Edgar Polomé

YMOLOBY H A R 1 ' s

The purpose of this paper is tao analyze how divergent
stymologies may affect the interpretation of definite texts and how the
resulting new exegetic comments on the myth may modify the perception of
the nature and functions of the deities involved. As an example, the
Ekfrnismél is investigated in this context. The story is well-known:

While surveying the worlds from_ 0Odin®s high seat Freyr sees a beaufiful

=101y maiden  in  BGiantland and falls dasperately in Jove with her.
EFrompt his s ant Skirn ispat ~to Jet r to th r

4 the vearnin and a perilo ourney he r s ha [l
There, Skfrnir offers the voung lady, Berar, the daughter of the giant

Gymir, various qifts, but thouah these are valuable in ésgarar, she does

not__show the slightest interest for them. Then, §Efrnir resorts to
thre d is about a magic & to doo a
2 miserable fate of rejection and lovelassness when ﬁg;ﬂr fjna;lz'

yields., She promizes g meet Freyr after nine niaghts. and Skirpir rides

pack home to report the succeess of his mission. T h _ha reyr dos

4ot  know how he will be  able to live throualr the long nine davs of

waiting time!

The usual interpretation of the ka[nismél is based on the
views expressed by Magnus Olsen in 1907 in his article in Maal og Mipne

(pp. 17-3&) under the title: Era aammelnorske myte og kultus. In his



opinion, the text reflects the hierogamy tetween the god of sunshine and
fartility, Freyr, ancd the deity of the wheatiisld, Gerar, released fram
thz grip of the Frbst—giants, symbolizing winter. Their trysting place,

Barri, represerts & plowed  field sows  with barley (OM barr} and the

whole aem  is pervaces  with #Ltualigtic =lemsqts, Eesides as
P s . ]

£.0.65.Turviliz~Fetre incicates ip his  Myio ang Religiwn of the

Moritn——The Religion of Ancisnt Brandinavia Alondon, 1964, o.17%3, Oid
English poeric diction appears to have influsrced this lay, e.g. in the
use of terms lika vafrlegi “fiickering flame’ (=%, ?}, corresmording to
O wefran liges. Gn the sthar hand, thisz intarpratation dges not account
for a numbar of facts iike the aFffe~ing @f Winns acples to Serdr:
sugdesting Celtic affinitias with referanes =g this szpisode iz a rakher
makesnift sclulicn, as is the assumptiocn of Csibtic imfluence to explain

the presence of a horss able toc gesotrats a ring of magical fire! Al in

all, considering the 8k

as & "Grana redresanting  the marriage
hetween <hz god of Twhoss servani, Skfrnir, i.e. “shining
urightly®, is notiing 9ut a nynastasis of the deityl &nc his earthiy
oride fails to provice a satisfactory explanaticr fgr the hazardous
Journey Df‘Skfrnir; it do=s not take inte consideration his mesting with
the shephs-d on the mound and the vicious hounds guarling tne approaches
tc the residence of Gerir; it doas not examine the motivation for the
choice of the gifis offerad by Suirnir and the threats made by him, and
it fails to comsider the rsasons why SerBr acts tre way she does when

affered aresents and being pressad with <hreats and cursos.

Sun & better solurion be roposady To answer this gquestisn it
15 sCcessary tC deal with thres Aroblans:

(d} wnat does the styiology of the name of the rrotageonists af this
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little drama tell us about their nature and function?

tb) what 1is the meaning of Skfrnir’s trip and encounters before
reaching Gerlr-s residence?

{c) what is the significance of the gifts offerad to Garf8r and of
the threats uwttered by karnir, and why does GerBr respond the way she

does? Let us axamine these points one by onet

ETYMOLOGIES: Referring +to Jan de Vries, QL;ng;giggngg__ggxmglggiggngg
Wirterbuch (Leyden,19&41), the following remarks can be made:

ta) Gerdr, whom Olsen considers a symbolizing the "fenced field",
has heen interpreted by J. Sahlgren as hypbroristic for a feminine pame
in =—gerdr --related to gardr "protectress’ (de Vries, 1%61:1464). This
meaning correlates with Bahigren®s interpretation of the name of her
father, Bymir, which he connects with ON gevma in Eddica & Sealdica IT
(1928:241) ‘pay attention to, care for’, assuming a meaning ‘protector’
which, as de Yries (1961:197) points out, hardly fits his personality.

{b) Gymir has been considered as a chthonian being and his name
comnected with OW gumi “man®, as earthling (cf. Llat. homo >4 humis); de
Yries (1941:2196—197) prefers to eguate Bymir Tthe glantl with ON gqymir
‘grean’, also used as & name for fgir, +the original meaning being

"throat, gullet®, related with OM gbmr *palate, Jjaws® and further with

gr. khiogs “gullet, goroge, chasm’--he would be the ‘devnurer’! A further
possibility would be to consider him as the “wintry® one and 1link his
name with ON gemla ‘ocne—year old sheep’, like gr. khimaros from
Indo-European Xaheym—/fahvemz ‘winter {weather)®, <.g. Ekt. hima *cold,
frost’, Lat. hiems ‘*winter (weather), storm’=--an interpratation that
would fit the classital pattern of the wintergod reluctant to release

the 2arth tu the god of sunshkine and fertility in Spring——but it is not



dymir that keeps Ser®r in his Ciutchas: BHE does not want to go!

tc) Sifrmir could alse he related ko ON skfre "olear, bright® {cf.

