacain (in quatrain form) as well as the Egerton 1782 manuscript
(in prose) feature a colophon which credits the sage Aed Finn with this version of Máele Dúin.394
However, there has been some scholarly dissent regarding the actual historicity of Aed Finn, with
some scholars being certain about his authorship while others argue for this colophon having been
added later in order to attribute the story with historicity.395
The short form of the narrative of Máele Dúin goes as follows:396 Máel Dúin is the son of
Ailill Ochair Agha, a magnificent warrior and clan chief who is of the lineage of the Eoganacht of
Ninuss and a nameless nun. After his birth, Máel Duin is fostered by a king and queen who are
friends of the nun. Meanwhile, Ailill is murdered by marauders from Leix.397 Máel Dúin is soon
recognized as the best of the king’s and queen’s children, besting the others in every feat and sport
they train in. One day, however, a jealous warrior insults him by mentioning that he is not of royal
392
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descent. Following this, Máel Dúin is granted leave to search for his mother. Although at first
reluctant to disclose to Máel Dúin who his father was, his mother ultimately yields and tells him
the name of his father. Máel Dúin then goes forth to his father’s former dominions and is shown
the local church. In the churchyard, which had been laid waste during the earlier raid by the Leix
marauders, Máel Dúin throws stones over the ruins of the church only to be addressed by a “poisontongued man” called Briccne. Briccne urges Máel Dúin to take revenge for the slaying of his father.
Unfortunately for Máel Dúin, it is only possible to reach Leix by sea. Máel Dúin thus sets out to
build a boat on the advice of Nuca, a druid who supervises the building and gives Máel Dúin a
fixed number of 17 (or 60) companions.398 Thereafter, Máel Dúin embarks on his retaliation campaign but before he can leave the safety of the shore, the king, queen and his three foster-brothers
arrive on the wharf. The three foster-brothers want to accompany him, but Máel Dúin refuses their
offer. They then jump off the quay, threatening to drown themselves if they are not taken on the
journey. Máel Dúin rescues them and ultimately allows them to accompany him on his quest.
After a brief journey, the expedition arrives at an island which turns out to be their goal,
and they overhear a conversation of islanders boasting about the slaying of Ailill Ochair Agha.
When they prepare to storm onto the island, however, a wind arises, blowing them westwards onto
the open ocean.399 Máel Dúin lets his foster-brothers know that the wind occurred due to them
breaking the stipulated limit of 17 crew men. What happens next is best summarized in the opening
Latin introduction to the narrative itself: “Concerning the voyage of Máel Dúin during one year
and four months and the unknown wonders which the undivided Trinity showed him in the limitless
ocean.”400 During the ensuing journey, Máel Dúin and his crew encounter a total of 31 different
islands and two “wonders” which take the shape of underwater realms.401 Ultimately, after having
lost his three foster-brothers (thereby reaching again his limit of 17 crew men set by the druid Nuca
mentioned in the beginning of the narrative) Máel Dúin manages to return to the island of Leix
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where he is reconciled with his father’s murderers. Thereafter, he sails home to Ireland, returning
to his own district.

3.2.1 Magical Sites: “The Island of Women” and “The Island of Laughers”

Two of the islands Máel Dúin and his comrades encounter are worth particular notice because they
correspond to the two islands visited by Brain on his journey told of in Immram Brain (see Chapter
3.3 below), Tír na mBam (“The Island of Women”) and Inis Subai (“The Island of Laughers”)
respectively. The 26th island on Máel Dúin’s journey is initially described as follows:

Then they [the expedition] came to a large island and there was a great plain therein and on this a great tableland, heatherless, but grassy and smooth. They saw in that island a large and high fortress, it is a stronghold
near the sea, and a great adorned house therein, and with good couches. Seventeen grown girls were there,
preparing a bath.402

The island is inhabited by a queen and her 17 daughters; each of who can entertain one
member of Máel Dúin’s crew.403 The fellowship is offered food and lodging and, if they agree to
stay on the island, everlasting youth.404 The men do no need to work and may lie with the women
each night if they wish to do so.405 Eventually, however, and in spite of what is offered to them,
Máel Dúin decides to leave for the open sea, but then the queen throws a thread onto the ship which
Máel Dúin clasps with his hand, allowing the queen to drag them back ashore.406 The expedition
tries to flee a second time, but, just like during the first attempt, Máel Dúin catches the thread and
the crew are pulled ashore again, in spite of their effort.407 Nonetheless, the men attempt to abscond
a third time. Unlike before, the thread is now caught by another crew member than Máel Dúin, and
after cutting off the hand with which he had grasped the warp, Máel Dúin and his fellowship finally
make their escape.408 During the three trials of flight, another aspect of timelessness of the “Island
402
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of Women” is highlighted. The men perceive their actual stay of nine months as actually having
been three years.409
The other island mentioned in the account, the so-called “Island of Laughers” where Máel
Dúin and his men encounter laughing people, is as noted below, a parallel to the narrative segment
about Inis Subai in Immram Brain (see Chapter 3.3 below). The inhabitants of the island, for no
apparent reason, are laughing endlessly. Máel Dúin sends one of his foster-brothers onto the island
in order to investigate the situation and gather information. The narrative then tells how: “The loft
fell on the third of Máel Dúin’s fosterbrothers. When he [Máel Dúin’s foster-brother] went he at
once began to play and to laugh continuously along with them [the indigenous population], as if he
had been with them all [his] life.”410 In short, immediately when the foster-brother touches the soil
of the island, he starts to laugh and behave like the indigenous population. Although the expedition
waits for him to return, the foster-brother makes no move to rejoin his former ranks.411 For narrative
reasons, no attempt is made to retrieve Máel Dúin’s foster-brother who remains on the island.412
After this affair, the expedition leaves the island and sails onwards.

3.2.2. Otherworldly Realms Beneath the Sea

Another idea shared by Máele Dúin and Immram Brain (see Chapter 3.3 below) is the idea of realm
beneath the water, echoing the “sub Chao”-aspect of Guthmundus’ realm in Gesta Danorum (see
Chapters 2.1 and 2.9.1). Here, after Máel Dúin and his men have visited the “Island of the Women”
noted above, Máele Dúin features a small intermezzo in which two interesting sea conditions are
described before the narrative moves on to describe Máel Dúin’s further encounter with various
islands.
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Unfortunately, those parts regarding the amount of time spent on the island and how this length of time is perceived
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Oskamp, The Voyage of Máel Dúin, p. 167. Original: “Batar re fota cian occa irrnaidhiu ní taneic chucco fonacbat
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Máel Dúin needs to get back down to the 17 crew members set by the druid Nuca in order for the journey to progress
and for the expedition to ultimately reach the island of Leix again (see above).
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The first sea Máel Dúin and his men come to witness is described in the following:
Then they voyaged till they entered a sea that was like green crystal. Such was its purity that the gravel and
the sand which were on the bottom were clearly visible; and they saw no monsters or animals therein among
the rocks but [only] the clear gravel and the green sand.413

In short, the sea appears to them to be crystalline, the expedition being able to see the sea’s gravely
floor. However, they do not spot any animals.
They then sail onwards until they reach other waters which appear as clouds to them and
the men become frightened of falling through them: “Thereafter [after the green, crystalline sea]
they came into another sea like a cloud and it seemed to them that it would not support themselves
nor the boat.”414 Below these “clouds”, the crew behold fortresses and herds of large cattle, guarded
by a large shepherd.415 The herdsman is sitting underneath a tree, when a serpentine monster which
is hiding in the tree seizes its opportunity and suddenly strikes, eviscerating one of the large oxen
on the spot.416 The gigantean shepherd as well as the rest of the flock then flee in sheer panic. This
scene scares Máel Dúin and his followers and they decide to move on swiftly.417 One can see here
potential parallels to the undersea world described in Icelandic legends of the marmennlar and
sækýr as well as Grønvik’s interpretation of the runic inscription on the Eggja stone discussed
below (see Chapter 4.1 below), both examples showing the possibility of submerged creatures and
other sunken worlds.

3.2.3. The Giants’ Islands

Also worth noting in the present context are two additional islands mentioned, in which the supernatural body height of the respective inhabitants is stressed. The first encounter with larger-thanhuman sized humanoids is on the fifth island of the journey. It is on this island that the men find
hoof marks as large as sails: “Large was its size and its breadth [of the island] and they saw therein
a long wide green and enormous hoofmarks of horses in it. The mark of the hoof of every horse
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Oskamp, The Voyage of Máel Dúin, pp. 144-145.
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Oskamp, The Voyage of Máel Dúin, p. 145.
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Oskamp, The Voyage of Máel Dúin, p. 145.
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was a big as the sail of a ship.”418 The expedition thus decides to leave the island. During their
withdrawal however, they behold a horse-race of these large horses and hear giants shouting, although they mistake them for demons.419
The second encounter of this kind happens when the expedition approaches an island inhabited by giant smiths: “When they approached it [the island] they heard the noise of the smiths
smiting a mass on the anvil with sledge-hammers, like the smiting of three or four men.”420 They
then overhear a conversation between the smiths about the approaching fleet, alerting Máel Dúin
of the smiths’ malicious intent.421 He orders his men to row backwards, so that the blacksmiths do
not notice that they have fled until they are out of harm’s way.422 Nonetheless, the smiths throw
ardent irons at the fleeing men, causing the sea around Máel Dúin and his crew to boil and to
become rough.423 The parallels to the description of a similar situation in the Navigatio are striking
(see Chapter 3.1 above). On both occasions, the larger-than-human sized smiths act as a metaphor
for the evil intent that tries to lure the respective protagonist(s) away from his/ their ultimate goal
(see Chapter 3.1.7 above). It is worth noting, however, that while Guðmundr is of a greater size,
the motif of both horses and smiths do not occur in the narratives connected to him. Indeed,
Guðmundr himself is never described as a smith. Figures of larger size are global (see, for example,
the story of Útgarða-Lóki in Snorra Edda).

3.2.4. The River Idea

Yet another island mentioned in the account certainly features a river like that found in Þorsteins
þáttr bæjarmagns and Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see Chapters 2.6 and 2.8 above). However, this is a
burning river, quite the opposite to the gangrene-inflicting, ice-cold river Hemra told of in Þorsteins
þáttr bæjarmagns (see Chapters 2.6 and 2.9.1):
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Then German [one of Máel Dúin’s crew who is lotted to explore the island] dipped the shaft of his spear with
its horn into the river and he found [it] as if it were fire that burnt the spear and they were silent and did not
go to cross it.424

This island, however, also has a giant shepherd herding extremely large calves while enormous
swine live on the other side of the fiery river (see the other large shepherds mentioned above).425

3.2.5 Conclusion

As noted above, the idea of an island inhabited solely by women and an island of laughing people
appears to recur within the perception of Irish western islands and thus seems to be a traditional
motif. Unsurprisingly, these islands do not fit into the ecclesiastical-ascetic frame of the Navigatio
narrative and, therefore, are absent in that text, but they appear in both Immram Brain and Echtrae
Chonnlai (see Chapters 3.3 and 3.4 below). The description of the former island given in Máele
Dúin is by far the most elaborate of the three narratives. The large size of the female-inhabited
island, however, is mentioned in neither Immram Brain nor Echtrae Chonnlai. In spite of this, all
texts coincide that this island is either beautiful in appearance or has a tranquillising effect, thereby
granting the island a soothing quality. Máele Dúin and Immram Brain agree that there is housing
on this island for the women who live there as well as for the (male) guests who also receive board
and lodging, something which certainly recalls parallels to Guðmundr and his hall to which all
guests are welcomed (see, for example, Chapter 2.1.3). Máele Dúin embellishes the description,
setting the number of women to 17 (coinciding with the number of crew members Máel Dúin has),
as well as highlighting the sexual comfort offered to the men. Both features are either absent (specific number of ladies) or indirectly expressed (sexual comfort) in both Immram Brain and Echtrae
Chonnlai. There are however faint parallels to their initial position in the story of Ingibjǫrg in
Helga þáttr Þórissonar and Guthmundus’ 12 daughters in Gesta Danorum, all of whom are approached by the protagonist or heroes of the respective narratives and offer some kind of sexual
comfort. Unfortunately, this is where the similarities end, since the Old Norse sources do not depict
the women as either ruling or living on an island. The fact that all supernatural women, Old Norse
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and Irish alike, tend to be both beautiful and otherworldly is not suprtising either. It is a common
motif throughout various literatures. As noted elsewhere, similar motifs are also found in ancient
Greek literature in Homer’s tales of Circe and the Sirens.426
After having addressed the islands in the western sea, it is now time to turn the attention to
the sub-aquatic realms witnessed by Máele Dúin and his crew during their journey. As noted above,
the two short episodes mentioned in Máele Dúin coincide chronologically and roughly contentwise with the sea phenomena described in the Navigatio (see Chapter 3.1.8). The first phenomenon
in Máele Dúin is described as green-crystalline, translucent water which allows Máele Dúin to
behold the creatures living beneath the surface. This episode echoes the condition Brendan encounters during his voyage when he and his fellow monks celebrate the mass of St Peter the Apostle,
the sea turning clear so that the brethren can behold the innumerous creatures lying head to fin on
the sea floor gravel (see Chapter 3.1.8). The other sea condition Máele Dúin and his men encounter
is described as a sea turned into clouds. This “world beneath the clouds” as absent in the Navigatio,
but Brendan and his crew instead have to overcome the obstacle of a so-called smooth sea where
no wind blows. Both sea conditions may, in their initial form, be said to resemble narrative descriptions of actual pack ice. Whatever the case, it should be stressed that ice is never a feature in
accounts of Guðmundr in spite of the northerly setting of his realm (and its shining nature on this,
see further Chapters 1 and 6).
All in all, it must be said that like the Navigatio, Máele Dúin offers hardly any parallels to
the account of Guðmundr. As has been noted above, the mention of giants and seductive women
are widespread international motifs, as are voyages to otherworldly sites. The fact remains that
Guðmundr does not live on an island, and none of the islands in question boast of a similar male
ruler to Guðmundr. We can now turn to Immram Brain.
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3.3 Immram Brain mac Febail

3.3.1 The Manuscript Tradition and the Frame Narrative

The Immram Brain, or Imrum Bruín meic Febuil andso ocus a Eochtra ansso síss according to its
full title, is preserved completely or in fragmentary form in eight manuscripts of different preservation status, spanning a period of many centuries.427 These manuscripts belong to two different
branches of the narrative tradition containing slightly different versions of the narrative which
clearly goes back at least to the 11th century. The textual differences between the various manuscripts within these branches are nonetheless rather limited.428 The first branch is constituted by
seven of the eight manuscripts, namely numbers 1 and 3 to 9 in the table given above (see Chapter
3).
The second branch of the Immram Brain tradition involves only one manuscript, namely
number 2 in the tabula, the so-called Leabhar Mór Leacain, also referred to as The Book of Lecan
or Yellow Book of Lecan, compiled around 1390 in Lecán, although some of its content is thought
to reach as far back as the 9th century.429 The Leabhar Mór Leacain’s version of Immram Brain is
given in rather archaic language, giving the narrative a more archetypical appearance than that of
the versions in the other branch.430
The frame narrative of the story (in both branches) runs as follows: Brain431 is wandering
about outside his residence in Ireland when he suddenly hears sweet music and falls asleep. He
awakens next to a silver branch with crystal blossoms on it. Brain then returns to his castle where
a well-clad, fair woman awaits him. She tells him and his entourage of some miraculous paradisiacal islands to the west of Ireland and invites Brain to visit her on one of them called Tír na mBam
(“The Island of the Women”). Thereupon she leaves, taking the silvery branch with her. Brain
heeds her invitation and gathers an expeditionary fleet thrice nine men strong, each group being
led by a foster-brother of Brain, which sets out to find the island described earlier. During their
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journey across the sea, they encounter the sea deity Manannán mac Lir.432 Manannán describes his
view of the world to the expedition, mentioning that he is on his way to Ireland to beget his son
Mongán mac Fiachnai, disclosing to Brain and his men that the island they are looking for is not
far away.433 Shortly after the men and Manannán have parted, the expedition arrives at Inis Subai
(“The Island of Joy”) which, as noted above, has clear parallels to the Island of Laughers in Máele
Dúin (see Chapter 3.2.1 above). The inhabitants here only laugh at Brain and his fellows and as in
Máele Dúin, when they land a man on the island in order to establish communication with the
indigenous inhabitants, he succumbs to the same behaviour and laughs at his former comrades.
They thus decide to leave him on Inis Subai and head onwards. Not long thereafter, they reach Tír
na mBam but are reluctant to disembark. However, as in Máele Dúin they are dragged ashore by
the leader of the women (the same female who visited Brain in Ireland at the outset of the narrative)
by means of a thread, something which also offers a direct parallel to the story of Chonnlae in
Echtrai Chonnlai (see Chapter 3.4 below). Brain and his crew then stay on the island for what they
think is a year. They are offered board and lodging although the food seems tasteless to them.
Eventually, a companion of Brain called Nechtan mac Collbrain becomes homesick and
urges Brain to return to Ireland. They embark for home, but before they leave, the female leader
instructs them to take their companion from Inis Subai with them, forbidding them to touch Irish
soil ever again. The expedition collect their fellow from the island and head onwards. Shortly thereafter, they reach Ireland and in spite of having been warned, Nechtan jumps off the boat and immediately turns to dust the moment he touches the (Irish) ground. The men, although they feel they
have only been away for roughly a year, have clearly been gone for centuries. Indeed the local
population they encounter only know of a Brain son of Febail from their “ancient history”.434 After
having uttered an obituary for Nechtan and having written down his story, Brain and his crew then
sail away into unknown territory.
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3.3.2 Brain and the “Islands in the West”

3.3.2.1 Magical Site: Tír na mBam or “The Island of the Women”

As mentioned above, part of the account involves a woman disclosing information to Brain in the
form of a poem about ten named islands of 150 said to be twice or thrice the size of Ireland, which
can be found to the west of it.435 These various otherworldly islands are described in the poem as
being fairly beautiful, their silver and golden, sometimes even crystalline qualities being highlighted.436 Other frequent and recurring attributes of these islands in the descriptions are the sound
of (sweet) music, the islands’ colourfulness and the mention of their chariots (again silver and
golden) which are used in sportive competitions.437 On some occasions, these islands are said to be
inhabited by humans (either mixed populations in the instance of Inis Subai or completely female
as in the case of Tír na mBam). Other islands named in Immram Brain, like Imchiuin for example,
display paradisiacal qualities, being described as eternal and faultless: “Safeness and soundness
come/ to the land against which laughter peals;/ Into faultless Imchiuin/ come permanency and
pleasure.”438
Of the ten islands listed in the woman’s verses, the island of Emnae is described as follows:
“Beauteous Emnae by the sea,/ perhaps it is near, perhaps far,/ in which there are many thousands
of varicoloured-clad women;/ the clear sea encircles it.”439 As becomes obvious later in the narrative, Emnae correlates to Tír na mBam and the woman presenting her poem is actually the leader
of this island which is entirely populated by females. Tír na mBam is portrayed here as being
without sorrow, grief, death or sickness as well as being free from suffering from wounds whilst
also being beautiful.440 In spite of this, Brain is reluctant to land on the island. He also finds the
food offered them is tasteless and his comrades, revealing a small crack in Tír na mBam’s otherwise
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paradisiacal veneer. This feature may be the catalyst that causes his fellow traveller Nechtan mac
Collbrain to become homesick and want to return to Ireland. Since discussion of this motif in relation to Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum has been undertaken above in Chapter 2.9, nothing more needs
to be said about potential comparisons here.

