Essay 1 – Explore the Cultural Significance of a Sky Myth

Introduction

This essay will explore the World Tree (Yggdrassil) in Norse mythology and critically examine its cultural significance in relation to Norse culture. The primary sources are the Poetic Eddas (Voluspa, Grimnismol and Havamal), dating back to the 10th century but collated and written down by 1300 CE, and the Prose Edda, compiled by Snorri Snurleson in the 1300s. The primary cultural context examined is that of the Norse Vikings, though with the understanding that the oral traditions on which the texts were based, albeit it with continual modifications, could well extend back to Neolithic times, and potentially include Indo-European, Germanic, Celtic and Sami cultural influences. Mythology can be defined as ‘a system of images that incorporates a divinely energised universe comprised of myths, or single stories, that interlock to be consistent with a world image.’[footnoteRef:1] Additionally, myths have surprisingly constant themes, characterised for telling and retelling, which, …return, even though slightly distorted, again and again.’[footnoteRef:2] This is particularly relevant for the World Tree mytheme, which appears in many cultures across large timescales. Using Eagleton’s definition, culture can be defined as ‘the unconscious verso of the recto of civilised life, the taken-for-granted beliefs and predilections which must be dimly present for us to be able to act at all. It is what comes naturally, bred in the bone rather than conceived in the brain.’ [footnoteRef:3] In this way, culture is something that emerges, and gives rise to the myths live that live within the societies that conceived them.[footnoteRef:4]   [1:  Joseph Campbell in Craig Chalquist]  [2:  Walter Burkhart]  [3:  Terry Eagleton, ‘Versions Of Culture,’ (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000) p. 28.]  [4:  Emily Lyle (Ten Gods)] 


This essay will place the concept of the world tree in the context of other cultures, describe how Norse mythology has been approached by scholars, then justify the context for Yggdrassil as a sky myth. By exploring Norse culture in terms of its geographic location, spatial and conceptual worldview, and its relationship with both human and the other than human, the living and the dead, wisdom and inspiration, the essay aims to explore how the sky myth is reflected in the culture, and why the culture externalised the myth in this form.

Context and Scholarship

The tradition of a world tree, or axis mundi, is found in many parts of the world but was particularly prevalent in Eurasia, and shamanistic circumpolar cultures. In Korea, the sacred tree connected three worlds of existence, and in Southeast Asia it united sky and earth.[footnoteRef:5]  There is a mythical tree in the Indo-Iranian Avesta and the Pahlavi, and in the Vedas there are references to a pillar and Varuna propping up the world.[footnoteRef:6] Indeed, our oldest written mythology described the Sumerian goddess Inanna living in a tree that had a serpent at its base and an eagle on top.[footnoteRef:7] The Anglo Saxons had a pillar cult known as Irmansul, which represented a mythical pillar at the centre of the world,[footnoteRef:8] and in the Kalevala an axis mundi in the form of a mill churned at the centre of the cosmos. [5:  Oxford dictionary of Mythology]  [6:  West, Cosmos and Canon]  [7:  Inanna]  [8:  West] 


When Dumezil first described ancient Norse beliefs, he used the Indo-European tripartite model, which saw the cosmos as a reflection of a society divided into warriors, chiefs and priests.[footnoteRef:9] This has approach been largely superseded and Dumezil himself criticised for ignoring the influence of Sami and Finnish culture on Norse mythology.[footnoteRef:10] West described the Indo-European view of the cosmos as flat with a dome spangled with decorative stars and did not think that the World Tree was a specifically Indo-European mytheme,[footnoteRef:11] and Lindow saw the inheritance of some mythological structures and dynamic and fluid. Both believed the concept derived from shamanism cosmologies of the steppe people of central and northern Asia, where the axis mundi is associated with shamanic journeying.[footnoteRef:12]  More recently, scholars see Norse mythology as sitting at the juncture of three main traditions, including Germanic (northern periphery), Celtic through a southerly tangential contact and Sami through contact with circumpolar cultures.[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  Dumezil]  [10:  ]  [11:  ]  [12:  West, Gods of the Ancient Northmen, internet archive]  [13:  see circumpolar reliation and the question of old Norse shamanisms page 230.
] 