‘shrewd” & IE ¥skeyros- —-a meaning tihat would £it Skfrnir’s
personality very neativ!).

(d) Barri—the meeting o

ot the cvers——is strangely enough
homonymaus  with a merscnel  name that actually =xeans  “ran®, but alsao
applies o an oDaf g bumpkisn: as a place-nam® It ean designata a

pina-grove Esrwell as a barley- or wheatfield (3N carr actualiy reflects

two Sermanic terms : (1) bariza- "Barley’ (also applying to wheat in 01d

Norse)y (2) barza-— ‘zonifer” (mence, any tr=e or foliasgs in Sld Norsel.

BS: The mythical geocoraphy of the

NIRTE JOURNEY ~ AND  ENCCUNT

Szarvinavisn worid piacss Jptunheim- neyons  the mountains i the east,

LUt the realm of tke giants wtands also northwards,. where the

L

hripbursar (frost-—giants! dwsll: there Eiantland borcers an the ianc of

the dead, since it is the location of the Nist-ar

‘the sharas of

Seatn’ and the way o the Othar Worlo leads in this dirsction: helvagr

ligor nidr oi  nord-, Like the dwarfs whoss abode is in the NiBaveliir
('dark fieids®), a nembsr of giantz have subt=rranecus dwellings such as
tne mountair cramber in winich Bottungr kagt the mead of pcetry. Siguraur
Nordal has  shown in his  comment o the vgluﬁgé {(Berman edition,
Darmstadt, 1980, p.1i01) that Sursr is a Fowerfu: giamt residing in the
nether world, whars ne costrols the firg, teing rasaoonsikle for volcanic
gruptions in  Izeland, A giant in eagla-shape sitg at heaver's end,
Beating his wings to produce the stormwing from the north: his name is
Hresvelor ‘devourse of corpses’, as  tha wise Vafbrifnir tells us (

VatbraBnionbl, st. 7).

Hese asscciations of the giants witn the Other

werls make it plausisls to assume that Gvmir also helongs to this group:
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this would be in keeping with the chthonian interpretation of his name
and especially with the etymoleogy favared by de Yries, which makes him a
‘devourer’—-an . epifhet often given to the rulers of the nether world
because ‘- they gulp up the living into thelr land of no return!
Such an interpretatiuﬁ would make the whole episocde of gkirnir’s Jjourney
and arrival much more understandable: he needs a magic sword to overcome
the powers of darkness—-~the +rolls who, like Grendel (see J. Haudry's
recent article in Revﬁe des Etudes Indgjgurugéennes,‘Lyun, 1984), strike
at nightfall; only Freyr’s horse can, like Sleipnir, jump over the fence
surrounding the Dtheé World. Actually, there is more than one parallel
betweer Skirnir’s mission and Herméar’s journey to Hel: when Her m&dr
reaches the shores of Hel, M&8gudr is surprised to =ee him alive and
points out that he made more noise coming there than "five troops of
desd men"; similarly, the shepherd whom Ekfrnir meets on a mound near
the Enfrance of Gerar’s residence wonders whether he is “doomed or dead
already”, and when he arrives, Gerdr asks what all that “outery and
Jprdar"'is in the courtyard: "the 'sarth .and all my father Bymir®s high
talls shake!"™ Both also state their errand to the first -being they
encounter in the Other World. Typical of the latter are also the two
"grim hounds of Gymir" which block the access to the "bowse" of Ber:r.
Like H&ﬂguar, Berdr welcomes the unexpected visitor and asks who he isg,
wondering how he has reached her abode. One prablem remains unsolved
her=: why does she say that he may be "her brother’s baneman" when she
offers him mead? Lee M. Hollander suggested in his translatinn of the
Foetic Edda (Austin, 1962, p.&8,+n.12) that SH{rnir might have killed
th» ehepherd, who acts like a gatekeeper,"watching all ways"({st. 11},

whom Hugo Bering in his Kommentar zu dep Liedern der Edda., },

Gitterlisder (Halle, 1927, p. 53) compares him with Eggbér, ayojar



238

hirBir “the giantess®™ hearcaman®, in Vglusué, st. 4Z; it is however most
improbable that Skirnir would have Jjeopardized his mission before it
evan began by murdering the brother of Gerf Since Skirnir appears to
be & mere hypostasis of Freyr, Hollander also considers the possibility
that the passage refers to the =slaying of the giant Beli by the gad {cf.
Snorri Sturlusen, Byifsginning, chap. 37), .but as Gering {ibidem, p.
ZZ24) points cut, this event tock alace after the wocing of Gerdr!