3.3.2.2 Magical Site: Inis Subai, “The Island of Joy”

Another island which is briefly described in a prose paragraph before Brain and his crew disembark
on Tír na mBam is the earlier-mentioned Inis Subai:

Bran, then, went from him until he saw an island. He was rowing round about it and there was a
large crowd gaping and laughing. They all kept looking at Bran and his people, and they would not
wait to talk to them. They began letting gusts of laughter at them. Bran sent one of his people onto
the island. He ranged himself with the others and began gaping at them like the other people of the
island. He kept rowing around the island. Whenever his man came past Bran, his mates would
address him. He would not speak to them, however, but would only look at them, and begin gaping
at them. The name of this island was the Island of Joy. Then they left him there.441

This description reflects the idea of the joyful islands said to be to the west told of in both the
Navigatio and Máele Dúin (see Chapters 3.1 and 3.2 above). Although not actively stated, the same
rate of passage of time seems to exist here as on Tír na mBam, since, when on their way back,
Brain and his men pick up their comrade, no age seems to have affected him.442 This, of course, is
a motif which also relates to the islands of terra repromissionis sanctorum in Navigatio, the Island
of Women in Máele Dúin and, as will be discussed below, Mag Mell in Echtrae Chonnlai (see
Chapter 3.4.2).
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3.3.3 The World Beneath the Sea

As noted above, on his journey, Brain also encounters the sea deity Manannán mac Lir who is on
his way to Ireland, a figure who Ellis Davidson has compared directly to Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum
(see Chapter 3 above). Of most interest here is Manannán’s account to Brain of his perception of
the world. For Manannán, the sea is solid land, a meadow blossoming with a myriad of flowers in
which the salmon that rise from the surface of the water are peaceful lambs.443 More interestingly
in the present content, however, is the information Manannán discloses to Brain about the existence
of a sub-aquatic otherworld that Brain has unconsciously rowed over:

(41)

A gentle pleasant game
they play in fair contest,
men and gentle women under a bush,
without sin, without transgression.

(41)

Clu(i)che n-aímin n-inmeldag
aigdit fri find-imborbag,
fir is mná míne fo doss
cen peccad cen immarboss.

(42)

It is along the top of a wood
that your little coracle has sailed over ridges,
there is a beautiful wood of fruit [lit.: there is a wood under
mast in which there is beauty]
under the prow of your little ship.

(42)

Is íar mbarr fedo ro-sná
do churchán tar indrada,
fil fid fo mess i-mbí gnóe
fo braine do beccnoë.

(43)

A wood with blossom and fruit
on which is the true scent of the vine,
a wood without decay, without defect
on which are leaves of golden hue.

(43)

Fid co mbláth ocus torad
fors-mbí fine fírbolad,
fid cen erchra[e] cen esbad
fors-fil du(i)lli co n-órdath.

(44)

We are from the beginning of creation
without age, without decay of freshness [and/ or: of the clay],
we do not expect lack of strength through decay,
the sin has not reached us.

(44)

Fil dún ó thossuch dú(i)le
cen aíss, cen forbthe n-ú(i)re,
ní-frescam de mbeth anguss,
nín-táraill int immarbuss. 444

Immediately thereafter, Manannán describes the Fall of Man, shifting from this underwater realm
into ancient times, simultaneously providing him with a somewhat supernaturally long existence.
As noted above, there are obvious parallels here with other watery kingdoms like Atlantis, as well
as the Welsh and Breton folk legends of Cantre’r Gwaelod and Kêr-Is respectively, which also
show similarities to the two so-called wonders described in Máele Dúin (see Chapter 4.2.4
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above).445 As has also been noted, and will be elaborated on in Chapter 5 below, that obvious native
parallels are also found in Nordic folklore from earlier times.

3.3.4 Manannán mac Lir, the “Irish Guðmundr”?

It should be stressed that little information is actually given in Immram Brain regarding the character of Manannán mac Lir, partly because he is the one talking when he is encountered by Brain.
There are, however, several attributes he is attributed with elsewhere in the account. In the initial
poem presented by the leader of the women of Tír na mBam, Manannán is described in one quatrain: “There comes at sunrise/ a fair man who illumines the open plains;/ he rides along the bright
plain against which the sea beats;/ he stirs the sea until it becomes blood.”446 In short, he is a beautiful, luminescent male figure who, with the aid of his chariot, traverses the sea thereby turning it
into blood. Like the nameless female leader, Manannán clearly also has supernatural knowledge
since he knows that he will beget a son while also knowing of his son’s fate and Brain’s destination,
even though Brain himself never utters a word about this to Manannán.447 As noted above, Manannán also has a different perception of the world and especially the oceans.
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Kêr-Is (“City of Ys”), is a folktale regarding a similar submerged city associated to the Bay of Douarnenez, Brittany.
The story of Kêr-Is is most likely the best-known narrative of this city in Breton tradition. Three versions from various
epochs survive, each presenting at least three main characters: King Gradlon (or Gralon) Meur, his daughter Dahut
(also Dahud, Ahè, Ahès) and abbot Guénolé, the founder of the first bishopric in Brittany at Landévennec. All three
versions revolve around the key to the dyke of Ys, usually in the possession of King Gradlon, being stolen and diverted,
resulting in an ensuing flood submerging Ys (although they all vary on how the theft is committed and/or the misuse
is allegorised). In the two later versions, Dahut drowns and becomes a mermaid, luring sailors to their deaths. Even in
the present day, the church bells are still to be heard: MacKillop, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, pp. 66, 346-347 and
381-382.
446
MacMathúna, Immram Brain, p. 36. Original: “Do-feith la turcbáil ngréne/ fer find for-osndi réde;/ redid mag find
friss-mben muir,/ mesc(a)id fo(i)rci co-mbi fuil” (p. 49).
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3.3.5 Conclusion

As noted above, although Tír na mBam is only one of a total of 150 western islands, it is essential
to the narrative of Immram Brain since the reason for the journey is that Bran is summoned thither
by an otherworldly female character. Also called Emnae in the story, this island is the residence of
an entire female population, the woman interested in Brain being the leader of the island. As noted
above, this motif reflects that given in Máele Dúin, where the lady wooing Máel Dúin rules over
the island. As will be seen below, similarities exist also with Echtrae Chonnlai, where the protagonist is again wooed by an otherworldly female figure, although the initial intent for Máele Dúin
to set out to sea was, of course, to seek revenge of his father rather than to heed the summoning
call to an otherworldly female island. It might be noted that no such motif propels any of the
Guðmundr narratives.
The island in question is shown to be deathless and without original sin, qualities that can
be found in the descriptions of both in the terra reprommissionis sanctis of the Navigatio and Echtrae Chonnlai’s Mag Mell (see below). Here, like on the nameless female-populated island in
Máele Dúin, Brain is offered lodging and boarding; buildings on the island being mentioned in
both narratives. Usually the food the men are served saves them from starvation or is not of particular narrative interest, but in Immram Brain, it is pivotal to the narrative in a bad sense: it is tasteless
to Brain and, ultimately, crucial to his decision to leave the island for Ireland. As will be seen
below, in Echtrae Chonnlai, Chonnlae receives an apple from the otherworldly woman, something
which suffices him as his sole diet for an entire month, only increasing his longing for the said
lady. Certainly, in the Norse narratives investigated above, Guthmundus is said to have a magical
garden with enchanted fruits with its seductive effects in Gesta Danorum thus offering faint parallels, but again, this is a common motif, deeply rooted in Nordic folk belief as noted above (see
Chapter 5 below for a further discussion of the Nordic folk material).
All in all, as noted above, all the focal islands in Máele Dúin, Immram Brain, Echtrae
Chonnlai (see below) and certain island in the Navigatio (such as, for example, the terra reprommissionis sanctorum and the island of the Community of Ailbe), share the attribute of a certain
timelessness, with the protagonist being either offered deathlessness and freedom from old age
until Judgement Day (Echtrae Chonnlai, Navigatio) or experiencing time passing significantly
slower than on mainland Ireland (see Máele Dúin, Immram Brain). While parallels can be seen to
the Old Norse texts concerning Ódáinsakr and King Guðmundr who appears to have longevity, it
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might be argued that this quality is a widespread folklore motif found in both the Gaelic and Nordic
tradition (see above Chapters 3.9.2).
With regard to the “world beneath the sea”, a widely-used motif in the Irish narratives a
and described in most detail here, some discussion has already been given above (see Chapters
4.1.8 and 4.2.4). Clearly, parallels are seen between the world delineated by Mannanán and the
Máele Dúin description of the “world beneath the clouds”. The clouds are admittedly absent in
Manannán’s report to Brain, which describes a vivid world below the surface of the sea, with beautiful forests and flowers with gold-hued leaves and humans living there without sin, death and
decay, qualities that have already been encountered during the description of various otherworldly
realms. Certainly, too, as noted above, in Gesta Danorum, Guthmundus’ realm is said to lie “sub
Chao”, that is in the underworld, or below it, but nothing is ever said here or in the other accounts
about it being below water, even though such ideas are common to later Nordic legends and maybe
even the Eggja rune stone inscription (see Chapter 5.1 below).
Returning to Manannán and Ellis Davidson’s proposal mentioned in the introduction (see
Chapter 4.) that Manannán in Immram Brain may be the model upon which Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum was based: Although Manannán appears as a sovereign over the aforementioned sub-aquatic
otherworld, he is simultaneously clearly a sea-deity. Guðmundr, on the other hand, reigns over a
territory (in most cases Glasisvellir), and cannot be said to be a divine entity of any kind. Moreover,
since Manannán’s kingdom is not on dry land it is not identical with the western islands either,
Guðmundr’s character, furthermore, completely lacks the connections to sea and water, features
which are inherent to portrayal of Manannán. There is thus good reason to firmly reject this idea.
We can now go on to consider the fourth and final potential Irish parallel, that of Echtrae
Chonnlai.

3.4 Echtrae Chonnlai maic Cuinn Chétchathaig in so

3.4.1 Introduction

The title used for the next narrative, Echtrae Chonnlai maic Cuinn Chétchathaig in so (Echtrae
Chonnlai henceforth), is a reconstructed heading based on a reconstruction of the archetype of this
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story.448 The archetype of Echtrae Chonnlai is thought to date back to the 9th century or, more
likely, to the 8th century.449 This dating is based on internal evidence drawn from the various manuscripts, such as usage of words, their spelling, archaisms and the like.450 The manuscripts which
preserve Echtrae Chonnlai are numbers 1 to 3, 5 and 7 in the table presented earlier (see Chapter
3).
As with Immram Brain, the narrative is written both in prose and in verse, the latter providing the descriptions of the otherworldly places as well as the conditions there.451 The prose meanwhile provides the body of the narrative, moving the plot along and setting the stage on which the
Echtrae unfolds. The plot revolves around how Connlae Rúad (“the Ruddy”), who is with his father
King Conn Chétchathach (“of the Hundred Battles”) on the summit of Uisnech, an important religious and hierophantic site in Ireland, is approached by a beautiful woman in unusual garments, a
motif which naturally reflects her otherworldly origin.452 Upon being asked by Connlae where she
has come from, the nameless woman replies that she came from Tír na mBéo (“the Lands of the
Living”).453 There, she says, the people live death- and sinless in peace. Hence, they are known as
the “people of peace”.454 As it turns out, the woman can only be seen by Connlae yet her voice can
be heard by all. The lady continues by stating that her intention is to summon Connlae to Mag Mell
(the “Plain of Delight”, which is synonymous to the “Lands of the Living”) for she is dearly in love
with him.455 The land, she explains, is ruled by Bóadag the Everlasting King. She repeats the lack
of grief and woe in the realm and promises everlasting youth to Connlae if he heeds her call. However, Conn, alarmed by the supposed treacherous intents of the lady, calls for his druid Corann and
orders him to banish the woman. Corann starts an incantation and the lady vanishes. Before she
yields to the druid’s song, however, she tosses an apple towards Connlae. This magic apple then
serves as Connlae’s sole diet for an entire month, during which he refuses to consume anything
else. The quality of the apple is that in spite of being eaten, it remains whole.
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McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 126-127. This is the edition of Echtrae Chonnlai that will be quoted in the following
chapter. However, the present author is aware of the fact that McCone tries to reconstruct the archetype in his work.
Therefore, the quotes in Irish follow McCone’s rebuilding based on linguistic aspects rather than any one specific
manuscript: see McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, p. 42.
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on this, see McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 59-76 and 106-119.
452
McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 121 and 127-130; and MacKillop, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, p. 372.
453
McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 131-132.
454
McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 134-136.
455
McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 139-140.
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After the said month has come to an end, Connlae again stands with his father. And, once
again, he is addressed by the same woman as the month before, who again tries to persuade him to
follow her and to live with her. Conn, realizing that the druidic spell has been broken, sends again
for Corann to renew the proscriptive spell against the lady. Thereupon, however, the woman addresses Conn directly, saying that he should not support druidry any longer because soon a firián
connil (“a righteous, decent man”) will meet with Conn and outlaw druidry since it is part of the
Devil’s work.456 Connlae, although he is enchanted by the woman’s beauty and promises, is torn
between the new life and love which he is being promised, and his people in Ireland who he loves
profoundly. The woman now turns to Connlae, telling him of yet another island which is inhabited
only by females. The sun is setting and she urges him to make haste in making his decision, saying
that if they leave now in her crystal ship, they will reach the said female-inhabited island before
sunset, presumably traveling further to Mag Mell the next day. Connlae then decides in the lady’s
favour, jumping into her vessel and “escaping”.457 The two then undertake the previously-mentioned sea journey and are never seen again.
A small addendum to this narrative follows which is not of interest for the current investigation and is solely mentioned here for the sake of completeness. Conn, after having lost Connlae
to the woman, beholds Connlae’s brother, Art, and says that he is lonely today because Connlae
has just left. Conn has lost a son and Art a brother, so Art receives the cognomen Óenfer (“the
Solitary”).458 This supplement is given in more detail in the version in the manuscript Lebor na
hUidre, in which the acquisition of Art’s cognomen is more important to the narrative.459

3.4.2 Magical Site: Mag Mell, “The Plain of Delight”

As is evident from the brief summary given above, the western island of Mag Mell (“ The Plain of
Delight”), which also goes by the name of Tír na mBéo (“Lands of the Living”), seems to be the
main otherworldly realm in the Echtrae Chonnlai narrative.460 As noted above, it is said to be home
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McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 175-178. With regard to the problem of an unassailable translation, see especially
pp. 177-178.
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McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 195-196.
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McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 198-199.
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For an apt discussion of this matter, see McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai, pp. 50-53 and 198-199.
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and 358.
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to the “people of peace”, also referred to as the “people of the sea”, the latter underlining the maritime qualities of the realm.461 The former name underlines a sharp contrast between these people
and the prospect that faces the people living in pagan Ireland, who, as mortals, are prophesied “a
terrible death”.462 As was also noted above, the female figure wooing Connlae hails from this island
and it is the destination to which she wishes him to accompany her. Mag Mell is described as an
ideal place, coloured with various Christian overtones: like Immram Brain’s Tír na mBam and the
terra repromissionis sanctorum in the Navigatio, there is no death and no old age here, the people
remaining young until Judgement Day.463 Furthermore, there is apparently no sin and transgression,
only everlasting peace which is ensured by Mag Mell’s sovereign Bóadag (see Chapter 3.4.4 below).464 As a result, there are no struggles, hardship and bereavement either.465 Obvious parallels
are thus seen to the narratives of the Navigatio, Máele Dúin and Immram Brain, the most notable
parallels being those to the terra repromissionis sanctorum of the Navigatio (see Chapter 3.1.2);
Tír na mBam in Immram Brain (see Chapter 3.3.2.1); and, more interestingly, the Ódáinsakr described in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see Chapters 2.8 and 2.9.3). All of these territories share the same
pool of qualities to varying degrees. As noted above, however, no obvious parallels can be seen to
Glasisvellir.