When the Poetic Eddas were rediscovered in the eighteenth century, enthusiastic translators such as Finnur Magnusson described (and illustrated) inaccurate images of Yggdrasil and the nine worlds that still influence our view of the sky myth today.[footnoteRef:14] In 1933, O. S. Reuter wrote ‘Skylore of the North’ for a Nazi magazine and stressed independence from eastern traditions - even though the oldest version of the World Tree is found in Sumerian literature.[footnoteRef:15] Norse scholars such as Lindow and Davidson paid the sky aspect little attention, then in 1994, Bjorn Jonsson wrote Star Myths of the Vikings and took the perspective that all of Norse mythology had its origins in the sky.[footnoteRef:16] Other scholars have since interpreted Norse myth in this way (e.g. Stephany), but this approach has its flaws, giving rise to a whole host of pseudo-constellations which may or may not have been perceived in that way by the Norse people.  [14:  (see Images of Norse cosmology]  [15:  Behrend 1982]  [16:  Jonnsson] 


Yggdrassil as sky myth
The earliest mention of Yggdrassil is in the Voluspa when a seeress outlines an ancient cosmology of ‘days gone by’ before even the world was created where an ash tree named Yggdrassil, whose branches extended to the heavens and its roots below, stood at the centre of nine worlds.[footnoteRef:17]  In Griminisvol, the three roots are related to Hel, the Frost-giants and ‘beneath the last are the lands of men.’[footnoteRef:18] In the Prose Edda, the roots terminate in wells and springs, one of which is in the heavens (Urd’s well).[footnoteRef:19] Jonsson saw the trunk of Ygddrassil as the Milky Way, which at northern latitudes rises from the horizon and forking vis-a-vis its dark patches, just like a vast tree. The radiating branches, fruits, and leaves are seen as the stars and other constellations (see Figure 2 below).[footnoteRef:20] [17:  Voluspa]  [18:  Grimnismol
]  [19:  Prose Edda]  [20:  ] 

Snorri Sturlason, a Christian writing in Christian Iceland, did not acknowledge any sky connection when he compiled the Eddas. Yet the Vikings were seafarers with an expert knowledge of navigation that would have included the use of stars. Evidence for this is Norse calendar recorded to have been in use from the 8th to the 12th century, and an astronomer nick-named Stjeerna Oddi (1100 – 1150) developed astronomical tables, and referred to the winter and summer solstices.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  (reference Jonas persson, digitaliseducation).
] 

Grimnismol describes four harts that constantly nibble away at the highest twigs of Yggdrassil with  ‘necks bent back.’ According to Stephany, the deer, named as Dain ,Dvalin, Duneyr and Dyrathror, could equate to constellations that cross the Milky Way, presumably like branches, with one represented as Ursa Major, one with a head in Hercules, one with the pole star as a foot and the last in Hercules with Vega as an eye (see diagram 2 below).[footnoteRef:22] Other than saying that Ursa major is seen as a stag in Siberia, he gives very little evidence for this supposition. However, the nibbling deer could be necessary to ensure that the circumpolar constellations continue to revolve round the pole, and this image could make sense of why their necks are bent back. [22:  Stephany] 
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Figure 1: 

Other aspects of the mythology could also represent the necessity of the night sky. At the top of the world tree is an eagle, Veorfὄlnir, in some texts with a hawk between its eyes, and at the bottom a serpent called Nithhogg. Continuing with the Milky Way analogy, the Nithhogg serpent could be equated with Scorpio, sitting at one end of the Milky Way, at the bottom of the World Tree and Aquila the eagle sitting at the top. As previously mentioned, this mytheme is present as a sky myth in other cultures that influenced Norse, so it is not unreasonable to assume that they too would have adopted it. Most significantly of all, Grimnismol describes a squirrel named Ratatosk that runs up and down the tree, relaying messages between the eagle above and Nithhogg below. Ratatosk, whose name means ‘saw tooth’ in some translations, could be represented by the constellation Cassiopeia (which looks like the teeth of a saw), and sits on the Milky Way.[footnoteRef:23] The position of Cassiopeia changes according to the movements of the Milky Way; when facing south at midnight on the summer solstice, the Milky Way looks like the diagram 2 below with Cassiopeia/Ratatosk above Cygnus, but at midnight on the Winter Solstice, the Milky Way is the other way up and now Cassiopeia is below it (see diagram 2).  As such the movement of Ratatosk up and down the trunk of Yggdrassil corresponds to the movement of the Milky Way when seen at midnight on the summer and winter solstice from the vantage point of Iceland in 900 CE. And the continual gnawing of the Nithogg serpent, deer, and stags could explain metaphorically why the Milky Way moves in this way, assuming  a non-direct and symbolic relationship between the two. [23:  ] 
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Figure 2: The world tree Yggdrasill according to Bjorn Jónsson.
Figure 3: 

