The Presentation of Norse Mythology in Manuscripts.
The subject of Norse mythology is a topic seldom found in surviving Medieval manuscripts from central Europe and surrounding areas, and so it from countries previously subject to Viking settlements that instead provide most representation of the Norse religion.[footnoteRef:1] The majority of examples of Norse mythology portrayed in manuscripts comes from centuries after the known Viking period of 700 – 1100 AD, rather mostly coming from between the 14th and 18th centuries instead,[footnoteRef:2] these manuscript originate mostly from Iceland as well as Scandinavian countries, places generally associated with the Vikings and their settlements.  [1:  Hurstwic, Viking Manuscripts (online) Available: http://www.hurstwic.org/history/articles/literature/text/Manuscripts.htm ]  [2:  J. Jesch, Ships and Men in the late Viking Age (London: Boydell & Brewer, 2001)] 

The two known manuscripts containing the Eiríks Saga Rauða, the Hauksbók from the 14th Century and the Skálholtsbók from the 15th Century,[footnoteRef:3] are primary examples of how people of Viking origin used Norse mythology to justify themselves and their ancestors’ actions and provide weight to their status. This is a tactic found throughout history though most prominently used by the Greeks through oral poetry such as the Iliad and the Odyssey. Though the Eiríks Saga Rauða is about the Norse exploration of North America,[footnoteRef:4] the saga focusses mostly on the mythology behind the Vikings, including a story of the god Thor recovering his stolen hammer Mjolnir.  [3:  Hurstwic, Viking Manuscripts (online)]  [4:  Ibid.] 

Another manuscript that focusses on the presentation of the Norse Gods is the Danish, 18th Century Manuscript known as Stofnun Árna Magnússonar á Íslandi.[footnoteRef:5] This manuscript contains many anthropomorphic depictions of Norse Gods, including Odin, Heimdall, Loki and many more, the proportians throughout the presentations are relatively accurate, common of the time period the piece comes from.[footnoteRef:6] Each depiction has writing surrounding the figure, which in most cases contains the name of the God, however the representations also contain key features of the Gods that can be used to identify them. For example, the depiction of Heimdall has him holding Hofund, the Bifrost Sword that is significant to him and Thor is portrayed with his famous hammer Mjolnir and the Midgard Serpent, which comes from a popular story attributed to the God that anyone with knowledge of the Norse myths would associate with Thor.  [5:  Árni Magnússon Institute, The Collection (online) Available: http://www.arnastofnun.is/page/handritasafn_en ]  [6:  Ibid. ] 

Investigating further into mythological beings, the figure of Eikþyrnir is one also presented in manuscripts. An untitled 17th Century Icelandic manuscript contains the depiction of Eikþyrnir, a being similar to a stag that resides in Valhalla (the Norse afterlife) and eats from the tree known as Læraðr.[footnoteRef:7] Eikþyrnir is also presented in the Grîmnisál, one of the poems from the Poetic Edda by Snorri Sturluson.[footnoteRef:8] In this manuscript Eikþyrnir’s place in Valhalla is described as the following: “Eikþyrnir heitir hiörtr, er stendr á höllo Heriaföðrs”[footnoteRef:9] which translates to “Eikþyrnir the hart is called,that stands o’er Odin’s hall”,[footnoteRef:10] thus describing Eikþyrnir as standing above Odin’s house in Valhalla, which is similar to the depiction in the former mentioned manuscript. In this portrayal Eikþyrnir is shown with Heiðrún, another mythological being. Heiðrún is also depicted in a later 18th Century manuscript, known only by the term MS NKS 1867 4 which is now kept in the Danish Royal Library in Copenhagen.[footnoteRef:11] Unlike the previous depictions of Heiðrún, this portrayal is more naturalistic and has more accurate proportions and colouring, making it a more recognizable depiction of him. Heiðrún also resides in Valhalla, upon Odin’s house and eating from the Læraðr tree, however unlike Eikþyrnir, he is known to produce mead. [7:  The Ash Tree, Eikþyrnir (online) Available: https://askryggdrasils.wordpress.com/2017/01/25/eikthyrnir/ ]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  DET KGL. Bibliotek, E-Manuscripts (online) Available: http://www.kb.dk/en/nb/materialer/haandskrifter/HA/e-mss/e_mss.html ] 

Another mythological creature depicted in manuscripts is Sleipnir, the eight-legged horse ridden usually by the Norse God Odin. The following depictions of Sleipnir also come from the MS NKS 1867 4 manuscript from the Danish Royal Library in Copenhagen.[footnoteRef:12]  Like some of the previous depictions, this manuscript also relies on the presence of familiar weapons or symbols that would be recognisable to the audience in order to identify which character from Norse mythology they are viewing. In the case of the depiction of Sleipnir and Odin in this manuscript, this recognisable feature is Gungnir, the ‘Spear of Heaven’, Odin’s three-pronged spear which represents Odin’s previous three incarnations. Sleipnir is also identifiable by the horse’s normal four legs splitting in two, leaving him with a total of eight legs, a feature only associated with Odin’s mythological horse.  [12:  Ibid.] 

From the same MS NKS 1867 4 manuscript also comes another depiction of Sleipnir. In this depiction of Sleipnir however the mythological horse is not shown with Odin, but rather being rode by Odin’s his son Hermóðr. In the image is also the mythological Gods Baldr, another of Odin’s sons, the God of summer sun and light[footnoteRef:13] and Hel, the goddess who rules over the dead. Small details again alert the original medieval audience of who is being depicted, such as skulls in the bottom right corner that reference Hel and a burning sun in the middle of the scene that suggests Baldr’s presence.  [13:  God Checker, Norse Pantheon (online) Available: http://www.godchecker.com/pantheon/norse-mythology.php ] 

To conclude, depictions of Norse mythology are scarce and often many images of the same figure can be found in the same manuscript. The manuscripts these depictions come from are also all from a small area of the world and from a relatively small period of time, meaning there is little diversity in the examples and an opinion on the Norse from non-Viking areas is not readily available to us through manuscripts. However, the portrayals of Norse mythology we do have show how important it was to countries with Viking ancestry as a form of backing to their history. 
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