3.4.3 Magical Site: “The Island of Women and Maidens”

The second island described in Echtrae Chonnlai which is also said to lie off the western coast of
Ireland, is only briefly referred to when the woman urges Connlae to make a decision. This unnamed realm of “women and maidens” is said to be far out in the ocean.466 It is, however, still
closer to land than Mag Mell.467 Its key magical quality is that it “gladdens the mind of everyone
whom it encompasses.”468
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These qualities, the purely female population, its maritime location and the fact that it puts
visitors into high spirits, correlate to other female populated islands, mentioned in the other Irish
narratives discussed so far, of course closely to Tír na mBam of Immram Brain (see Chapter
3.3.2.1), and some of the various islands encountered in Máele Dúin (see Chapter 3.2.1). All of the
aforementioned islands have the property of offering some kind of sexual comfort to the men landing on them, thereby, in one way or the other, tricking them into staying longer than originally
intended. As noted above (see Chapter 3.2.5), one can see further parallels to classical islands mentioned in the Odyssey like that of Circe, and that of the Sirens.469

3.4.4 Bóadag, the Everlasting King

As has been stated at the outset of this chapter, Ellis Davidson made a proposal that one can see a
possible model for Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum in the sea-deity Mannanán mentioned in Immram
Brain (see Chapter 3 above). As has been shown (see Chapter 3.3.4 above), while Mannanán is
clearly a ruler he has no connections whatsoever to the islands of Tír na mBam or Inis Subai in the
Immram Brain narrative, being more associated with an undersea realm. Bóadag in Echtrae
Chonnlai is perhaps another question since he is exclusively described as being the sovereign of
Mag Mell. Indeed, one might argue that it is therefore more tempting to assume possible connections between Guðmundr as king of Glasisvellir and the figure of Bóadag, than between Guðmundr
and Manannán. This possibility will now be investigated briefly.
According to the narrative, ever since Bóadag’s reign started peace has reigned on the island
of Mag Mell, which is thus called the “peace of Bóadag”.470 The name Bóadag translates as “victory” or “victorious” and the statement that he is a rí bithsuthain (“Everlasting King”) echoes the
ideas of immortality inherent to Mag Mell (see Chapter 3.4.2 above), likewise ensuring a sense of
enduring stability for the peace.471 All looks positive. However, there are some points of potential
criticism with regards to this figure not least when comparing him to Guðmundr (who is never
directly linked to peace or victory, even though he seems ageless [see Chapter 2.9.2]). To start
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with, Bóadag is introduced as having “assumed sovereignty”472 raising questions about his “everlasting” kingdom as well as raising questions as to what or who reigned before him. Indeed,
McCone questions the authenticity of the figure himself as a whole and suggests he should rather
be read as an allegory, because the word “bóadag” (in different spellings yet with the same meaning), known as an adjective from Old Irish Christian writings and, as a personal name, would fit St
Patrick’s guardian angel called “Victor”. McCone also notes that the “righteous one” who will
destroy druidry and is foreseen by the woman may very well be St Patrick.473 In other words, he
considers the possibility of a potentially Christian background to Bóadag. However this character
is interpreted, there nonetheless is again little basis for assuming a connection to Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum given that the only intersecting character trait of the two men is their “everlasting” nature
and their kingship over an otherworldly territory, neither of which can hardly serve as a bedrock
for comparison.

3.4.5. The Wooing Woman

Perhaps more important than Bóadag for the narrative of Echtrae Chonnlai is the lady that woos
Connlae. She is of particular interest for the current investigation, not only because of the potential
parallels with various otherworldly women mentioned in the Irish sources discussed so far (see the
various islands inhabited by females in Immram curaig Máele Dúin and Immram Brain mentioned
above in Chapters 3.1.2-7, 3.2.1 and 3.3.2.1-2), but also because of her potential parallels with the
Old Norse material, and most particularly with Ingibjǫrg in Helga þáttr Þórissonar (see Chapter
2.4.4 above) and Hleiðr and Geirríður respectively in the two versions of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs
(see Chapters 2.5.1.d and 2.5.2.d above). The woman here describes herself as a “young, beautiful
woman of good family who does not expect death nor old age.”474 Like the other inhabitants of
Mag Mell, she is immortal, passively ascribing a certain timelessness to the world she comes from.
As noted above, the woman is also portrayed as being opposed to the pagan druidry which holds
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its clasp tight around pagan Ireland.475 She thus seems to be another figure with strong Christian
connotations (unlike the women in the Guðmundr stories). It might also be noted that, when she
first appears to Connlae, she wears “unfamiliar clothing” and later in the narrative she is described
as possessing a crystal ship, again highlighting the maritime location of Mag Mell (see Chapter
3.4.2 above).476 Before Corann, the court druid of Conn Chétchathach, manages to ban her via an
incantation, she also manages to throw the magical apple to Connlae.477 This naturally echoes the
various magical fruits mentioned in the Navigatio and the silver branch given to Brain in order to
summon him to Tír na mBam, as well as the account of the Fall as described in Genesis, which
would weight to the possibility of Christian influence.478 In this regard, it is worth remembering
that most Old Norse sources are quite silent about otherworldly food in connection with Guðmundr,
although, as has been noted, the Guthmundus in the Gesta Danorum narratives possesses a magical
garden. The enchanted food that is harvested there nonetheless causes madness rather than a mere
longing for a woman which is naturally closer to the Biblical narrative (see Chapters 2.1.3 and
2.9.1).

3.4.6 Conclusion

As noted above, Echtrae Chonnlai is a rather short narrative and accordingly the descriptions and
qualities of the various aspects under investigation that might be comparable to the legends of
Guðmundr are rather limited. As with Immram Brain, the main element of the plot is a beautiful
otherworldly woman, who here woos Chonnlae in order to summon him to her homeland of Mag
Mell respectively. As noted above, the inhabitants of Mag Mell expect no death and no ageing,
remaining young until Judgement Day. Likewise, there is no original sin and the sovereign of this
realm, Bóadag the Everlasting King, ensures an everlasting peace. As has been already shown
above (see Chapter 3.4.1), the qualities ascribed to Mag Mell are recognisable common features of
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the other otherworldly western islands mentioned in the Irish narrative tradition such as the terra
repromissions sanctorum and the island of the Community of Ailbe in the Navigatio (see Chapters
3.1.2 and 3.1.6), the island of women in Máele Dúin (see Chapter 3.2.1), Tír na mBam and Inis
Subai in Immram Brain (see Chapters 3.3.2.1 and 3.3.2.2). An interesting, additional feature of
Mag Mell of course, is its peace. A potential parallel can nonetheless be found in Máele Dúin. On
the “Island of Women”, the female leader explains to Máele Dúin that he and his crew shall rest
and enjoy their stay while she regulates and judges the affairs of her country in order to preserve
her lifestyle and that of her maidens and her guests, thereby indicating the fragility of this condition.479 Accordingly, it seems that if she was to suspend her duty for one day, it could result in her
losing her reign. As noted above, while Mag Mell shares a number of features with Ódáinsakr in
Eiríks saga víðfǫrla (see Chapters 2.8 and 3.9.3) the same does not apply to the accounts of Glasisvellir.
Similar conclusions to those just mentioned can be made with regard to the other island
mentioned in Echtrae Chonnlai, the island of “women and maidens”, in which spite of only being
briefly described, displays clear parallels to Tír na mBam in Immram Brain and the island of
women in Máele Dúin: It is a western island, purely inhabited by ladies and tranquilises anyone
within its periphery.
As noted above, Echtrae Chonnlai is an intriguing narrative character-wise, not only because the figure of the wooing lady who is more elaborate than in, for example, Immram Brain, but
also because of the figure of Bóadag, the everlasting sovereign of Mag Mell whose eternal reign
grants abiding peace. Bóadag, however, never makes an active appearance in Echtrae Chonnlai
itself, only being mentioned in the wooing woman’s speeches. The narrative therefore, unfortunately, remains silent about his physiognomy and provides no additional information about any
further character traits over and above his immortality and royalty. While these two aspects of
Bóadag, might encourage a comparison with Guðmundr, it is apparent from the brief investigation
of this matter conducted above that such an effort is fruitless not least because these features are
common to narratives found in so many places (see Chapter 3.4.4).
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“‘So I took the kingship of this island,’ she [the female king of this island] said, ‘after him [her deceased husband].
Every day,’ she said, ‘I go to the great plain which is in the island to give judgement and to settle the community.’ […]
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As has been noted above, just as the figure of the wooing lady and his island can be compared with the other female figures and descriptions of otherworldly realms in the Irish narratives,
and more interestingly for the current investigation examined above, they can also be compared to
the Old Norse female figures encountered in the narratives featuring Guðmundr. The initial scholarly notion proposed by scholars such as Ellis Davidson, Power and Egeler (see Chapter 1.2 above)
argues that in this regard the Irish narratives might have influenced the Guðmundr cycle, supposing
that, this woman, nameless like her Irish counterparts, could have had influenced the likes of Ingibjǫrg, Hleiðr/ Geirríður and the other daughters of Guthmundus (see Chapter 2.1.3 above). There
is thus reason to investigate this a little more concisely. To start with, all of the single women with
relationships to Guðmundr such as Hleiðr and Geirríður are named, although if there are more than
one, they are usually 12 in number and nameless, the exception being Ingibjǫrg. Echtrae
Chonnlai’s unnamed wooing lady is also young, beautiful and of good lineage, something which
also applies to all of Guðmundr’s daughters as well as his sister in both of the version of Bósa saga
ok Herrauðs (see Chapter 2.5). This woman, however, is said to possess a crystalline ship and,
therefore, has the knowledge of how to steer it, something not seen in the narratives regarding
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum where if mentioned at all, all vessels are in Guðmundr’s possession (see
Chapters 2.1.2, 2.5 and 2.7). In general, the similarities between the women are few and far between, over and above the fact that the women are female, young and beautiful and of good descent
and engage in one way or the other with the narrative’s protagonist(s). The entire narrative role of
the women within the narratives of these accounts is different: Whereas the Irish women in most
cases appear to be actively looking for the hero (an exception being the female-populated island in
Máele Dúin), Guðmundr’s daughters (and sister) just happen to be approached by the protagonist,
both willingly (the quest to rescue Guðmundr’s sister in both versions of Bósa saga ok Herrauðs)
and unwillingly (as in Gesta Danorum, Helga þáttr Þórissonar). Their possessions also differ as
noted above. None of the women in the Old Norse accounts is portrayed as a ruler over an otherworldly territory or as having daughters. All that remains as a basis for comparison are the beauty
and the aspect of supernaturality which, as with the question of Bóadag and Guðmundr sharing the
element immortality and royalty, are such frequent motifs that they cannot be used as a distinct
starting point for an argument suggesting literary influence.

134

3.5 Final Review of the Irish Sources

At the outset of this chapter, the question was raised as to whether or not there was reason to accept
the scholarly notion that the narratives of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum might be influenced by Irish
narratives. Drawing a conclusion about this, however, one must consider the question of whether
or not the Scandinavian writers could have known the Hiberno-Latin and vernacular Irish narratives
in question.
Certainly, the archaeological evidence of the Manx rune stones, for example, points to Old
Norse and Celtic cultural blending, the exhibited runic inscriptions and ornamentation on the Nordic stone crosses in Manx certainly showing Celtic influence.480 Indeed, some of those stones that
have been preserved even exhibit influences of Celtic on the Old Norse runic inscriptions.481 Similarly blending is found in Ireland, Orkney, Shetland and parts of Scotland, which works the other
way around, here showing evidence of Norse influence (mostly toponymic) on local tradition,
something also presumed in Wales.482 Long proven is the fact that Irish clerics had visited Orkney,
Shetland, and potentially also the Faroe Islands and, ultimately, Iceland, during the 6th and 7th centuries.483 Textual evidence and sagas such as Egils saga Skallagrímssonar and Kjalnesingja saga
also support the archaeological data with regard to cultural influence and blending between these
two cultures.484 Indeed, single motifs of clear Celtic origin such as ideas of rebirth and barrow
journeys to an (especially bright) otherworld can be found in the corpus of the so-called Fornaldarsǫgur Norðrlanda.485 There also seems little question that the stories of Starkaðr and Egill seem to
be influenced by the Cú Chulainn tradition.486 Although some supposed influences may be resemblances than direct borrowings or direct influences, one narrative stands out, with regard to influences from the Celtic world (and in particular the Immram Brain and Navigatio stories) namely
Brandanus saga. Preserved on only one leaf of fragment 68 of the Norsk Riksarkiv, this heavy
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mutilated Norse adaptation of the Navigatio is thought to have been written in the 13th century,
being certainly finished before 1300.487 This suggested date of composition would put Brandanus
saga close to the H-version of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks which is supposed to have been compiled
between 1290 and 1360 (see Chapter 2.2). This naturally opens the door for the possibility of Nordic scribes having knowledge of the Navigatio’s western islands and their connoted paradisiacal
features by the beginning of the 14th century, subsequently opening the possibility that they influenced the Guðmundr perception. It is nonetheless hard to determine whether the author of
Brandanus saga was Icelandic or Norwegian by origin, the textual evidence swinging only slightly
in favour of the latter.488 It is also noteworthy that Brandanus saga does not appear to have been a
mere translation of the Navigatio, because the author has clearly taken liberties in transforming the
narrative to suit his Scandinavian recipients.489 The question remains as to whether the account has
an oral or literary background. It is nonetheless noteworthy that the narrative retains its links to
Christian imagery and islands, both of which are absent in the Guðmundr accounts. It nonetheless
opens the possibility nonetheless remains that motifs from the Irish accounts discussed above had
entered the Old Norse oral tradition before the Old Norse accounts of Guðmundr were recorded.
It is thus worth briefly reviewing the key features of the said western islands in Irish tradition and their accompanying figures and motifs in comparison to those noted with regard to the
narratives of Guðmundr. As has been shown, the Irish narratives investigated above all feature at
least two paradisiacal, otherworldly islands, most of which are described in a fairly similar fashion.490 The islands are grassy-green, covered with flowers and trees and are sometimes described
as being flat. They feature a sweet scent and are said to have a river within their boundaries. These
islands are said to be paradisiacal in that they show a clear contrast opposed to the conception of
Hell in the stories, their respective inhabitants being described as residing there until Judgement
Day. The qualities these realms grant their denizens are also said to be eternal, granting inhabitants
(limited because bound to time) immortality, protection from death from old age or disease, the
insular population being described as being pure and without original sin. Due to this “immortality”, some of these islands can be regarded as having a timeless quality, while others are described
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especially as being able to stall the “usual” flow of time. As noted above, the motivation to travel
to these islands is manifold. If the protagonist is a cleric (such as Barinthus in the Navigatio), the
motivation is to get closer to God or to find an earthly paradise, whereas the Irish hero of nobility
principally sets out to atone for crimes, to take revenge or to retrieve some kind of device, kindred
or information from one of the otherworldly islands. In the echtrai stories, this hero is summoned
to the islands via a (mostly) female figure, who is usually also the leader of an island with a purely
female population. The only male ruler of an island is Bóadag the Everlasting King in Echtrae
Chonnlae. As has been noted Manannán, the sea-deity is only featured in Immram Brain, where he
is encountered ploughing through the sea on his chariot whilst on his way to Ireland to beget a son.
Although he is not the sovereign of Tir na mBam, the focal insular otherworld in the narrative in
question, he is nonetheless said to rule over a world which lies beneath the sea, a notion which is
also echoed in the phenomenon of the Liver Sea (see Chapter 3.1.8).
Could any of these qualities, either as single motifs or in a cluster, have had influence on
the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter? The heart of this comparison between the Irish and
the Old Norse evidence will be the otherworldly islands themselves. Obviously insular, they lie to
the west of Ireland, whereas Glasisvellir is for the most part located in the north of mainland
(Fenno-)Scandinavia, the only exception being Guthmundus’ realm in Gesta Danorum which is
said to lie in the north, yet somewhere “sub Chao” (see below). As such, it shows a faint resemblance to an island although Guthmundus’ realm does not appear to be landlocked. Furthermore,
while the Irish sources depict their insular realms as being mostly “bright otherworlds”, Glasisvellir
lies at the edge of the known landmass, in a liminal position close to the Realm of the Dead and/
or the worlds of the jǫtnar, risar and trǫll. The madness caused by Guthmundus’ daughters in
Gesta Danorum is also rather horrific and in stark contrast to the common Irish depiction of joyfulness existing until Judgement Day.
In total absence of any Christian connotations, Glasisvellir is clearly delineated as a pagan
realm. It also exhibits very different qualities to the Irish islands. As has been shown in Chapter
2.9.1 above, while Guðmundr himself seems to be ageless, Glasisvellir does not grant immortality
to others or protection from old age or death by illness, a feature which seems inherent to many of
the Irish islands investigated above. Although Glasisvellir cannot actively be described as being
sinful, the sexual connotations both in Gesta Danorum (in the shape of Guthmundus’ seductive
daughters) and Helga þáttr Þórissonar seen rather obvious, with Helgi even being fatally punished
after Ingibjǫrg loses her sexual interest in him (see Chapter 2.4.4). This aspect of Glasisvellir which
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could perhaps be compared to the “Island of Women” in Máele Dúin and the two main islands in
Immram Brain and Echtrae Chonnlai is nonetheless not imminent and occurs only twice throughout all Old Norse narratives involving Glasisvellir (namely those of Gesta Danorum and Helga
þáttr Þórissonar). While Guðmundr is perceived as rather old or living rather long, timelessness a
feature not ascribed to Glasisvellir itself. Indeed, people roaming freely between Glasisvellir and
mainland (Fenno-)Scandinavia never seem to experience a different flow of time. Timelessness or
the stalling of time, however, appears to be an inherent feature of all Irish otherworldly islands,
where people live until Judgement Day (see above), free from dying and/ or remaining forever
young. Visitors to those islands are told that they have been there for just a few days, weeks or a
year but find on mainland Ireland that they have been away for months, years or even centuries (a
common motif in Irish folk tales, but rarer in Nordic folk legends).491
Certainly, in the Navigatio, the terra repromissionis sanctorum is said to lie behind a thick
bank of fog, and it has been suggested that the fog through which Þorsteinn sails until he reaches
Glasisvellir in Þórsteins þáttr bæjarmagns may be such a remnant of Irish influence although, as
has been noted above, this is another common international motif.492 Similarly it could be argued
that the world beneath the waves and, therefore, the “sub Chao”-aspect of Guthmundus’ abode in
Gesta Danorum might be based on pre-Christian Irish belief, as Oskamp has argued although, as
will be shown below, there is reason to believe that similar motifs were known in Scandinavia at
an early point.493
In addition to the above, in Máele Dúin and Echtrae Chonnlai, we have the island said to
be solely inhabited by women. Although the focus on this island varies in the respective narratives,
it appears to correlate to, or be identical with, Tír na mBam in Immram Brain, which is also governed by a woman. As noted above, no evidence in the Old Norse narratives supports the perception
of Glasisvellir (which is home to both males and females) ever being ruled over by a female. It is
always Guðmundr who is said to reign over it as a king.
As has been mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, Ellis Davidson suggested that the figure
of Guðmundr was supposedly either modelled on or influenced by the figure of Manannán in Immram Brain (see Chapter 3). As has been shown above, Manannán and Guðmundr have few if any
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similarities (see Chapter 3.3.4). Their initial position is different with Manannán being both a sovereign and deity, whereas Guðmundr is a supernatural, liminal king. Certainly, both reign over an
otherworldly territory in the Old Norse narratives, that of Manannán being below the sea surface,
while Guðmundr’s Glasisvellir is part of the known world, which can be reached in various ways
(Guthmundus’ realm in Gesta Danorum admittedly being described as underworldly). Both men,
however, are ascribed with different possessions: Manannán, who appears in various accounts, has
his magical choracle which is capable of driving over water or uses a horse as means of transportation and possesses a magical cloak which catches light and can shift into various colours. Most
important is his crane bag in which all his possessions are kept, including the gift of language; He
is said to also own a variety of animals such as dogs and birds; and is described as a fair young
man. On the other side of the equation, is Guðmundr: He is considerably old and there is little to
be said of his physiognomy other than that it is humanoid. Guðmundr is rich; in some narratives is
said to possess a ship or drinking horns; is described as having various magical skills; and said to
have a varying number of male and/ or female children. Unlike Manannán, however, Guðmundr is
no deity, and besides his possession of a ship which is used in some of the narratives, there is hardly
any evidence supporting a direct connection to water. As noted earlier, almost the same can be said
if a comparison is made of Bóadag, the Everlasting King and Guðmundr (see Chapter 3.4.4).
A very crucial quality of Guðmundr that sets him apart from both Manannán and Bóadag
is that he is interacted with. He is a character that various protagonists and other figures stumble
across rather than seeking him intentionally. Almost all of the characters Guðmundr interacts with
are then better off afterwards than they were before. The exception is Helgi in Helga þáttr Þórissonar, who pays for the acquaintance of Guðmundr with his life, something which can be explained
by the undertone of extreme heathendom versus Christianity with which the entire þáttr is imbued.
This feature of figures encountering Guðmundr at home excludes the female figures from the echtrai stories as being possible models for Guðmundr, since they actively leave their supernatural
realms in order to interact with the actual world and summon their love interests back to their
otherworldly homesteads. Guðmundr on the other hand is largely home bound.
There are, however, a few more points worth considering with regard to the potential of
Irish influence in general. MacMathúna and Carey have argued against the potential of Irish influence, saying that “[o]utside the immrama […] and the two closely linked tales Immram Brain and
Echtrae Conlae, the early sources give […] no grounds for postulating belief in an overseas Otherworld […]” arguing that this perception was essentially an invention of the “[…] Ulster literary
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movement [The province of Ulster was a stronghold of scribal activity in mediaeval Ireland] which
[…] introduced this topos into Irish literature; that it was foreign to the native tradition at every
stage appears evident.”494 In addition, one must be careful not to overestimate the potential influence of Irish vernacular texts such as Máele Dúin, Immram Brain and Echtrae Chonnlai on other
vernacular literatures, since their circulation seems to have been fairly limited.495 What remains
from this investigation is the idea introduced by various scholars that the motif of Ódáinsakr, in
particular the form in which it appears in Eiríks saga víðfǫrla, appears to be the better candidate
than the motif of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum for such claims of borrowing or in influence, not least
because this narrative with its obvious parallels to the Irish narratives can be attested to have circulated in Norse literacy by c. 1300 at the latest (see above).496 At the same time, as has been
suggested earlier, the possibility remains that both have a shared model in Christian literature.
The next step is to examine whether there is any possibility of local parallels. Therefore,
Norwegian legends and tradition and North Sea folklore will now be investigated for potential
linksto the Guðmundr complex, or the idea of mystical realms that can be reached by sea.
Before going on to the Nordic folk material, however, it is worth making a brief mention
of the subject of Avalon which Egeler also mentions in his works on Glasisvellir and Ódáinsakr
(Avalon, 66° Nord and Islands to the West) and which he supposes also had a tangible influence on
the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum complex.
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4. Avalon: Another Irish Role Model for Glasisvellir?