v . : N . rd - 1 N .
Whatevar tke case may oe, it is abvicus that Seirnir’s missicr has taken
him to the Other Werlcy this is further confirsed Oy the third element

in our discussian:

THE BIFTS AND _THE THREATE CF SifRNI® AND GERDR™S RESEONSE: Freyr, and
his messenger Skfrnir, represent the Vanic world——this is iliustrated,
for gsomple, by exirnirss parfest knowladge of his future {st. 13) and
oy his gxtensive resort to magf:——but as crne af the hostages sent  to
559traP, Frayr has scguired some of the <featurss and abilities of the
fEsirs Freyf alsp pa;tiﬁlpates in comoat, and his sscvant Skirnir is not
afraid to face the giarnts sword in hand: Earﬁr even calls him "fearless
warrior”;‘he eninys the protection of Odin, who apparently gave his
9lessing to the missicon (cf. st. F3), and makes use of the runes to cast
spells on Gertr (st. b -—actually, the threat of this ail-powerful
magic is what makes Ger@- wavar in ner decision not  to respcnd  te

Freyr’s request!

If we consider the gifts that ware offered to Eerar, we notice
that in a Dumézilian pattern, they wouid telong to the third and second
functians: the apples af youth and the ring Draupnir—-—symbol of

inexhaustible wealth--are clearly elements of the tnird functicnal level
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which encompasses health, wealth, fertility-and'all the material things
of life though one might claim that the apples maintaining the gods in
their youthful vigor (i.e. preventing aging) have direct second function
connotations since they condition the mg;ntanan:e af . physical strength.
Ohviously, the magic sword beleng, with all wonderful arms, to the
warrior +un:£inn (= second level). Sueh gifts would be those one expects
from a third function ged (= Freyr, presiding over fertility and
prosperity) with minor warrior conngtations——but why’ dues. Eerﬁr refuse
them? Again the 1ntérpretatiun of her place of residence as the Other
World provides the clue: there ig noc need for the rejuvenating medicine
of the gods there where penple never ag&j a nNewW SOurce of wealth is
insignificant in the nether world where there is no lack of treasures of
preciuus metal (cf. st. 22: "there is no lack of gold to share out every
day in the halls of Gymir")j the ruler of the world of the dead has no

need for weapons...

Explaining the threats is somewhat more complex, but the
torments she will be afflicted with if she does not surrender consist
essentially in physical and spiritual deprivation; she will be refused
the essential attributes man was initially endowed with by the godss
beautiful presence (tﬁa gifts of the Vanic deity Lﬁahrr in Vglu525, st.
18) and intelligence (coming from  the fsir, as I showed in my comments
on the relevant stanzas of the Prophety of the Seeress in the Sympasium

volume 0Old MNorse Literature and Mythology [ed. E.C. Polomé, Austin,

19469:265-2901), This explains why, after.-saying he will make her
disappear "on a cliff where eagles nest", Ek{rnir tells her she will
lose all beauty and physical appetite, and drivel and dote stupidly

through life! When this does not work, he switches +to other
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torments-—mostly physical: sag will ke plagued by demoniac beings,
suomitted teo the whims of a triceghalic giant, turning of unsatisfied

desire, paralyzad by a magic charm (= a thistle weignhed by a thorn; cf.

Sering, lac.cit., p. 231). Then come the cursss in whaich Odin and Frayr
are invoiked and all the beings in the universe called Lpon to deprive

fher of the sexasl a@nioyrent she will lush for-—a cursg wnic again

relates typically to  tHe third Dumézil

function!  The culsinating

point is reached when hes condesns ber o & seclusion with a

repulsive frost-giant at  the  “Sates of Seath“(zt. 3% fvr choripde
ngban) where she wiil be fed tres—rzots and civen goat’s wrine ta drink
recriving  the samgs  trzatment as Njgrﬁr hag from the giant Hymir's

hanamalds, acrording tao

L .
Bkirnir starts sgratching

wahnen with illness, and

loathing and lustful... The fear

a total changs in akti

courtsnip.

where does ihis taka us as rfegacds the Ffiral inteqpretation of

the Eddic lay? Otvicus

-

Serd@r iz rot the deity of the "#fencec fielc"

cut  is sne the "protectresst? This interpretaticr coes nct fit the

name is zonnesizad  with the root Lhat
mEans “erclose, protect’, @he  would rather swpect g ﬁast participial
form, since she is secluded in the Other Worid, behind a ring of flames
(like a valkyrie:, guardad by the tarrifying houwnds of Hel.
Mythologicaily, tha unian Dbetween Fray- apd Gergr-—cnnfirmed gy the

Yrgiinguzaga, chap. 10-——is ona of the ssveral Ebetwesn tantesses and
IRgeing. i agda, 9

goeds: but the weping af a young lady from the Other World by Freyre may
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be indicative of the affinities of the fertility god with the chthonian
powers. The romantic love spisode fecusing on the yearning of Freyr in
the imitial and final stanzas has partly ghscured the original meaning

of the text and makes its conclusive interpretation rather difflicult,

Ao e
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