Discussion

Norse cosmology is centred round three mythological trees – Yggdrasil, Mimameid, Laerad, all of which are variations on the World Tree. Yet, in thirteenth century Iceland when the literature was written down, the island had been deforested and no large trees existed. This mytheme must then have roots in a deep cultural past. Using an interdisciplinary approach that rests on the belief that both material culture and texts were later expressions of a more ancient worldview preserved through themes and symbols, Andren concluded that the tree theme is common in Old Norse literature and has ancient roots in Scandinavian society.  He cites evidence in the archaeological record going back as far as the Bronze Age of tree trunk coffins, posts, pillar and ritual deposits, stone triangles and tricoms are representative of cultic tree sites.[footnoteRef:24] In Iron Age Scandinavian culture, people placed trees within the centre of their homesteads to mark the conceptual centre.  [24:  ] 

 
As such, the concept of the axis mundi was cultural and used to denote a sacred space, or cosmology, typically represented by a central world tree surrounded by concentric rings. This was a worldview centred round the skies, and retold by many people, who then modify it according to their own cultural conditions. It has been argued that the axis mundi reflects the Sami influence on Norse culture, and Davidson sees the image of a tree rising through a number of worlds as a prevalent theme in northern Eurasia, with the pole star as a central point, and the tree as a ladder that ‘shamans used to ascend the heavens.’[footnoteRef:25] But there are world tree images stretching back to the paleolithic, showing that this mytheme has roots not just in Asian shamanism, but in European too.[footnoteRef:26]Furthermore, though the pole star was undoubtedly culturally important to the Norse, the Leidarstjarna (guiding star), other scholars question whether the concentric ring view of Norse cosmology, typically based on the classical and medieval worldview, was entirely accurate. Kevin Wanner has demonstrated an off-centre valency in Norse worldview, and a more complex cosmos that the concentric rings.[footnoteRef:27] As it is the Milky Way, not the pole that occupies an off-central position in the night sky at high latitudes, this gives further evidence that it is the Milky Way that is more significant in Norse worldview. To paraphrase Bauschatz, the world tree (Yggdrassil) was not so much a cosmic centre as a whole cosmos.[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  See Davidson 1993, page 68 Wikipedia.]  [26:  ]  [27:  Kevin Wanner]  [28:  Bauschatz page 3 - 5] 


 Directional valency can be seen as cultural could also be influenced by geographic location. Nordic lands are situated at the edge of the known world, but the Norse saw themselves at the centre of their world, as reflected in their sky mythology. At high northern latitudes, the Milky Way would have risen out of the horizon at the solstices, when facing south, and furthermore, reflecting, for example, the coast of Norway that runs NW/SE, symbolically reflecting geography in the skies, and vice-a-versa. During sea voyages, Milky Way/Yggdrassil, could have been used as an orientation point for the solstices, and therefore a calendrical marker, and in this way serve as a repository for traditional knowledge.

As well as spatial, there are temporal aspects of the sky mythology that arise out of the cultural context. Yggdrassil itself stands outside of time, existing both before the birth of the world and after Ragnorak, beyond the influences of even the gods. It also delineates the limits of the universe, and encapsulates within its cosmology a variety of timescales.[footnoteRef:29] Ygdrassil itself is both unchanging – yet subject to the forces of change.  Nithgogg, stags and deer constantly gnaw at the roots and branches of Yggdrassil, causing it ‘great suffering’[footnoteRef:30]. So culturally the sky was seen as not subject to the same time constraints as the world of men, but nevertheless still the victim of change on a different timescale (i.e. ‘suffering.’) This represents a sophisticated cosmology whereby the nine worlds are interlinked in time and space, but subject to different laws, a culture that perceives gods, humans, other-than-humans and mythological creatures, as intimately entangled. Originally, as posited, these aspects could have been represented by constellations linked to the Milky Way, so in this way, the sky was the keeper of this cultural worldview. [29:  ]  [30:  Grimnismol] 


Norse mythology has been described as naturalistic, non-hierarchical, even non-human,[footnoteRef:31] arising out of a culture that places Nature at its heart. Yggdrassil is an ecosystem that encapsulates water, wells, rivers and the source of life for a wide variety of creatures including reptiles, birds and deer. Nordic lands were situated on the extreme edge of Northern Europe and subject to cold weather and extremes of light and dark. The oceans, skies and land, and interplay between them that causes weather and celestial events,  all played a key part in daily life and this is reflected in the mythology. According to the Voluspa, humans were birthed from wood, not water, which is a culturally significant detail, demonstrating that they thought of themselves as part of nature, not separate from it.[footnoteRef:32] Not everyone agrees; other scholars question whether there did exist a world separate from humans and their mythological representatives.[footnoteRef:33]p.82 evergreen ash [31:  Evergreen Ash?]  [32:  ]  [33:  P 82 Evergreen Ash] 