Avalon is the resounding name of Arthurian literature’s most prominent orbe alio (another world),
the final refuge for the fatally wounded Arthur who after his battle against Mordred was supposedly
brought there in a last attempt to cure him of his wounds by one of Avalon’s female rulers, Morgan
le Fay.497 There have been many speculations about the origin of the name of Avalon. Most prominent is the etymological approach which connects the isle of Avalon with the Old Irish word aballon (meaning “apple”), thereby suggesting that Avalon means “The Island of the Apples”, a notion
supported by the Vita Merlini which refers to it as insula pomorum (see below).498 The Austrian
scholar Helmut Birkhan has proposed, on the other hand, that there is an inseparable connection
between the name and the Irish figure Avallach who he identifies as being a likely ruler of Avalon.499 Birkhan, however, has also raised the possibility of a connection existing between Avalon
and Emain Ablach, “The Fortress of Apples” of Irish mythology and actual abode of the deity
Mannanán mac Lir (see Chapter 3.3.4 above).500 Indeed, Avalon is still referred to as Ynys Afallach
(“The Isle of Apples”) in modern Welsh.501
The oldest narratives that mention the idea of Avalon are the two narratives Historia Regum
Britanniae and Vita Merlini, both of which were composed in Latin by Geoffrey of Monmouth in
1136 and 1150 respectively.502 Historia Regum Britanniae is preserved in more than 200 manu-
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scripts with MS 568 located in the Bürgerbibliothek, Bern being the oldest extant manuscript, dating to the first half of the 13th century.503 While Historia Regum Britanniae only mentions that
King Arthur’s sword was manufactured in Avalon and that the sovereign was brought there in order
to cure his fatal injuries he sustained during the Battle of Camlan, Vita Merlini is slightly more
elaborate in its description of the island of Avalon, and thus worth more consideration here.504
Indeed, the Vita Merlini devotes an entire paragraph to Avalon, describing it directly as an
“insula pomorum” (“Island of the Apples”), also referring to it as “The Fortunate Island” (“que
fortunate uocatur”).505 Its characteristic of being surrounded by water is thus clear from the start,
as is the fact that it can only be reached by boat. Here, apparently, there is no need for cultivation,
since Avalon is said to produce all of its required provisions and plants (along with a number of
other things) by itself. The people living there are also said to exceed a life expectancy of a hundred
years.506 According to Geoffrey, the island is ruled over by an ennead of sisters, Morgan le Fay
being the most prominent. She is said to surpass her eight sisters not only in beauty but also in her
healing skills. She is also said to be capable of shape shifting and flying using wings, as well as
having mathematical skills which she has apparently taught to her sisters.507
The narrative tells how Arthur is brought to Avalon by boat, accompanied by Barinthus,
the protagonist of the Navigatio discussed earlier (see Chapter 3.1 above), a feature which directly
links the Irish accounts with that of Geoffrey.508 Once in Avalon, the wounded Arthur is welcomed
by Morgan, who has him placed on a golden bed, saying that if his grievous wounds are to be cured
he will need to stay with her for a long period of time, implying that he will stay there for all time.509
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4.1 The Potential Influence of Avalon on the Guðmundr Complex

With regard to the potential influence of the Arthurian Avalon complex, which is believed to have
some background in oral tradition, on the motifs of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum in Old Norse literature, it appears quite evident that the motifs associated with Avalon have much more in common
with the Irish sources concerning magical islands (see Chapter 3 above) than with the Old Norse
material (something directly implied by the reference to Barinthus above). One can start by considering the motif of Avalon being totally self-sufficient, something never stated about Glasisvellir,
which, as has been noted, is only said to contain a magic fruit garden in Gesta Danorum. Interestingly enough, in spite of its name, no mention is made in the earliest sources of Avalon being able
to produce apples.
Another problematic point with regard to the depiction of Avalon in Vita Merlini and its
potential link to Glasisvellir is the question of people living there being able to exceed a lifespan
of 100 years. It is questionable whether this means that the people had a life expectancy that was
considerably longer than other people (something that as noted above in Chapter 2.9.2 seems to
apply to Guðmundr and his kin), or that Avalon grants life-prolonging qualities to anyone whoever
dwells within its boundaries (as seems to apply to several of the Irish magical islands discussed
above in Chapter 3 as well as Ódáinsakr mentioned above in Chapter 2.9.3).
While those accounts dealing with Avalon, the Irish magical islands (especially those in the
Naviagtio and immrama narratives), and Guðmundr á Glæsisvǫllum certainly all involve a journey
by, as has been noted, it should be forgotten that the boat or ship was one of the most likely forms
of transportation in medieval times.
With regard to the rulers of Avalon, that is the ennead of Morgan and her eight sisters, it
should be evident by now that they, too, share more common traits with their Irish counterparts
than they do with Guðmundr. All nine women are said to be beautiful and skilled in the art of
healing, with Morgan le Fay exceeding her sisters in both qualities. There are obvious similarities
with the otherworldly female ruling figures living on islands so commonly found in Irish tradition
who are admittedly usually depicted as being solo, but also said to be very beautiful and seductive,
even though they are not described as having particular healing prowess (see further Chapters 3.2.1,
3.3.2.1 and 3.4.4). In addition to being male, Guðmundr, the only named sovereign of Glasisvellir,
is never depicted as having particular skills in healing either (a feature which he shares with his
realm), although, he is admittedly said to be skilled in the art of sorcery in Helga þáttr Þórissonar
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(see Chapter 2.4.3). Morgan le Fay’s other skills, such as mathematics and shape-shifting qualities,
are never encountered in either the Irish or the Old Norse narratives.
One last minor point worth considering is the motif of Morgan le Fay welcomeing Arthur
in Vita Merlini, and allowing him to rest on a golden bed to recover from his wounds. Certainly,
one might argue that a golden bed could be taken as a pars pro toto for wealth, providing a parallel
to Guðmundr’s apparent wealth (see Chapter 2.9.2), but there again, it is worth considering how
many sovereigns in Old Irish or Old Norse literature were ever depicted as being poor.
Returning to the scholarly suggestions that the Arthurian motif of Avalon material should
have had direct influence on the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum, there is clearly some dispute on the
matter. As noted above, Matthias Egeler has suggested that a direct influence of Arthurian material
on the Guðmundr complex is palpable, especially in the case of the later French lais which he
argues had a direct influence on Helga þáttr Þórissonar.510 Birkhan, on the other hand, has suggested Avalon is more in line with what he refers to as an omnipresent idea of the “other” world of
the dead found in literature all around the world: “Das Thema der Anderen Welt is omnipresent,
aber es wurzelt in der Vorstellung vom Reich des Todes, vom Land der Toten.”511 All in all, as has
been indicated here, considering the differences between the earliest accounts of Avalon and the
earliest accounts of Guðmundr and his realm in the work of Saxo, and Hervarar saga, there is, as
with the possible influence of the Irish material, good reason to tread very carefully.
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5. The Nordic Folk Material

5.1 The Earliest References to Underwater Realms in the Nordic World

As has been noted in previous chapters, many scholars have suggested that the idea that Glasisvellir
might be under influence from the idea of magical islands to the west in Irish literature. However,
what is often forgotten is that similar ideas also seem to be deeply rooted in Nordic folklore. When
arguing that ideas of islands to the west, submerged lands in general or islands that rise and sink
could have been present in Norway (and perhaps also Sweden) from a fairly early point in history
on (and thus do not need to stem from Irish influence), one of the earliest possible pieces of evidence might be the Eggja rune stone.
The Eggja rune stone is an exceptional relic which features an inscription of c. 200 incised
runes, thereby making it the longest engraving in the Older Futhark.512 Estimated to date back to c.
650-700, the Eggja rune stone was unearthed in 1917 in Sogndal in the Sogn commune in Western
Norway.513 When excavated, the stone was lying face down with the runic inscription facing the
soil over what might have been a (disturbed?) grave.514 It is believed to have functioned as a centopath (a stone obituary for a person who had died away from home).515 The stone features a total
of three lines of runic inscriptions with the A and B lines proceeding left-to-right and the C line
being arranged in right-to-left.
A transcription of the runic inscription reads as follows516:

A:

nissolusotuknisAksestAinskorinni????maRnAkdanisnịþrịṇRniwiltiRmanRlAgi?? →

B:

hinwArbnAseumaRmAdeþAimkAibAibormoþAhunihuwARobkamhAriṣahialatgotnAfiskRoRf??nAuimsuẉịmadefoklịf?a?????gAlandẹ →

C:

Alumisurki

←
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John McKinnell, Rudolf Simek, and Klaus Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion. A Sourcebook, Studia Medievalia
Septentrionalia, vol. 10 (Wien: Fassbaender, 2004), p. 164; and Klaus Düwel, Runenkunde. Sammlung Metzler, vol.
72 (Stuttgart/ Weimar: Verlag J.B. Metzler, 2008), p. 40.
513
Düwel, Runenkunde, p. 40; and http://www.arild-hauge.com/innskrifter.htm (last accessed 02.04.2017).
514
McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, p. 164; and Düwel, Runenkunde, p. 40.
515
McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, p. 164; and Düwel, Runenkunde, p. 40.
516
The transcription in the following table follows McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, p. 163.
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Due to the considerable amount of illegible or hardly legible runes (given as “?” in the table
above), some parts of the text are difficult to interpret. The content of the A line is nonetheless
accepted as being a banning formula.517 The most problematic part is the B line which has been
given numerous varying readings by various runologists over the course of time. There is also
dissent regarding the order in which the lines should be read.518 For the current discussion, the
important segment of the B line is fiskRoRf??nAuimsuẉịmadefoklịf?a?????gAlandẹ. Krause who
reads the lines in their alphabetical order (A, B, C) sees the B line in question being translated as
“As a fish, swimming from the fearsome current, as a bird screeching in the (enemy army?).”519
For this thesis, however, a more tentalising reading is proposed by Grønvik, who starts his
reading with the B line, followed by the C and A lines. The most interesting part for this investigation is the end of B line, given as “?a?????gAlandẹ” in the table above. Here, Grønvik reconstructs
the reading “(f)ą(nwąn)ga lande”, meaning “landet med de lysande/ mange farvede voller”, i. e.
“the land of shining meadows”.520 This allows for his reading of the B line as “[…] Hverr of kom
her á hit land? Gotna fiskr ór firney-ím, svimande foki af fán-vanga lande.”521 This reading has
since been disputed but if it is seen as justifiable, it would make the Eggja rune stone the oldest
document in Scandinavia to refer to a notion of an island to the west, or a submerged landmass in
the sea with beautiful meadows and swimming inhabitants, possibly even a world of the
drowned.522 However, as noted above, uncertainty remains regarding this part of the inscription
due to several hardly legible or illegible runes. This means that most likely no unified reading (and
therefore no overall interpretation of the message conveyed) will ever be found for the Eggja
stone.523
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Düwel, Runenkunde, p. 42.
McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, pp. 164-165; and Düwel, Runenkunde, pp. 41-42.
Grønvik also lisst previous scholarly interpretations alongside his own in 1985 work of Runene på Eggjasteinen: En
hedensk gravinnskrift fra slutten av 600-talet, (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1985), pp. 11-47. An entire list of all the
different readings proposed for all the three lines of the Eggja rune stone is given by the Runenprojekt of the University
of Kiel and can be accessed via http://www.runenprojekt.uni-kiel.de/-abfragen/deutung2.asp?findno=380&ort=Eggja&objekt=Steinplatte+%281%29&AFB=E (last accessed 02.04.2017).
519
McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, p. 164.
520
Grønvik, Runene på Eggjasteinen, pp. 85-89. Here Grønvik also makes connections to a possible connection to the
stories revolving about the island of Utrøst that will be discussed in Chapter 5.2 below.
521
“Hvem førten hæren over til hint land? Menneske-fisken fra strømfurene ved Fornøy, svømmende i fokket fra landet
med de lysande vanger”: see Grønvik, Runene på Eggjasteinen, p. 163.
522
The disput regarding Grønvik’s reconstruction revolves mostly around the numerous illegible runs and the, therefore, large variety of possible readings: see McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, p. 165; and
Düwel, Runenkunde, p. 42.
523
McKinnell, Simek, and Düwel, Runes, Magic and Religion, p. 165; and Düwel, Runenkunde, p. 42.
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Nonetheless, in this context, it is worth bearing in mind that another account of a Nordic
perception of the idea of a submerged land in very general terms appears in the story of Grímr
Ingjaldsson and his son Sel-Þórir in Landnámabók composed possibly in the early 12th century.524
The short episode explains how Grímr comes to settle in Iceland. During his first year there, he has
his outpost at Grímsey in Steingrímsfjörðr where he goes fishing and catches a so-called marmennill (pl. marmennlar; also written in later times as sg. marbendill [pl. marbendlar];525 an Icelandic
merman). Grímr asks the marmennill where it would be best to settle and is told that this would be
there, where his mare would lie down:

Grímr hét maðr Ingjaldsson, […] Bergdís hét kona hans, en Þórir sonr þeira. Grímr røri til fiska um haustit
[…]. Grímr dró marmennil, ok er hann kom upp, spurði Grímr: “Hvað spár þú oss um forlög vár, eða hvar
skulum vér byggja á Íslandi?” Marmennill svarar: “Ekki þarf ek at spá yðr, en sveininum, er liggr í
selbelginum. Hann skal þar byggja ok land nema, er Skálm, merr yður, leggst undir klyfjum.” Ekki fengu þeir
fleiri orð at honum.526

That the Landnámabók is no isolated case regarding early ideas of the marmennlar is shown by
Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka, a fornaldarsaga composed in the late 13th century although it must have
been extant prior to that in some degree since Sturla Þórðason (1214-1284) used an episode of it in
his version of Landnámabók.527 The third chapter of Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka tells how two retainers of King Híorleifr, Hander and Hrinder, catch a marmendill and bring him before their
king.528 Híorleifr mistreats his dog in front of the marmendill which laughs at the scene. When
asked why he laughed, the marmendill answers that the mistreatment of the dog, who would give
his life for King Híorleifr, is foolish: “þa laust kongr hundíN. þa hlo marmendill. kongr spurdi hui
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See also Davíð Erlingsson, “Ormur, Marmennill, Nykur: Three Creatures of the Watery World”, in Patricia Lysaght,
Séamas Ó Catháin, and Ó hÓgáin, Dáithí (eds), Islanders and Water-Dwellers: Proceedings of the Celtic-NordicBaltic Folklore Symposium Held at University College Dublin, 16-19 June 1996 (Dublin: DBA Publications Ltd.,
1999), pp. 71 and 73-74.
525
Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og afintýri, 2 vols (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’s Bókaverzlunar, 1862-1864), I, p.
131.
526
Landnámabók, I, pp. 94 and 96. Unlike the Sturlubók version quoted above, the Hauksbók version of this passage
gives the writing of “margmell” and omits the settlement aspect in Grímr’s question. Here, the focus lies more on
Grímr’s fate, which the marmennill answers by revealing Grímr’s timely demise. “Grímr mælti: ‘Segðu oss ævi vára
ok langlífi, ella kemr þú eigi heim.’ ‘Enga varðar yðr at vita aðra en sveininn í selbelginum [Sel-Þórir], því at þú mant
dauðr, áðr vár komi, en son þinn skal þar byggja ok land nema, sem Skálm, merr þín, leggsk undir klyfjum’”: see
Landnámabók, I, p. 97.
527
Davíð Erlingsson, “Ormur, Marmennill, Nykur”, pp. 69 and 72; and Simek, and Hermann Pálsson, Lexikon der
altnordischen Literatur, p. 153.
528
“ÞEtta haust reru fedgar tueír fiski ok drogu marmendil ok het annar Hander En annar Hrinder. þeir færðu hann
Híorleifi. [...] eíngíN madr feck ord af honum”: see Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka, ed. Hubert Seelow (Reykjavík: Steinholt
HF, 1981), pp. 173-174.
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hann hlo. hann suar(ar). þui at þer uward heímslíga þuiat þau munu þer lif gefa. kongr spurdi hann
fleira. hann suar(ar) aungu.”529 The marmendill only laughs once (instead of the three times) and
only answers more of the king’s questions when he is put back to sea. Then he unveils to the king
a treacherous plot which is hatched against him. King Híorleifr, with the information gained from
the marmendill, is thus capable of destroying the conspirancy and repelling the colluders and ultimately rewards Hander and Hrinder with land and slaves.530
In later times the marmennill motif appears in a total of seven different folk legends in
Iceland, the two best known being “Frá Marbendli” and “Þá hló marbendill” collected by Jón Árnason and printed in his 1862-1864 opus Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri.531 These later Icelandic
folk legends gathered by Jón Árnason testify that marmennlar are often caught by fishermen when
trying to repair the chimneys of their underwater houses. 532 They apparently look almost like perfect human beings, are clad in linen and their homesteads beneath the sea appear to mirror those of
the humans on land with houses, cattle and agriculture.533 After being caught, a marmennill is usually set loose on the spot, the fisherman expecting great rewards from the marmennill in return for
his release. In some stories collected by Jón Árnason, the marmennill is also taken ashore, as in the
earliest account the stories usually revolving around the motif of the three laughs (in Ireland associated with a leprechaun) as well as the gaining of knowledge and wealth.534 While the three laughs
motif appears in Ireland, it is noteworthy that it never relates to underwater beings.
Another predominately group of aquatic beings associated with underwater forms in Icelandic folklore are the sækýr (sg. sækú). These animals, whose name literally translates as “sea
cows”, are sometimes directly seen as being the cattle of the marmennlar. As the earlier-noted “Frá
marbendli”-narrative shows, they can be awarded to a human as a reward for putting the captured
marmennill back in the sea again:
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Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka, p. 174.
“kongr gaf þeim Hanndi ok Hrindi land at bua ok þar med þr l ok ambatt”: Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka, p. 175.
See also Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka, pp. 149-150 and 174-175.
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Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri, I, pp. 131-134. For an overview of stories see http://sagnagrunnur.com/s/#legends/1/search/Marbendill (last accessed 02.04.2017).
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“‘Eg var að laga andskjólin fyrir eldhússtrompinum hennar móður minnar. En hleyptu mér nú niður aptur’”: see
Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri, I, p. 133.
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Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri, I, pp. 132-133; and Davíð Erlingsson, “Ormur, Marmennill, Nykur”,
p. 67.
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Davíð Erlingsson, “Ormur, Marmennill, Nykur”, pp. 67, 69 and 71-72.
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Siðan lét bóndi hann niður síga og er marbendill nú úr sögunni. Það bar til litlu eftir þetta, að bonda var sagt,
að 7 kýr sægráar að lit væru komnar þar í túnjaðarinn við fjöruna. Bóndi brá við skjótt, og þreif spýtukorn í
hönd sér, gekk svo þangað, sem kýrnar voru; en þær rásuðu mjög og voru óværar. Eptir því tók hann, að þær
höfðu allar blöðru fyrir grönum. Það þóttist hann og skilja, að hann mundi af kúnum missa, nema hann fengi
sprengt blöðrur þessar. Slær hann þá með kefli því […] á einni kúnni, og gat náð henni síðan. En hinna missti
hann, og stukku þ´r þegar í sjóinn. Þóttist hann þá skilja, að kýr þessar hefði marbendill sent sér í þakkar skyni
fyrir lausn sína. Þessi kýr hefir verið hinn mest dánumanns gripur sem á Íslandi hefir komið […].535

As this passage aptly shows, a sækú looks exactly like a regular cow, the major differences being
that it is usually greyish in colour (also called “sægrár”, lit. “sea-grey”) and features a bladder over
its nose (enabling it to breather under water). When the bladder is destroyed by means of smashing
it with a blunt object, the sækú turns into a regular cow, becoming landbound whilst keeping its
supernatural fertility. Such sækýr are mentioned in a total of nine stories in the Icelandic sagnagrunnur.536
The stories mentioned above show that a perception of a submerged land off the coast of a
country could have been extant in the north from an early point in time proceeding to live on in
Icelandic folklore. The fact that such an idea was not limited to one particular country, but rather
shared by many is suggested by the early story of Gotland in Guta saga. The opening lines of Guta
saga explain how Þieluar, the first man to colonise Gotland, stopped it from submerging and reemerging by lighting a bonfire on it: “Gutland hitti fyrsti maþr þan sum þieluar hit. þa war gutland
so eluist at þet daghum sanc Oc natum war uppi. En þann maþr quam fyrsti eldi a land Oc siþan
sanc þet aldri.”537 The question that immediately arises is whether these island stories were also
influenced by Irish narratives and motifs or whether we are dealing here with a shared idea, a
question which will be examined closely. As will be shown, these also reflect the Icelandic ideas
of fields existing below the waves (possibly also reflected on the Eggja rune stone inscription).
They also talk about both fish having grass stalks in their mouths when caught as well as boats
having blades of grass on their keels when they are pulled ashore.538
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Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri, I, p. 134.
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02.04.2017). For an example of a specific sækýr-narrative see Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri, I, p. 135.
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stories of Utrøst hold the catalogue numbers SIN 288-295, 300-301 and 805: see https://www2.hf.uio.no/eventyr_og_sagn/-index.php?asok=1&hkat=0&kat=358&oid=0 (last accessed 02.04.2017).
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5.2 Faroese Folk Legends

The beginning of Guta saga quoted above in Chapter 4.1, explaining how Þieluar claimed the
island by lighting a bonfire on it, thereby stopping Gotland from sinking during the night has eerily
close parallels to some later Faroese folk tales of how some of the later Faroese islands came into
existence.539 A version of the story of the genesis of the Faroese’s easternmost island of Fugloy
was published by the Faroese folklorist Jakob Jakobsen.540 According to the account, Fugloy was
a “flotoyggj”, a floating island, which men tried to fasten to the sea floor by throwing steel onto it.
However, there was apparently a large population of trøll living on the island who regularly
thwarted the men’s attempts by throwing the steel back into the sea. Finally, all the priests in the
Faroese were gathered together and put into a boat. While sailing towards Fugloy, the priests managed to hold the island in place, thereby preventing it from submerging while one priest threw a
bible onto the island. Thereby, the trøll were turned into grass sods and the island was finally
claimed by man.
A similar story is told of the island of Svínoy just south of Fugloy.541 According to the
account, the townspeople of Viðareiði on Viðoy, an island adjacent to both Svínoy and Fugloy,
were wondering about a sow who had given birth to piglets without having come near a boar.
Rumour had it that the sow would leave the village only to return pregnant shortly thereafter. One
time, a woman from Viðareiði managed to bind an iron key ring to the sow’s tail as she was departing. She saw that the sow went off into the sea and shortly thereafter, an island emerged from
the ocean. The people, having followed the sow, quickly manned boats and rowed out to the island.
The sow, however, having carried the iron key ring onto the island, fastened it on the sea floor
“[…] so that it was not a floating island anymore.”542 And due to its population of swine, the island
was henceforth called Svínoy. As Byberg has found, the story of the island of Svínoy is first mentioned in a travelogue composed by Lucas Jacobsøn Debes, published in Copenhagen in 1673 and
539

As Strömbäck has pointed out, numerous early accounts of people taking land with the aid of fire or iron can be
found in Landámabók. As Strömbäck notes, like fire and livestock, steel is a sign of culture (one can thus see parallels
to this account in some of the Icelandic settlement stories); see Dag Strömbäck, “Att helga land”, in Dag Strömbäck
(ed.), Folklore och Filologi: Valda uppsatser utgivna av Kungl. Gustav Adolfs Akademien, 13.8.1970, Acta Academiae
Regiae Gustavi Adolphi XLVIII (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells, 1970), pp. 135-165.
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The above summary follows the version of this story given in: Jakob Jakobsen, Sagnir og Æventýr, 2 vols
(Tórshavn: Pf. H. N. Jacobsens Bókahandil, 1984), I, p. 172.
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Although Byberg also mentions a version of this story, the following paragraph is summarized according to the
story given in Reimund Kvideland and Henning K. Sehmsdorf, Scandinavian Folk Belief and Legend (Oslo: Norwegian University Press, 1988), pp. 271-272; see also Byberg, “Dei lukkelege øyane”, pp. 154-155.
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Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, Scandinavian Folk Belief and Legend, p. 272.
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is therefore not recent.543 It has been noted that similar stories are also told of Mykines, the Faroese’s westernmost island.544 Byberg states, however, that the main task of such stories is to explain
how their names came to be. The same applies to legends of the Danish island of Boddum and the
Norwegian island of Foldøy which underline exactly how widespread the legend of the sinking
island is in the north.545
It is worth noting that another version of the sinking islands legend similar in many ways
to the Norwegian Utrøst legend which will be discussed below (see Chapter 5.3) is also extant in
Faroese folk legend, with some variation. Five stories, best grouped under the heading “At rógva
út við huldumonnunum” as has been done by Brimness, describe various situations in which a man
rows out to sea in order to go fishing.546 Here, one tells of an encounter with a hitherto unknown
boat with one or more “huldumenn” on board who throw their catch over into his boat. They then
fish together, catching fish in abundance. Another version takes place on land, where a fisherman’s
superior, actually a “huldumaður” in disguise, throws his catch into the man’s boat. It is usually
upon parting with the “huldumenn” that the protagonist remembers that he has forgotten his knife
in the “huldumaður”’s boat. Angry, the “huldumaður” throws the knife back on land, shouting
either “Bannaður verður tú, lukkumaður ert tú!” or “Ótakk skalt tú hava, tú takkaði mær ikki fyri
bátin!”, indicating that the protagonist will now have less luck.547 Here, once again, the implication
is that iron can stop the island of the hidden people from remaining out of sight.
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and Gylfaginning, p. 7.
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1940-1957), XII, pp. 68-72 and Þorsteinn Erlingsson, Þjóðsögur Þorsteins Erlingsonar (Reykjavík: Ísafoldarprentsmiðjan, 1954), pp. 220-222.
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Another group of related Faroese narratives is referred to as “Huldumenn og útróður”.548
This category of narratives builds upon the idea of “huldumenn” being good “útróðrarmenn” (lit.
“men rowing out”), that is to say good fishermen, who have great foresight both regarding the
weather and the best fishing grounds, as Brimness mentions:

Sum skilst, vóru huldumenn dugnaligir útróðrarmenn. Vanligt var at síggja huldubátar, at rógva aftan á og á
tan hátt finna góð mið. Gamalt er, at huldumenn vóru veðurskugdir. Hoyrdu men huldumenn fara til útróðrar,
kasta lunnar, fóru teir kristnu glaðir til útróðrar. Men drógu huldumenn bátin niðan aftur, fóru teir kristnu til
hús.549

Although these “útróður” stories seem to have some correlations to the Irish narratives discussed
above (see Chapter 4), it is worth keeping in mind, however, that in addition to the earlier material
noted above, the idea of mystical hidden islands can also be found in the Norwegian and Orcadian
legends, and most particularly those dealing with the island of “Utrøst” and the Fin folk, which
will be examined next. The former is a prime example of the Norwegian perception of submerged
or “floating” islands, which, like the Orcadian folklore material reveals the existence of a continuing, deep rooted Nordic tradition of submerged islands and cities as well as islands which keep reemerging. Indeed, such other magical islands are such frequent motifs throughout the corpus of
Nordic folk tales that they raise valid questions about whether the motif has a Celtic background.

5.3 “Gudskjelov, nå er jeg berga; dette er Utrøst”

A total of 11 folk legends recorded in Norway have been classified as belonging to the “Utrøst
legends”.550 In spite of this little has been written about these legends or their international context.551 There are, however, two key scholarly works that the present author will repeatedly be
548

Brimness gives a total of three examples for these kind of story type: see Brimness, Yvirnatúrlig motiv í føryska
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migratory legend is a legend that travels between various countries, thereby leaving its mark on the respective folklore
and adapting to the local conditions.
551
As Selberg correctly states, Byberg refers of 20 different versions of the Utrøst legend since he also takes historic
and topographic works from before 1850 into consideration. However, this scale of sources is too broad for the present
thesis which will here be concentrating on records of oral legends. The additional nine more general accounts found
by Byberg will thus be omitted, although they will be used in attempts to determine a terminus ante quem for the Utrøst
subject matter: see Torunn Selberg, “Sagnet om Utrøst: En evig fortelling?”, in Line Esborg and Dirk Johannsen (eds),
“En vild endevending av al virkligheit”: Norsk Folkeminnesamling i hundre år (Oslo: Novus Forlag, 2004), p. 1; and
Byberg, “Dei lukkelege øyane”, pp. 12-42.
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referring to throughout this subchapter. These are the MA thesis “Dei lukkelege øyane” i norsk
folketradisjion: Ei motivgransking by Jan E. Byberg (already quoted in the previous chapter) and
Torunn Selberg’s work “Sagnet om Utrøst: En evig foretelling?”. In addition to these two works,
both Reidar Th. Christiansen and Dag Strömbäck have briefly covered the Utrøst subject matter as
part of their respective fields of research (see further below), and some mention will also be made
of their arguments.
How the island of Utrøst was actually perceived and what its qualities and features are, is
best surmised by Selberg’s description:

Det blir fortalt at Utrøst befinner seg vest av Røst, ytterst i Lofoten hvor storhavet beginner. Forestillingen
var at Utrøst lå under havoverflaten, og der var det åkrer og gårder. Seilte man over Utrøst kunne det derfor
havne et kornaks i båten, noes om også ble oppfattet som et bevis på at folk hadde vært i havn på Utrøst når
de vendte tilbake552