Yggdrassil is also linked to wisdom and knowledge, both important cultural elements of Norse society. Beneath one of the roots, dwelled the norns and they scored runes into the wood of the tree, lay down the laws, and ‘set the fates of men.’ So wisdom, law and fate are all ‘held’ in the skies and even the gods are subject to this order if they want the knowledge. The norns take water from the well of Urd and keep Yggdrassil green by sprinkling it, which in turn produces ‘honey-fall’ a sacred nectar that is food for the bees.[footnoteRef:34] The constant bubbling up of the sacred waters of the past, which are then used to nourish the present, links all life not just through an ecological cycle but one of symbolic causality too.[footnoteRef:35] Yggdrassil, the most important tree, was where the gods gathered for their daily assembly every day, riding over Bifrost, which could be another metaphor for the Milky Way, a rainbow bridge connecting the worlds. It has also been identified as the ‘shimmering road’ taken by the souls of the departed to the Otherworld (Hel) and therefore connecting the living and the dead[footnoteRef:36]. Culturally, this could be a reflection of the long dark winter months of high latitudes when the Milky way was prevalent in the sub-artic sky, rising like a ladder to the celestial realms and bringing the dead closer to the living. [34:  Prose Edda]  [35:  Bruce Lincoln]  [36:  ] 


Mimir’s well lies beneath the second root where the frost giant dwell, and this is where wisdom and knowledge are concealed. Etymologically, the Indo-European root of this word is ‘memory’ [footnoteRef:37]so the dead, who have no need of memories pass over (Bifrost) to enter the Otherworld, but their memories are left in the celestial fountains where the living can access them. In this way, the present depends on the past, the living upon the dead and this world upon the other in an interconnected cosmology.[footnoteRef:38] Etymologically, Mimir is also linked to mead and inspiration, which is a common motif in Celtic and Brythonic mythology, both of which had an oral tradition that passed on native wisdom through verse, or in the case of the Norse, kennings (a metaphor or riddle). According to Lindow, Norse is a mythology of names because it’s poetry is a poetry of nouns, and knowing these names and being able to unravel ravel kennings were an important part of wisdom.[footnoteRef:39] This was an important part of the sky myth, as all the creatures who feed on Yggdrasil are named poetically Dawdling One, Downy Beach and Door Stubborn.[footnoteRef:40] Culturally, it was the bard, or skald, who knew how to access the wisdom of the Otherworld, perhaps through drinking mead, and transmitted it through to the present via his skaldic verse and kennings, and the source of this inspiration was held in the skies. [37:  Bruce Lincoln, p 28]  [38:  Bruce Lincoln p 31]  [39:  Lindow, the system of old norse mythology]  [40:  Ursula Donke] 


Finally, the Christian cultural context is also important, as this is the context in which the sky myth was recorded. Havamal describes how Odin ‘is hung on the windswept tree for nine long nights and wounded with a spear,’ and ‘with no bread did they refresh me nor a drink from a horn.’[footnoteRef:41] The parallels with the Crucifixion were not lost on the Christian translators, and this could have played a role in the survival of the myth. For the Norse, however, Odin was the god of magic and sorcery and he was hung on the world tree in order to gain these abilities, not to die a sacrificial death. Going forward, Murphy[footnoteRef:42]see churches as a material representation of the world tree with their tall pointed rooves, but by now the link between heaven and earth had been become culturally disconnected from the mythology, leaving it fragmented and at times obscure. [41:  Havamal st 138 - 141]  [42:  Ronald Murphy] 


To conclude, the theme of a world tree marking the centre of the cosmos has deep roots in Northern European cultural mythology, and as Eagleton said, was ‘bred in the bone rather than conceived in the brain.’ The use of naturalistic images, where animals, birds, and serpents live intertwined with men, gods and the otherworld shows a worldview, which could be perceived as non-hierarchical and arises from a cultural milieu in which the people saw themselves as part of nature, rather than separate from it. The Yggdrassil sky myth encodes a sophisticated understanding of space, time and geography, where worlds are entangled, space time and stories are all interconnected yet clearly delineated, and could have been used to mark calendrical events or to aid navigation. Cultural reference to a relationship between the world of the living and the dead are encoded into the sky mythology, whereby a seer or skald can move between these worlds to access ancestral wisdom and bring it through in transmission and performance. This sky myth has the Milky Way and related constellations at its heart, and metaphorically embeds its movement, as perceived at the solstices, through the actions of characters in the myth including a serpent, squirrel and eagle. Christianity preserved the myth but detached it from the original cultural context, which included the night sky.
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