While this is an apt summary, there is actually more to the Utrøst legend than Selberg mentions,
not least because the island of Utrøst itself is also met above the water surface, some characters in
the various narratives even being described as exploring it.553 It is also worth noting that the acres
are said to be the best and largest in the Nordland region of Norway, the animals and cattle living
on Utrøst being described as being considerably larger than their counterparts elsewhere.554 Furthermore, Utrøst has the key role of providing safety: when Utrøst is encountered by people fearing
to die at sea, the outcry “jeg/ hann/ vi er berga” is frequently iterated in the narratives associable to
the Utrøst theme.555
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Selberg, “Sagnet om Utrøst”, p. 1.
See, for example, Asbjørnsen and Moe, Norske Folke- og Huldre-Eventyr, pp. 53-54.
554
Asbjørnsen and Moe, Norske Folke- og Huldre-Eventyr, p. 54.
555
Asbjørnsen and Moe actually give “nu er jeg bjerget”: Asbjørnsen and Moe, Norske Folke- og Huldre-Eventyr, p.
54; see also Selberg, “Sagnet om Utrøst”, p. 54. Another story which closely parallels to the Utrøst legend is that of
Sandflesa, an island said to lie off the coast of Træna in Helgeland, Nordland, the narrative “Tuftefolket på Sandflesa”
being the most prominent of the stories connected to it: see P. Ch. Asbjørnsen, Norske Huldre-Eventyr og Folkesagn,
3rd edition (Christiansen: Forfatterns Forlag, 1870), pp. 343-349; and translated in Reidar Th. Christiansen, Folktales
of Norway, trans. into English, Pat Shaw Iversen (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1964), pp. 61-66.
553
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The 11 narratives that will be dealt with in this chapter can be grouped into a total four
types.556 The narratives catalogued as SIN 290557 and 301558 in the Norwegian folklore archive
(Norsk folkeminnesamling) form the first group of Utrøst stories. The frame of this type revolves
around the so-called “Utrøst mannen” leaving his homestead of Utrøst to interact with a human,
giving him the option of choosing between different items or events.559 However, the addressed
person hesitates in his decision making resulting in “Utrøst mannen” becoming annoyed, uttering
the proverb “Tenk i tome, Utrøst aldri opp for dome.”560 In short, they will never see Utrøst.
The second class of legends consists of SIN 291-294.561 The basic structure of these narratives runs as follows: a ship is on its way northwards from Bergen heading for Lofoten. On its way,
the ship and crew are surprised by a storm, losing their orientation. Just as their morale is in tatters,
they come across some land that is unknown to them. It is at this point that the narratives take
different courses. SIN 291 and 294 explain that the skipper discourages his crew from setting foot
on land. The helmsman is then addressed by the “Utrøst mannen”, offering him the key to Utrøst
which will enable him to find it anytime he needs as long as the skipper stays on Utrøst, something
he vehemently refuses to accept. The men then anchor in close proximity to the island, sailing
onwards after the tempest has gone down. In SIN 292, the sailors simply find shelter in a bay and,
after the storm has gone down, continue their journey. SIN 292 meanwhile appears to be a hybrid
of types 2 and 4, the narrative explaining that the ship has most probably sailed over Utrøst’s fields,
because it is found to have barley on its keel.
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The various stories referred to in this chapter will be referred to with their SIN number (that is the reference number
used by the Norks folkeminnesamling to manage their folk legends and stories). In addition and if not otherwise stated,
quotes from these stories as well as all information about them are taken from the Norsk folkeminnesamling’s webpage
(https://www2.hf.uio.no/eventyr_og_sagn/index.php?asok=1&hkat=0&-kat=358&-oid=0) and the respective sublinks relating to the respective narratives.
557
SIN 290 was collected by Johan Hveding and follows a story told by Eilert Olsen in Leiranger, Nordland. It was
published in Johan Hveding, Folketru og folkeliv på Hålogaland, Norsk Folkeminnelag 33 (Oslo: Johansen & Nielsen,
1935), p. 86.
558
SIN 301 was collected by Knut Strompdal from an unknown source in Helgeland, Nordland and was published in
Knut Strompdal, Gamalt frå Helgeland, Norsk Folkeminnelag 19 (Oslo: Johansen & Nielsen, 1929), pp. 6-7.
559
In the SIN 290 story, the “Utrøst mannen” visits the priest of Bodin (a parish in former Nordland commune), asking
him whether or not Utrøst may “koma inn under kyrkja i Bodin.” In SIN 300, the “Utrøst mannen” encounters a
fisherman and asks him to choose one out of three offered items: a “dunvær”, a “fiskevær” and a third thing having
been forgotten by the storyteller.
560
In SIN 290, the “Utrøst mannen” is described as saying “Ja, tenk deg om og tenk i tom, Utrøst skal ikkje bli upplaga
fyre dom.” These sayings basically refer to a supposition that Utrøst will not rise for the “dumb” who cannot decide.
561
All of these stories were collected by Johan Hveding and published in Hveding, Folketru og folkeliv på Hålogaland,
pp. 86-88. SIN 291 was recorded from Nils Ursin in Tysfjord, Nordland; SIN 292 was recorded from an unknown
source in Ofoten, Nordland; SIN 293 was recorded from Eilert Olsen in Leiranger, Nordland; SIN 294 was recorded
from an unknown source in Tysfjord, Nordland.
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The third group appears to contain the lengthiest and most detailed narratives associable
with the Utrøst legend. This group contains of SIN 288,562 289,563 295564 and SIN 289, also known
as “Skarverne fra Utrøst” collected by Asbjørnsen and Moe which, due to its obvious parallels to
the marmennill episodes of Landnámabók and Hálfs saga ok Hálfsrekka (noted above in Chapter
5.1) and its potential relationship to the inscription on Eggja rune stone will be summarized here
in some detail:565 The story tells how Isak, a poor fisher from Værøy near Røst goes fishing in
order to feed his starving children. While fishing on the sea, Isak is overwhelmed by a storm.
Fearing for his life, Isak throws his catch over board and heads for land as quickly as he can.
Ultimately, however, after having lost his orientation completely during his flight, Isak hears the
croaking of three cormorants. Shortly thereafter, Isak reaches a land unknown to him. As soon as
the boat reaches the shoreline, the storm disperses and the sun starts to shine. Upon exploring the
island, Isak sees vast barley fields and large cattle. He also encounters a little bearded man clad in
blue. To Isak’s astonishment, the man addresses him by his name and explains that the three cormorants Isak saw earlier are, in fact, his sons. Isak is then led to a magnificent house and is offered
board and lodging. The food and beverages here are seemingly inexhaustible. The next day, Isak
and the three sons go fishing, but Isak does not catch any fish. After having received a new fishing
rod from the “Utrøst mannen”, however, Isak’s fishing luck changes and he catches fish in abundance. After returning to Utrøst, Isak is allowed to keep the catch and is bed farewell. Immediately
thereafter, Isak finds himself again on the open sea, and heads for Bergen in order to sell his fish.
After having been able to buy a new boat and new equipment from the proceeds of his catch, Isak
is approached by the “Utrøst mannen”. After a short discussion, the man leaves Isak again, wishing
him luck and requesting that Isak “ikke skulle glemme dem som levede efter Naboen hans (i.e. the
deceased)” which Isak does not.566

562

SIN 288 was collected by Ivar Aasen from an unknown source in the Lofoten, Nordland and was published in Ivar
Aasen, Norske Minnestykke, Norsk Folkeminnelag 1 (Oslo: Johansen & Nielsen, 1923), pp. 58-60.
563
SIN 289 was collected by Knut Strompdal from an unknown source in Helgeland, Nordland and was also published
in Strompdal, Gamalt frå Helgeland, pp. 143-144. The close resemblance of SIN 289 to the story “Skarvene fra Utrøst”
collected by Asbjørnsen and Moe is clear. However, the author has here chosen to follow the version of the narrative
given by Asbjørnsen and Moe, rather than that given in SIN 289.
564
SIN 295 was collected by Ragnvald Mo from an unknown source in Saltdal, Nordland and was published in
Rangvald Mo, Dagar og År: Segner frå Salten. Norsk Folkeminnelag 37 (Oslo: Johansen & Nielsen, 1936), pp. 158159.
565
The following passage follows: Asbjørnsen and Moe, Norske Folke- og Huldre-Eventyr, pp. 53-59.
566
Asbjørnsen and Moe, Norske Folke- og Huldre-Eventyr, p. 59.
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The fourth category comprises of two narratives, SIN 300567 and SIN 805568 (and in hybrid
form SIN 292 noted above). Both stories explain that ships are said to have sailed over Utrøst’s
fields, something proven by the main fact that they are found to have blades of grass or barley on
their keels when pulled ashore (as in SIN 292). SIN 300 is more elaborate than SIN 805 in that the
narrative states that Utrøst lies eight sea miles (c. 15 km) off the coast. This category is rather
interesting in that it underlines the aspect of Utrøst being submerged (offering parallels to the earlier accounts noted above in Chapters 4, 5.1 and 5.2).
As one can see, there are occasional differences in the Utrøst stories in the sense that Utrøst
is both perceived as being a submerged land as well as an accessible island which, in the various
narratives, may and may not be accessed. The “Utrøst mannen” who appears in several cases is
presented as being both stationary on his home soil as well as described travelling to various landbound locations.
In terms of age, as Strömbäck has noted, Utrøst seems to be first noted in an old manuscript
dating to 1676.569 However, the passage in question is believed to be much older. Some reason
exists for it to be dated to 1591 at the latest. In a travelogue by the Italian Francesco Negris describing his journey through Scandinavia in the years 1664 to 1665, Negris states:
I Nærø Præstegjeld er der en Ø, […] og som kaldes Sklinden. […] men efter troværdige Menneskers Udsagn,
at den undertiden forsvinder for Tilskuernes Blikke, især hvis man særlig søger den. Der findes paa den nogle
ubetydelige Fjeldtoppe, og ligeledes voxer der Buske og Smaatræer. Jeg vilde didud og se den, men man
fraraadede mig det, fordi den, som de sige, er usynlig for den, som netop gaar du paa at søge den. Og desuden
vilde ingen paa denne Aarstid i en liden Baad vove sig du paa et Hav som dette, hvor der intetsteds findes en
Havn at ty til.570

567
It is worth bearing in mind, however, that SIN 300 is the only narrative in the Norsk folkeminnesamling’s online
archive (quoted above) regarding the Utrøst legend that was collected in Frøya, Sør-Trøndelag by Ola Ryssdal from
an unknown source. It has been published in NFS Ola Ryssdal 3, p. 122. SIN 300 also gives the name of Utrøst as
“Utfroan” and “Haltenbanken.”
568
SIN 805 was collected by V. Riksheim following the story given by H. Sund in Vefsn, Nordland and was published
in NFS Vilhjelm Riksheim 1, p. 10.
569
Strömbäck, “Att helga land”, p. 146.
570
Ludvig Daae, “Italierneren Francesco Negris Reise i Norge 1664-1665”, Historisk Tidskrift (Norsk) 2. 6 (1888), pp.
129-130. The entry in question in Latin reads as follows: “Incolæ Roestenses Japyga versus aliam observarunt insulam,
Udrøest dictam, duobus milliaribus circumscriptam, quae accedente subinde mari undis obruta oculorum obtutui se
quasi subducit, refluente autem sursum comparet. Talem terram Norlandi Huldeland vocant:” see Strömbäck, “Att
helga land”, p. 146. See also note 3 on the same page; and see Daae, “Francesco Negris Reise”, p. 130 note 1. An
analogous translation presented by the present author runs as follows: “The inhabitants of Roest have at other times
observed an island when facing east-northeast, which is called Udrøest, circumscribing two thousand (paces?), which
is concealing itself from the eyes’ gaze often utilizing the sea’s waves as if it hides, during ebb, however, it is visible
above (the sea). Such land is named Huldeland in the Norland.”
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This suggests that the Utrøst legend’s subject matter and/ or at least the perception of magical
islands lying off the coast of Norway in general was probably extant in Norwegian folklore from a
rather early point.
But what do the Utrøst stories have to tell us about the Guðmundr complex? Firstly, it is
noteworthy the Utrøst legend and the perceived location of Guðmundr’s Glasisvellir appear to correlate in that regard that they both are perceived to lie in the northern part of Norway. Secondly,
both the “Utrøst mannen” and Guðmundr share the same initial position, namely that of a sovereign
over their respective territory. Unfortunately, this is where the parallels stop.

5.4 The Rest of Scandinavia and Orkney

5.4.1 The Fin Folk in Orcadian Folklore

The perception of aquatic beings populating the seas, magical vanishing islands and submerged
cities clearly also thrives in Orcadian folklore, possibly due, in some part, to Orkney’s rugged
insular nature and its close connections to Norway over time.571 A prominent aquatic race in Orcadian legend are the so-called “Fin folk”.572 The Fin folk in these accounts are a little different,
mostly depicted as being hostile to humans, either trying to lure men into the sea or abduct people
from the shoreline in order to take them to their respective islands of Hildaland (the insular homestead of the Fin folk in many legends), Eynhallow or Sule Skerry or the submerged city of “Finfolkaheem”. If the abduction in question is not thwarted by intervention from magically skilled
humans the abducted person is usually lost forever. If women who have been abducted are later
encountered after having been married to a male Fin spouse, it is noteworthy that they usually do
not want to leave their spouse’s side, stating either that they love them and have children with them,
or that they have it better in the world of the Fin folk than in their former lives.

571

Norse rule over Orkney can be attested from c. 800 onward on the basis of archaeological as well as written sources.
Subsequently, various Norse jarls governed the Orkneys until 1468, when, due to a marriage, the Orkneys were politically transferred and subsequently James III of Scotland (1451/2-1488) acquired the title of jarl in 1470, leading to a
breakdown of the official Nordic connections: see William P. L. Thomson, History of Orkney (Edinburgh: The Mercat
Press, 1987), pp. 12-23 and 125 (especially p. 17).
572
“A large number of stories relate to a race of people known as Finns [that is the Fin folk] who, it seems, inhabited
these island, or at least visited them, before or at the same time as the Norsemen. The were accredited with extraordinary powers, being able to make themselves invisible or to adopt the shape of a fish or a bird. […] They could also
raise winds to wreck the ships of their enemies and then change that gale into calm”: see James R. Nicolson, Shetland
Folklore (London: Robert Hale Limited, 1981), p.85.
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A prime example of this kidnapping character trait of the Fin folk which also mentions their
underwater city of Finfolkaheem is the story “The City at the Bottom of the Sea”. 573 Since it has
particularly illuminating qualities with regard to the main points being made in this chapter, and to
highlight certain potential similarities to the Utrøst stories, this narrative will be summed up here
in some detail: It tells of a man called Arthur, who was a very handsome man from the island of
Sanday. Rumours of his good-looks had spread far and wide, also gaining attention from a pair of
deep blue eyes in the water. One day, after Arthur’s betrothal to a lady named Clara, he was apparently walking along the shoreline of Hamaness, when he was mesmerized the by the said blue eyes,
and dragged into the water. On awakening, Arthur found himself in a boat with a beautiful Fin
woman named Auga who was steering the vessel out into the open sea. All of sudden, she recited
an incantation which caused the boat to submerge and travel to the submerged city of Finfolkaheem, which is described in detail as being very beautiful, large and splendorous.574 Arthur, after
having been kissed by the said Fin woman, gained the ability to breathe under water. On their
arrival, Auga proceeded to marry Arthur immediately, by means of various ceremonies. During the
first ceremony, Auga and Arthur were supposed to share a meal equally but then a black cat appeared, eating some of Arthur’s part. The same then happened during the second ceremony, in
which Auga and Arthur were supposed to share equally some wine. Here, the black cat appeared
once again, now spilling some of Arthur’s wine. The last ceremony was supposed to conclude the
wedding, and involved Auga and Arthur lying in bed together. Once again, the black cat appeared,
this time transforming itself into an eel, lying between Auga and Arthur and thereby intercepting
any sexual attempt that was made by Arthur. When Auga and Arthur were in each other’s arms,
the black cat then interrupted the pair one last time, now taking Arthur’s finger and painting a cross
on Auga’s forehead. With a screech, Auga let loose of Arthur who suddenly found himself back
on the shoreline from which he had been abducted. He is now in the arms of his aunt Marion.
Indeed, it had been her who had not given up on Arthur and, being skilled in magic, had deliberately
spoiled all Auga’s attempts to lay any claim on Arthur. Ultimately, he and Clara are reunited and,
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The summary follows the story as given in Tom Muir, The Mermaid Bride and Other Orkney Folk Tales (Kirkwall:
The Orcadian Limited [Kirkwall Press], 2001), pp. 36-44.
574
“When they came to the bottom of the sea they found themselves in the middle of a great town. Auga led Arthur
into a grand palace. In the entrance hall he saw the women servants at work, grinding pearls between quernstones.
They came to a room called the silver chamber […]” and later on in the narrative, the foy chamber of Finfolkaheem is
described as follows: “Arthur had never seen such a lovely place in his life. The walls, pillars, roof and floor were
made from crystal and everything shone with a strange phosphorescent glow.”: see Muir, The Mermaid Bride, pp. 3738.
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shortly thereafter, married. According to the legend rumour has it that one can still hear Auga’s
wailing on the shores of Hamaness. Apparently, this story features many parallels to Norwegian
legends of women being almost married off to huldre men at Uppland dairies, so-called sætres, in
Norway.575
Stories revolving around the island of Eynhallow, another island directly linked with the
Fin folk in several stories, is another fitting example to demonstrate that the Orcadian folklore, like
that in Hilda-Land and Hether Blether (see below), has its own legends of emerging and submerging islands. Eynhallow, a small island between Mainland and Rousay, is first mentioned in Old
Norse sources as Eyin helga (“The Holy Island”), in Chapter 97 of the 12th century Orkneyinga
saga:

En er Jón vængr spurði, at Sveinn hafði handtekit brœðr hans, en vissi eigi, hvat er hann hafði gǫrt, þá fór
hann í Eyna helgu ok tók þar Óláf, son Sveins Ásleifarsonar, fóstra Kolbeins hrúgu, ok fór með í Vestrey.576

This passage has encouraged scholars to assume that a monastery or a similar building built by
Celtic monks must have existed on the island before the 12th century, an idea still being referred to
in works dating to the beginning of the 20th century.577
The origin story of the island of Eynhallow, “How the Fin Folk Lost Eynhallow”, explains
how Eynhallow became an actual island:578 starting like any other fairy abduction account, it tells
of how one day, the fisherman Thorodale and his beautiful wife were gathering shells on the shoreline when he suddenly heard her screaming. He turned around only to witness helplessly how a Fin
man was hauling his wife into the sea. Thereupon, Thorodale swore an oath to take revenge on the
entire Fin population, while trying to get his wife back. However, time passed, and one day
Thorodale heard the voice of his wife, telling him that she was lost forever. However, if he wanted
revenge, he should seek the advice of a witch. He did this, and was informed by the witch that it
would hurt the Fin folk most if they lost a part of Hildaland (the Fin folk’s homeland noted above).
She then explained to Thorodale how he should proceed to get his revenge. Thereafter, Thorodale
575

Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, Scandinavian Folk Belief and Legend, pp. 217-218.
Orkneyinga saga, ed. Finnbogi Guðmundsson, Íslenzk fornrit XXXIV (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag,
1965), pp. VIII and 269; see also Simek and Hermann Pálsson, Lexikon der altnordischen Literatur, pp. 296-297.
577
Orkneyinga saga, p. 269 note 1; see also Sophia Kingshill and Jennifer Westwood, The Fabled Coast: Legends and
Traditions from Around the Shores of Britain and Ireland (London: Arrow Books, 2014), p. 338; and Tom Muir,
Orkney Folk Tales (Stroud: The History Press, 2014), p. 85.
578
This summary follows the version of the narrative given in Muir, The Mermaid Bride, pp. 136-140. The same
narrative under the title “Eynhallow” is also given by Muir, Orkney Folk Tales, pp. 85-90; see also Kingshill and
Westwood, The Fabled Coast, pp. 338-339.
576
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set out to the Odin Stone in Stenness where the following night he performed a ritual. On returning
home, Thorodale then set up a chest filled to the brim with salt, meanwhile keeping three satchels
close at hand. Finally, one summer’s morning, Thorodale suddenly beheld a newly risen island
which was just off his house. Calling out for his boys to gather the satchels and the chest and to
make the boat ready, Thorodale kept his eyes on the emerged island out of fear it might submerge
if he lost sight of it. While his boys rowed the boat towards the island, Thorodale stood in the prow,
fending off assaults of various illusions summoned by the Fin folk by throwing salt at them. On
their trip, the group was also attacked by mermaids, who Thorodale cursed by throwing crosses at
them. Upon setting foot on the freshly emerged island, Thorodale was then met by an enormous
monster but also managed to defeat it with the help of salt. Immediately thereafter, Thorodale encountered the Fin man who had abducted his wife and threw a cross prepared with sticky grass at
him, hitting him in the face. Screaming in agony, the Fin man then fled, followed by all the other
creatures on the island. Following this, Thorodale instructed his sons to go around the island, drawing circles with the salt from the chest. Unfortunately, one of his sons had larger hands than the
other two, meaning that he used up his salt before finishing the ninth circle. As a result, in spite of
now being fastened in position, Eynhallow is still a magical place. Here, like in other narratives,
the island is kept in sight by the use of a form of civilization, with the salt serving as a preservative
and a cultural agent (like the steel or iron which is said to be used in various other narratives discussed so far, see Chapter 4.1). It is clear, however, that Hildaland is a wider place and concept
that just one island.
Other Orcadian stories mentioning Hildaland, the homeland of the Fin folk (as described
above), are the legends of “Hether Blether” and, unsurprisingly, “Hildaland”.579 These two stories
bear a striking resemblance not only to the start of the legend of Eynhallow but also to the “At
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The narrative “The Blinding of Tam Scott” (closely related to accounts discussed in Bo Almqvist, “Midwife to the
Fairies (ML 5070) in Icelandic Tradition” mentioned in note 114 above) describes how Tam Scott, a ferry man, is
addressed by large man who asks him to ferry him and his cow. Tam agrees and after an odyssey through the various
straits of the Orkneys, the man finally blindfolds Tam as they reach the island of Hildaland. However, since the blindfold does not totally cover all of Tam’s sight, he is able to behold some of the events that occur on the island. After
returning home and a year has passed, Tam recognizes the man he ferried earlier and addresses him. Unfortunately for
Tam, the man is very displeased at this, opening a box filled with powder with which he blinds Tam: see Muir: The
Mermaid Bride, pp. 30-33. The frame narrative of “Hether Blether” is mirrored in the story of “The House on Sule
Skerry”, preserved in Muir, The Mermaid Bride, pp. 151-152. In this narrative, two sailors are blown out into the
Atlantic Ocean by a storm that surprised them while they were out fishing. They are then stranded upon the island of
Sule Skerry, and are surprised to find a house on it. Here, a young woman answers the door, and the two men receive
the hospitality of her and her Fin spouse. The next day and after the weather has cleared, the men return home, telling
the people of their hometown of their adventure: see Muir, The Mermaid Bride, pp. 151-152. Yet another narrative
which follows this narrative structure is “The Vanishing Island”: see Muir, Orkney Folk Tales, pp. 79-84.
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rógva út við huldumonnunum” narratives from Faroese folklore discussed above (see Chapter 5.2).
In short, the narrative of “Hether Blether” (also written as “Heather-Bleather”) describes how a
young woman was abducted while cutting peats.580 She was approached by a man and, lured by his
eloquence, followed him to his homestead. She was not seen again, and thought dead by those
home. However, one day, her father and her two brothers were caught in a fog while out fishing at
sea. Instantly, the men lost their orientation. Luckily, however, the boat reached land and the men
assumed they had come across Eynhallow. Exploring the island, they then stumbled across an enormous house. on knocking on the door, the men were greeted by their daughter/ sister who they
thought had died many years previously. The men were welcomed with hospitality and even met
the Fin spouse who had abducted their relative. After the fog had dispersed, the men decided to
leave and the father, after having unsuccessfully pleaded with daughter to return to them, received
a knife from her which gave him the possibility to visit his daughter whenever he so wishes.581
Unfortunately, upon manning the boat, the father lost the knife meaning that this ability was lost.
Apparently, the men had landed on the island of Hether Blether, which “can still sometimes be
seen west of Eynhallow, but remains untrod by human foot.”582
The story of “Hildaland” explains, how another girl, in this case one called Annie Norn,
was abducted by a Fin man while gathering salt water to prepare soup for dinner.583 Years later, a
ship with her cousin Willie on board found itself in distress as a result of a thunderstorm and a
fierce wind, which were followed by a thick fog. After the wind went down, the ship lay at rest in
the waters until Annie suddenly appeared and boarded it, leading it into a land-locked bay. The
place to which they had come, island of Hildaland is described as having “beautiful hills and valleys, with many burns babbling down the hillsides, sparkling in the sunshine as they ran through
green valleys.”584 Here, the crew were led to yet another great house, this one belonging to Annie
and her Fin spouse. After having enjoyed the hospitality of their hosts, the crew were bidden to
leave for the fog had now cleared. The skipper complained about not knowing the way, but it was
explained to him that Annie’s husband would tow their boat for them if they paid him a shilling
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This summary that follows is based on that given in Muir, The Mermaid Bride, pp. 113-114. For the alternative
spelling see Kingshill and Westwood, The Fabled Coast, p. 339.
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each. Upon saying farewell, the Fin man then lured the crew into playing a game of cards. Shortly
after the game began, however, the entire crew fell asleep, only awakening after they had reached
the cliffs of Gaitnip, Mainland.
In the light of the above discussed Faroese, Icelandic and Utrøst folk legends, it appears
that the perception of magical, sub- and (re-)emerging islands is indigenous to the Scandinavian
and North Sea area and without the explicit need of Celtic influence being applied to it.

5.4.2 Mystical Islands in Later Danish and Swedish Legends

Outside Norway and the North Atlantic Islands, there is little evidence regarding more modern legends of
submerged lands or rising and sinking islands regarding Denmark and those extant legends that do exist are
usually explanatory in nature as with many of the Faroese legends; in short they explain how an island got
its name.585 With regard to the legends of the two sunken islands of Vænø and Glænø which are said to
have lain off the coast of Sjælland, these simply explain that they have sunken at some point which led
Byberg to conclude that “ […] her må ein vera varsam med å tolka dette som eit supranormalt drag.” 586
Likewise, apart from the earlier-noted legend of the origin of Gotland, the motifs of submerged
lands and “peekaboo” islands also appear to be fairly uncommon in Sweden. All the same, it is interesting
to note that, the idea of a jätte who apparently lives on an unknown island was quite popular in both the
Götaland and Värmland regions in southern and western Sweden. This, like the early Faroese legends,
ranges back to the 16th century in its oldest forms.587 The story “Sjömännen och jätten” (J63ADE), collected
by Bengt af Klintberg in Bro, Värmland is comparatively typical and runs as follows:588 a jätte, after unsuccessfully wooing a local woman, flees Bro for he cannot stand the sound of the church bells. One day,
after having settled in Greenland, he is approached by sailors who tell the jätte that they are from the same
parish as him.589 Thereupon, the jätte gives them a belt to be handed to his love and a shrine which is to be
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placed in the church of Bro. Furthermore, the men are asked to let loose a dog the giant left at home. Getting
stranded on an island on their way home, the sailors bind the belt around a tree which immediately shoots
up its roots to Greenland. Thereafter, the men open the shrine, setting the entire island ablaze. Once back
home again, the men do not dare to let loose the hound.
However intriguing the idea of a strange jätte on an island may be, as previously repeatedly mentioned in the Irish chapter above, there is no evidence that Guðmundr is a giant (or in this case a jätte even
though he apparently lives near Jötunheimar and is large) or that Glasisvellir is an island.590

5.4.3 “The Other” in Nordic Folk Legends of Mystical Islands

Considering the examples given above about Scandinavian and Orcadian legends, it is worth keeping in mind that the Orcadian equivalent of the “Utrøst mannen” is not depicted as being hostile
towards humans. Furthermore, both he and the Fin folk have the shared character trait of being
liminal in the regard to roam freely both on land and in water (both actual and otherworldly), which
hints at similar conceptions and, indeed, a similar background. Like Guðmundr, they also break
the boundaries of the usual conception of “living” and “dead”, with the “Utrøst mannen” clearly
being deceased, yet “alive” to some (figurative?) extent (see the “Skarvene fra Utrøst” story investigated above, Chapter 5.3). The Fin folk also appear to be liminal (very much like the Icelandic
huldufólk and the Nordic huldre or underjordiske) in that they can reach into our world, but their
kidnapped victims are “lost” for ever to the human society if the abduction is not immediately
thwarted by magical means.591 It thus remains unclear in the stories, whether the kidnapped person
is in an otherworldly realm in this world or in the Realm of the Dead. If the latter is the case, one
might imagine potential parallels with the Tech Duinn (“Donn’s House”) of Irish mythology, an
exclusive Realm of the Dead situated on another rugged island, as well the admittedly rather volatile and variable conception of the Welsh otherworld Annwfn (also Annwn).592 Similar potential
parallels are the ideas of Avalon (see Chapter 4 above), and even the Irish paradisiacal islands
discussed earlier although it is worth noting that there seems to be little paradisiacal about the North
Sea islands discussed above.
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As has been noted above, Orcadian folklore tradition (unlike that of Shetland for some reason) features a broad variety of aquatic realms, ranging from the islands of Eynhallow, Hildaland
and Sule Skerry and the submerged city of Finfolkaheem. Their close parallels (both in form and
in types of narrative) to Utrøst with regard to both their fictionality or actuality, their submerged
and/ or (re-)emerged quality, and their connections to other Nordic legendary traditions (in Iceland,
the Faroes, Sweden and Denmark) certainly suggests strongly that the conception of magical maritime islands was a widely shared idea on the Scandinavian and North Sea regions. Their inherent
differences to the highly Christian Irish tradition implies that if both traditions are related, then they
must have roots in much earlier pre-Christian shared tradition.
It is worth noting, however, that as with the Iris accounts, there appears to be no direct
correlation whatsoever between the Nordic legends revolving around magical islands (and figures
like the Orcadian Fin folk) and the Old Norse perceptions relating to Guðmundr and Glasisvellir
perceptions, on either a narrative as well as on an attributive level, unless we widen the Nordic
magical island traditions to include them in the field of those relating to the “fairy folk”, that is
figures like the huldufólk and the Norwegian huldre, as Byberg and Selberg have suggested (see
above, Chapter 5.3).

5.5 Conclusive Remarks

As has been shown above, the motif of magical sub- and (re-)emerging islands which are difficult
to reach appears to be a fairly old motif in northern Europe in terms of age. Indeed, one might argue
that it is present in Old Norse literature right from the beginning as can be seen in Vǫluspá 59:
Sér hon upp koma
iorð ór ægi
falla forsar
sá er á fialli

oðro sinni
iðiagrœna;
flýgr ǫrn yfir,
fisca veiðir.593

Granted, it appears evident that this motif must be regarded in the cosmic sense it refers to (regarding the world as a whole). Nonetheless, as has been noted, the passage in Landnámabók referring
to marmennlar, which are later seen as having both submerged houses and cattle, and as well as
Guta saga’s opening passage quoted above (see Chapter 4.1) both suggest that the idea was old.
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Indeed, if one was to follow Grønvik’s interpretation of the inscription on the Eggja rune stone,
which was supported by Hauge, one could argue that the perception of underwater worlds existed
in Norway in c. 650-700, thus even predating the guessed date of origin for various Hiberno-Latin
and Gaelic works dealing with magical islands as undersea worlds which are set to the late 8th
century at the earliest.594 That these ideas lived on in the North, and were relatively widespread in
Nordic folklore can be seen from the various narratives in Faroese folklore regarding the origin of
several islands, most noteworthy of which the stories regarding Fugløy and Svínøy respectively
(see Chapter 5.2); the “peekaboo” islands of the Fin folk, namely Eynhallow, Hildaland and Sule
Skerry as well as the Fin folk’s apparently submerged city of Finfolkaheem in Orcadian folklore
(see Chapter 5.4.1), as well as the various legends regarding the island of Utrøst in Norwegian
folklore (see Chapter 5.3).
As yet unmentioned are various factual accounts dealing with actual natural phenomena
which would have helped to suggest such ideas. From the Early Modern period in Britain, we have
is the account of the regularly re-appearing English sand bank of Scroby Sands near Great Yarmouth in Norfolk.595 In more recent times, Icelanders, of course, have witnessed the birth of the
island of Surtsey, beginning on the 14th November 1963, c. 30 km off the southern coast of Iceland,
an island that is already being to recede.596
Other possible explanations that might explain the origin of such narratives regarding suband (re-)emerging islands could be found in real life experiences of optical illusions, such as the
so-called Fata Morgana variant (also known as hafgerdingar effect), a type of optical illusion
where a superior mirage is perceived.597 Here, the scale of islands out at sea can be perceived as
larger than they actually are. Their outlines can also be perceived as being different from what they
are in reality with the sky can “growing” spikes and thorns. Similarly, islands can be perceived as
actual, where in reality no island exists. Fata Morganas, which occur in specific light conditions,
build on what is called a temperature inversion, whereby hot air and cold air interact with each
594
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other in a way that the warm air passes through the cold air layer, thereby bending the light rays
down, something which causes the human eye to perceive a mirage above (hence superior) the
actual object.598
After having discussed the shared qualities of the various Scandinavian and North Sea region’s otherworldly realms and their potential links to Glasisvellir, it is now time to discuss information on the sovereign of said otherworldly territories (see Chapter 5.3) and consider possible
parallels to Guðmundr. As has been seen, the concept of a ruler (or at least a provost) of the Nordic
magical island seems to be a rather common, recurrent motif in the body of Nordic legends noted
above. The figures in question are usually male, unlike the Irish narratives in which the protagonist
is usually welcomed by a female ruler. The physiognomy of these characters is rarely commented
on, outside the fact that they seem to be humanoid in appearance (it might be remembered that the
Irish narratives highlight the beauty and purity of the female rulers). The “Utrøst mannen” in the
“Skarverne fra Utrøst” narrative is nonetheless described as being clad in blue and having a beard.
It might be borne in mind that these characters where mentioned fulfil different narrative
purposes in their respective stories. In the early Icelandic folk legends, the marmennill (although
not directly stated to be a ruler of an island) is primarily a device by which another figure gains
riches or knowledge which they would otherwise not be able to receive (for example learning that
the wife is cheating or mischievous or the existence of a plot against the protagonist). In Orcadian
folklore, the otherworldly rulers are usually met by accident, when sailors or entire ships seek
shelter during a violent thunderstorm which causes them to lose their orientation. Despite this dire
situation and the Fin folk usually being described as a treacherous bunch, the respective Fin men
in the stories treat the men in distress with hospitality, offering them board and lodging until the
storm as ceased and they can continue their journey. The same holds true for the “Utrøst mannen”
of Norwegian folklore, who helps sailors in distress, but is also described as interacting with the
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human realm on his own behalf, as occurs in the Fin folk’s abduction scenes. Following Propp’s
morphology, these figures are essentially “Helpers” rather than protagonists – just like Guðmundr.
In spite of this, we nonetheless still face the face that Guðmundr himself, even if he is a “helping”
ruler who lives in the north, is never said to live on an island.
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6. Final Conclusions

To briefly recapitulate on the main points made in this thesis: the various perceptions of magical,
otherworldly islands off the coast in both Irish and Nordic literature and folklore all share their
maritime location with the idea of a ship travelling thither and back again. The islands in all cases
are inhabited by humanoids, with the ruler being (most predominately) male in the Nordic ones
(female rulers are only explicitly mentioned in the Irish narratives). The descriptions of these islands often lead to the conclusion that they represent a brighter otherworld (Irish tales regularly
highlight the beauty and purity of the islands which often have paradisiacal overtones). Some, and
especially these in Ireland are clearly interpreted as being Realms of the Dead (see also the “Utrøst
mannen”’s affiliation with the drowned and the Eggja rune stone inscription, discussed in chapter
5.1 above.)599 If we compare these motifs to those of Guðmunde and Glasisvellir, it is certainly
clear that he is posited as having a close relationship with otherworldly beings, and in at least one
case, he is depicted as living in close proximity to a Realm of the Dead. All the same, it is also
clear that Glasisvellir itself is neither an island, nor a Realm of the Dead. This conception of liminal
mystical submerged worlds certainly appears to be fairly old, both in Scandinavia and the entire
North Sea region, where the evidence might even predate written Irish sources (see Chapters 2.9.2
and 4.1). Indeed, the age of the Nordic material raises valid questions about need for the potential
Irish influence on the specific Scandinavian and North Sea region’s perception of magical islands
(if such settings are assumed to have any connection with the Guðmundr narrative.) Indeed, as has
been noted in the Conclusion of Chapter 5, one should not forget that the idea of magical, otherworldly islands off the coast may well derive from a shared idea known in similar maritime cultures
based on visual illusions of land rising out of the sea or even on real world events, such as the
witnessed factual emergences of sand banks and islands as a result of volcanic activity or other
natural phenomena and, by the same token, their destruction by the same natural forces, phenomena
which needed some form of explanation. Along with the daily occurrence of tidal change and land
appearing to sailors over the horizon, all of these phenomena will have occured rather frequently
as part of the lives of those living in coastal regions, and especially those who regularly traversed
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the living environment shared by all the people whose stories have been investigated in this investigation.
In terms of difference, it is apparent first of all that the Irish stories described in Chapter 3
seldom focus their description on only one island in their narratives. Here, it is also clear that the
islands fulfil different narrative functions for the various narrative styles. In the echtrae stories for
example, the islands described are either the ultimate goal or a descriptive element used to embellish the narrative which commonly describes a myriad of otherworldly islands thought to the west
off the coast of Ireland. In contrast to the echtrae narrative, both the immrama and Navigatio-like
narratives always depict the islands as both the goal of the protagonist’s interest and as independent
challenges that the hero has to overcome, to grow with and to learn from (as in the case of Homer’s
Odysseé). None of these motifs apply to either the accounts from Nordic folklore or the Guðmundr
story. These islands are also usually described as beautiful and pure, free of original sin and transgression. They furthermore feature a kind of timelessness, because their state of sinlessness and
ever-lasting youth is said to last until Judgement Day. Their Christian aura is hard to ignore. Either
way, none of these features apply to either the Nordic legends or Glasisvellir.
While most of the folk legend islands like the Irish islands certainly feature some sort of
sovereign ruling over them which might offer some parallel to Guðmundr) it is clear that – in the
echtrae stories, this ruler usually takes the shape of a female figure who first seeks the protagonist
in his factual environment, trying to persuade him to follow her to her homestead, to live with her
there until Judgement Day in the pure environment the island constitutes (see Chapters 5.3 and
5.4). The same applies to the immrama and Navigatio stories which also feature numerous sovereigns, most of whom are also female. Unlike the women of the echtrae narratives, however, these
rulers do not seek out people elsewhere. Like Guðmundr, (for the main part) they remain fixed on
their respective territories where they are encountered by the various protagonists of the narratives
in question. These rulers usually depict and feature the same qualities as their respective islands,
which means that they tend to be pure, beautiful and without sin and transgression.
It can thus be conclusively stated that the Irish islands share some faint links with the folkloristic islands of the Nordic region in terms of their rather positive descriptions, their comparative
timelessness (although this is limited to the period until Judgement Day in the case of some Irish
islands) as well as is their featuring of a ruler figure who, in some cases, even seeks contact with
the human world (see the echtrae stories in Chapter 3.4 and, for example, the “Utrøst mannen” in
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the first group of the narratives related to him, see Chapter 4.3). It should nonetheless be remembered that there are obvious differences between Guðmundr and the Irish rulers, and in the nature
of the various realms.
One can now ask whether the correlations noted above are enough to establish the possibility that the idea of magical otherworldly islands should have originated in Ireland and, spread from
there to the Nordic and the North Sea region, thereby influencing the respective indigenous literary
cultures? As has been noted above, there is good reason to argue that the Nordic idea of submerged
and emerging magical worlds out at sea actually predates the material from Ireland. Furthermore,
it is worth considering the view of the Norwegian folklorist Reidar Th. Christiansen who investigated numerous different folk legends of the North Sea area, including those telling of important
tales of magical islands off the coasts. Christiansen concluded by putting them all in the context of
the wide range of legends that deal with the relationship between humans and “the other”, which
in Nordic folklore tends to take the form of elves and fairies (in shape of figures like the underjordiske and huldre), as well as other hidden beings and monstrosities.600 Christiansen concludes
that the reprocessing of interactions with “the other(s)” in narrative form is a long-standing tradition
in Nordic legend:
Det nemlig at alle disse sagn om »de andre« ikke er som et stort Corpus legendarum mythicarum, med hvert
led på like linje, men nedslag av en forestillingsrekke, som taper sig langt, langt tilbake i tiden, man hvis
senere utløpere forstsetter ubrudt inn i vår tid.601

On the basis of this (as Selberg agrees, see below), one could argue that the Orcadian legends of
the Fin folk, Eynhallow and Hildaland, the story of Utrøst with its “Utrøst mannen” and those
dealing with Guðmundr (the personification of liminality as shown in Chapter 2.9.2), all essentially
represent encounters with “the other” (naturally differing in form to varying degrees depending on
the environments in which people lived) for the Norwegian people living in the North Sea area.
Torunn Selberg builds on Christiansen’s view of the Utrøst folk legend, amplifying this
aspect of the legends describing with “the other”, when can end either in the better or worse for the
interacting person:
600
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Det – eller de – som matte være på land var noe man skulle passe seg for, på samme måten som en skulle
være forsiktig når en var i kontakt med huldrefolket. Motivet viser slektskapet mellom versjoner av Utrøstsagnet og huldretradisjonen hvor det fortelles om at nært samkvem med huldrefolket kan føre til ulykke, og
til at folk blir tatt i berget. Men i andre fortellinger, både om Utrøst og huldreverdenen, er det slik at kontakten
med den andre verden fører til velstand og lykke.602

Selberg also highlights the political as well as cultural influences the Utrøst legend has had and
still has on Norwegian society.603
Byberg in his comprehensive study regarding magical islands in Scandinavia and the North
Sea region in general and Utrøst in particular, also considered various different possibilities for the
form and development of the Utrøst legend (which also applies to the other legends discussed in
Chapter 5 above). While he examined the faint possibility that the legend was influenced by other
medieval works (geographic, hagiographic and more), Latin and/ or Scottish-Gaelic works, he concludes that:

Såleis ser me at skilnaden mellom dei norske forteljingane om sjøferd til Utrøst og immrama og Navigatio
ikkje berre er stor når det gjeld innhaldet og dei i grunnen høyrer heime i ein annan samanheng: det er berre
en liten tematisk analogi […] og teorien om ein ubroten tradisjon frå Homer til Hveding diför må avvisast,
endå så gjævt det høyrest når folketradisjonen er utgamal og traderingsrekkjene endelause.604

Although Byberg also acknowledged early indigenous sources as a possible point of origin for the
Utrøst legend, it is worth noting that Byberg never regarded the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject
matter as being relevant to this discussion unlike those who have sought to connect it to the Irish
material. Due to this omission of Guðmundr from his thorough investigation regarding magical
islands, it might be said that Byberg (unlike Ellis Davidson and Egeler) passively admits that
Guðmundr and Glasisvellir do not constitute part of the narrative tradition of such places in spite
of their strong association with northern Norway.
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Along with the material presented above, Byberg’s argument raises valid questions about
whether the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter should be seen as being shaped by foreign
influence, not least because as has been shown in previous chapters (see especially Chapter 5
above), if one wishes to look for roots in accounts of magical islands or underwater realms there
are other existing stories in Scandinavian and North Sea folklore that are more apt and, considering
their narrative structure and their motifs used, are more relevant.
This brings us back to the ultimate question of where the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject
matter appears to fit into this international pattern of narrative? As has been investigated above in
Chapters 2.9.1 and 2.9.2, Guðmundr, like his realm of Glasisvellir, certainly, at first glance appears
to have several faint parallels to early Gaelic narratives. However, when investigated more thoroughly, it is clear that the subject matter of Guðmundr itself appears to be rather erratic, changing
from narrative to narrative. Although some key features remain fixed (for example Guðmundr’s
liminal kingdom in the north; his supernatural size and wealth; his affiliation to heathendom; and
the use of ships to travel to his country, something which could apply to much of Scandinavia at
this time), there also appear to be a considerable amount of other qualities that change and adjust
themselves to fit the narrative (for example Guðmundr being described as knowing the art of sorcery and the amount and gender of his children, just to mention a few). In general, it might be said
that more features and qualities are ascribed to Guðmundr than to any of the other ruling figures
mentioned in both the folk legend narratives and Irish stories investigated.
In general, it might be stated that Guðmundr in general fulfils a different kind of narrative
function to his Irish ruling counterparts. For example, he (or his realm for that matter) is never said
to be the ultimate goal of a protagonist’s quest. The hero stumbles across him and his realm rather
than setting purposely out in order to seek him. The only exceptions might be Bósa saga ok Herrauðs where Herrauðr and Bósi steal Guðmundr’s sister from his hall, meaning they have to encounter him and Samsons saga, in which the protagonist Samson only meets Guðmundr’s son Sigurdr. This notwithstanding, Guðmundr commonly appears, in Proppian terms, to take the form of
a “Helper” kind of figure, providing the hero of the respective story with assistance, information
and/ or a quest, something which also applies to the Nordic folklore figures. If a quest is undertaken,
it always results in the hero being better off than he was before, both on a social level and on a
monetary one (the exception to this being Helga þáttr Þórissonar where Helgi dies after being
expelled from Guðmundr’s court due to his Christian belief).
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These structural differences also apply to Guðmundr’s realm Glasisvellir. As has been
stressed in Chapter 2.9.2 (and elsewhere) , Guðmundr’s realm is clearly not insular. Indeed, in most
accounts it does not even appear to be close to the sea. Furthermore, it is not explicitly said to be a
bright or paradisiacal otherworldly realm. Quite the opposite: it has clear reported connections to
“the other”, namely jǫtnar, trøll and other abominations, thereby occupying a crucial if potentially
negative liminal position.
Regarding Ódáinsakr, as had been noted, it appears that this concept is not an integral part
of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter. The available evidence suggests that the idea of
Ódáinsakr strongly reflects some of the magical islands found in Latin/ Hiberno-Latin Christian
works. The possibility of borrowing here certainly exists and can be seen in the existence of the
Old Norse translation of the Navigatio, Old Norse Brandanus saga (see Chapter 3.5), although
both could well have roots in another shared Christian source, reflecting a misinterpretation or
confusion of the Christian idea of the Earthly Paradise. This question will be left for other scholars
to investigate further in later times.
We nonetheless still face the “shining” aspect of Glasisvellir’s very name, which, as has
been noted in Chapter 4, cannot easily be linked to the folkloristic motif of the glass mountain,
however potentially attractive that might be.605 A faint possibility nonetheless exists for a local
real-world explanation for the name: Glasisvellir is repeatedly described as lying in the north of
Norway, most likely around Finnmark or the present-day Norwegian-Finnish border, on the socalled Finnmarkskvidda, or Finnmark plateau. This highland is a rather flat plateau and in winter
time, in the brief window during which the sun rises to cast its pale light on the snow-covered plain,
it is clear that the light will reflect in the snow crystals, meaning one would perceive a “shining
field” of sorts, something which could potentially appear as a mirage to travellers, somewhat like
those which suggest the existence of islands at sea when there are none (see Chapter 5.5). Granted,
this suggestion is rather weak, if only because Finnmarkskvidda is and was above the tree line and
Glasisvellir is often described as having trees or forests (or at least bordering on forestation) in
various narratives. The name Glasisvellir would nonetheless suit such a site.
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While white, shiny quartz is used in sí sites in Ireland and exclusively reserved for the dead here, the same cannot
be said for the Nordic regions, meaning that this idea, too, must be dismissed as a potential field of influence: see
further Tok Thompson, “Clocha Geala/Clocha Uaisle: White Quartz in Irish Tradition”, Béaloides 73 (2005), pp. 111133 and Tok Thompson, “The Irish Sí Tradition: Connections Between the Disciplines, and What’s in a Word?”,
Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 11 (2004), pp. 335-368.
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All in all, while there is a very faint possibility that the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum concept
might perhaps have derived from the shared idea of magical islands extant in Scandinavia and the
North Sea region from a very early point in time, it seems unlikely that the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum subject matter as a whole was influenced by Irish material, the reach of which needs to be
questioned. Overall, it appears that the Guðmundr notion was essentially a local idea perhaps essentially linked, as Selberg and Christiansen suggest, to the idea of the magical otherworld so often
encountered in folk legends, a world which, for people living near the sea could take the form of
magical islands or undersea sites, and for those inland a more landlocked mystical realm. Whether
or not it originally stems from the shared idea of magical islands and got reinterpreted to fit the
inland setting of northern Norway or whether it was created independently and especially as a part
of the world view associated with the northern region of Norway, there is good reason to assume
that the figure of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum was more Norse rather than Irish.
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7. Epilogue: Quo vadis, Guðmundr? – A Brief Comment on the Research Outlook

As it has been demonstrated above, there are numerous other narratives and types of subject matter
which are more fitting as examples of potential influence from both early and contemporary Irish
literature on early Scandinavian literature than the subject matter of Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum.
However, in order to bolster our overall understanding of this elusive narrative figure his liminal
realm in the cold northern parts of Norway, it is evident a lot of successive research still needs to
be done.
First and most importantly, more data needs to be collected, both regarding consultation of
the mainland Scandinavian and North Sea (Faroese, Orcadian and potentially Shetlandic) folk legends as well as those from the Gaelic areas (Irish, Scottish; Welsh) which have been left uncovered
in this thesis (see, for example, other narratives regarding the island of Hy Brasil, Tech Duinn and
the concept of the Welsh otherworld of Annwfn).606 There is, furthermore, good reason to also
consider the potential of influence of indigenous saga literature itself. Rosie S. Taylor, for example,
is currently investigating the concept of Þórisdalr in Grettis saga Ásmundarsonar as part of her
dissertation, examining the potential links this site might have to various other otherworldly realms
including Ódáinsakr, Valhǫll and Hel.607 The outcome of this study might perhaps shed some new
light on the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum notion and potentially lead to new insights and, successively, new questions worth researching especially with regard to the Ódáinsakr motif which has
been shown to be an independent motif. More detailed work could also potentially be done regarding the various manuscripts containing these narratives regarding Guðmundr. If one was to find
out that most narratives were composed by scribes of differing nationalities or originated from
numerous different countries, this might shed new light on the possible migratory route of the
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum perception and how it could have changed or remained stable over time.
There is, however, one other category of sources which has not yet been effectively included in the research regarding Guðmundr – namely archaeological evidence.608 In recent years,
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Gaelic deities as well as Ódáinsakr to Tech Duinn see Bruce Lincoln, “The Lord of the Dead”, History of Religions 20
(1981), pp. 224-241.
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the excavations of the enormous Viking-Age hall at Borg in Lofoten, Norway have offered now
insight into rulership in the far north. If one was to follow the idea that the image of Guðmundr, as
a wealthy ruler in northern Norway, might perhaps have been modelled on the kind of ruler who
lived in a building like that found at Borg, the archaeological finds might offer new information as
to how he might have been understood by medieaval readers and listeners.609 The fact remains,
however, that he was essentially a representative of the powerful pagan “other” that awaited those
who lost their way in the medieaval north. His mystical nature will continue to challenge us.
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See the various articles in Gerd Stamsø Munch, Olav Sverre Johansen and Roesdahl, Else (eds), Borg in Lofoten:
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Appendix

The key for the following four tables is the following:

=

A specific name is given

=

Mentioned in the source; ascribed to Guðmundr/ Glasisvellir

=

Mentioned in the source; not ascribed to Guðmundr/ Glasisvellir

=

Not mentioned in the source

Guðmundr - "Core " Ele me nts

Qualities

Gesta
Danorum

Hervarar saga ok
Heiðreks

NornaGests þáttr

Helga þáttr
Þórissonar

H-redaction U-redaction
his name

Guthmundus

á / af
king / höfðingi
"bœr hans hét ..."

Guðmundr

Godmundur /
Gudmundur

á
á Grund

Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

rich

Þorsteins
þáttr
bæjarmagns

Elder ver. Younger ver.
Guðmundr

Guðmundr

Goðmundr

Goðmundur

Godmundr

Goðmundr

af

af

á

á

á / af

á

a Grund
his son
becomes

old age
wise

Samsons
saga fagra

if he is
magically
skilled
can be
implied by
the magical
fruit garden
in an
otherwise

can be seen
in the
wedding
ceremony

cf. the army

humanoid appearance

not stated,
not stated,
but there is
but there is
no problem
no problem
for Hervǫr to
for Hervǫr to
have a sexual
have a sexual
relationship
relationship
w/
w/ Hǫfundr
Haufundur

supernatural body height

not stated,
not stated,
not stated,
not stated,
not stated,
not stated,
but can be
but can be
but can be
but can be
but can be
but can be
implied from implied from implied from implied from implied from implied from
the close
the close
the close
the close
the close
the close
vicinity to
vicinity to
vicinity to
vicinity to
vicinity to
vicinity to
Jötunheimar/ Jötunheimar/ Jötunheimar/ Jötunheimar/ Jötunheimar/ Jötunheimar/
Risaland etc. Risaland etc. Risaland etc. Risaland etc. Risaland etc. Risaland etc.

not stated,
but there is
no problem
for Helgi to
have a sexual
relationship
w/ Ingibjǫrg

can be
implied (see
army below)

not stated,
but clearly
not an
otherwordly
character

different language
pagan connotation

not explicitly
stated

active monarch

does actively
farry the
expedition
over the
River of the
Dead

passive monarch

does not
leave the
boundaries
of his realm

political
affiliation to
pagan
countries

not explicitly
stated

passively

Guðmundr - Offspring
Gesta
Danorum

Qualities

Hervarar saga ok

Norna-Gests Helga þáttr
þáttr
Þórissonar
H-redaction U-redaction

Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

Samsons
Elder ver. Younger ver. saga fagra

Þorsteins
þáttr
bæjarmagns

offspring:
number
sex
name(s) of offspring
relatives/ sister:
number
sex
name

12 each

1

1

1

1

1

♂/♀

♂

♂

♀

♂

Hǫfundr

Haufundur

Ingibjǫrg

Sigurdr

♂
Heiðrekr
úlfhamr

1

1

♀

♀

Hleiðr

Geirríðr

Guðmundr - Other Ascriptions

Qualities

magically skilled

Gesta
Danorum
maybe (see
beguile
attempts;
daughters'
attractiveness)

Norna-Gests Helga þáttr
þáttr
Þórissonar
H-redaction U-redaction

superior
knowledge

Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

Samsons
Elder ver. Younger ver. saga fagra

Þorsteins
þáttr
bæjarmagns

superior
knowledge

via his grand
children

lupine connotations

connections to horns

Hervarar saga ok

his brother
Gerruthus owns
a magical horn

father's name
and son's
cognomen
Grímr inn góði

emissaries
12 hunting hounds
seafaring
lots of followers

no number
given

can keep up
an army

Guðmundr as a "title"
cherishes oaths

fraud to his
son;
reconciles
later

no number
given

Glasisvellir
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks
Qualities

Gesta Danorum

nameless

Name
river
exotic fruitgarden
frost; snow; devoid of sun
forest(s)
animals; non-humanoid denizens
humanoid denizens
bridge
district of Jǫtunheimar
incorporating Ódáinsakr
connections to Finnmǫrk/ Gandvík
disconnect to Mannheimar
headland of Vimund
implied physical connection to
Norway
Austrvegr/ austr

H-redaction

U-redaction

Glasisvellir

Glæsisvellir

Helga þáttr
Þórissonar
only mentioned
in Guðmundr's
cognomen

Þorsteins
þáttr
Elder Variant Younger Variant bæjarmagns
Bósa saga ok Herrauðs

Glæsisvellir

Glæsisvellir

river ice cold?
rugged country?

Norway
essentially
(Alreksstaðr)

Hålogaland
Bjarmaland
Risaland
Jǫtunheimar

Geirrøðargarður
Glæsisvellirsgrundir
Ymisland
Norðrlǫnd
Alexandría/ Indialand
Svalbard/ Grænland

Glæsisvellir

2 rivers

vicinity of:

Grundir

Glæsisvellir

Samsons saga
fagra

mentioned once

as town of
Guðmundr

as town of
Guðmundr

rugged country?

