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The Literary Reuse of Myths
in Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns:
A Key Elf Queen Legend and
Another Twist on the Twist1
Eldar Heide
1

This essay is a continuation of a discussion first started in Heide, Gand, seid og åndevind,
pp. 222–33.
Abstract: This essay presents a literary interpretation, both intertextual and non-intertextual,
of the Icelandic, high medie val saga Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns. This saga is known for its
extensive reuse of myths, especially about Þórr and his encounter with the giants ÚtgarðaLoki and Geirrøðr. The article argues that the hero’s byname bǿjarmagn (farm might) and its
supposed derivation — he is so big that he ‘overpowers’ most houses because the doors are too
small — is a direct reference to the macho god Þórr’s surprising humiliation at Útgarða-Loki’s.
There, Þórr is so small that he can slip in between the bars of the gate. It seems that the author
wanted to link his hero and saga directly to this situation, which represents a twist on the usual
image of Þórr, and make another twist on it. At Útgarða-Loki’s, Þórr is humiliated because his
opponent controls what he sees as part of an attempt to make him appear small and weak. In
Þorsteins þáttr, the hero controls what is seen and therefore is able to crush his opponents in
a humiliating way, in spite of his being a dwarf in comparison to them. During a feast similar
to the one at Útgarða-Loki’s, he makes himself invisible, thereby staving off humiliation. Then,
he blinds his adversaries, thus becoming able to kill/humiliate them in a sexually symbolic
way. The motif ‘invisible hero manipulates royal feast’ seems to be taken from an elf queen
legend that is probably reused as an exemplum in the first adventure of the saga, the journey to
the world of elves. This legend seems to be a key to how the medieval author worked with his
material, although it is not recorded until the nineteenth century. The interrelations between
the legend and the elf adventure in the saga, as well as the internal logic of these narratives,
indicate that the saga version is based upon a medieval version of the oral legend. If correct, this
implies that the saga in combination with the nineteenth-century legend versions represent an
overlooked source for elf traditions in the Middle Ages.
Eldar Heide (Eldar.Heide@hvl.no) has a PhD in Old Norse studies from the University of
Bergen, focusing on Old Scandinavian pre-Christian religion. In his research, he also explores
maritime aspects of the Old Norse texts, the history of the Scandinavian languages, and dialects
from Old Scandinavian onwards, in addition to Old Norse literature and other topics.

Supernatural Encounters in Old Norse Literature and Tradition, ed. by Daniel Sävborg and
Karen Bek-Pedersen, BBL 1 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2018), 215–237 BREPOLS
PUBLISHERS
10.1484/M.BBL-EB.5.116087

Eldar Heide

216

Introduction
The aim of this essay is twofold. First, I want to give a literary interpretation of
the Icelandic saga Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns. Then, using this interpretation,
I will attempt to demonstrate that the first adventure in the saga is based upon
a medie val version of an elf queen legend not recorded until the nineteenth
century, and that this legend is a key to how the medieval author worked with
his material.
Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns is an Icelandic saga handed down to us in manu
scripts from the latter half of the fifteenth century and later,2 but it is considered to date from the late thirteenth century (which may or may not be correct), with much content ‘considerably older’.3 In length the narrative corresponds to a þáttr or ‘short prose narrative’ (pl. þættir),4 and it is most commonly known under the title Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns (or bæjarmagns, using
a younger Icelandic form). However, we only know it as an independent narrative, whereas most þættir have survived as parts of king’s sagas, and the style
and topics of the saga are typical of the fornaldarsaga or ‘legendary saga’ genre.
But while the legendary sagas usually tell of (mostly fictitious) events prior to
the settlement of Iceland (from the late ninth century onwards), Þorsteins þáttr
is set during the reign of the Norwegian king Óláfr Tryggvason, just before
the year 1000. In Rafn’s edition, the saga only fills twenty-three small pages.5
It has attracted attention mostly because its main section extensively reuses
myths and semi-mythological stories, especially about Þórr and Þórr-related
heroes, known from other Old Norse texts and from Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta
Danorum, written shortly after 1200 and in Latin. The plot of the saga can be
schematized in the following way:

2

Tietz, Die Saga von Þorsteinn bæjarmagn, pp. 21ff.
Power, ‘Þorsteins þáttr bœjarmagns’.
4
See, e.g., Rowe and Harris, ‘Short Prose Narrative’.
5
Saga af Þorsteini Bæarmagni, ed. by Rafn (a modern, critical edition is still lacking ).
A PDF of the text in this edition can be found at <https://goo.gl/LG5iA5>. Translations of
the saga into English can be found in The Northmen Talk, trans. by Simpson; Gautrek’s Saga
and Other Medieval Tales, trans. by Edwards and Hermann Pálsson; Seven Viking Romances,
trans. by Hermann Pálsson and Edwards and online at <https://goo.gl/Aq7slv>; German edition in Tietz, Die Saga von Þorsteinn bæjarmagn; Norwegian edition online at <https://goo.
gl/R1lFJ9>; and Danish edition online at <https://goo.gl/GJDDk6> [all sites accessed April
2017].
3
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1.	Introduction. Þorsteinn becomes King Óláfr’s retainer (chap. 1).
2. Encounter with elves in a distant land. Þorsteinn secretly follows a mounddwelling boy to the world of elves where he steals precious objects (chap. 2).
3.	Return to the king in Norway with the precious objects (chap. 2).
4. Encounter with a dwarf in a distant land. The hero saves the dwarf ’s
child from an eagle sent by Óðinn and receives magical objects in return
(chap. 3).
5. Encounter with giants in an even more distant land (chaps 4–13).
a. Journey to the good giant Guðmundr beyond fogs at sea, then accompanying him across a demonic river to his demonic king, Geirrøðr,
and Geirrøðr’s even more demonic earl, Agði. Þorsteinn kills Geirrøðr
and blinds Agði with the help of the magic objects given to him by the
dwarf (chaps 4–11). This is the tension climax.
b.	Return to King Óláfr with treasures and Agði’s daughter Guðrún as
bride. Agði comes to the king’s residence and attacks Þorsteinn but is
chased off (chaps 11–12).
c.	Return to Giantland. Þorsteinn settles at Agði’s residence, becomes
married to his now Christian daughter, and locks him up in a grave
mound with the help of a cross (chaps 12–13).

Interpreting ‘the Text Alone’
Most of the research on Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns has aimed at either placing
the saga within a typology alongside other þættir6 or at clarifying intertextual
questions, especially in order to identify the texts in which the author found
the material for Þorsteins þáttr (§III.). Such questions will be essential to the
present study, too. But it is also interesting to read the text as a literary work
handed down to us in its own right, regardless of where its material came from.7
Bernard Martin has attempted to do that, using Algirdas Greimas’s semiotic
square to obtain a better understanding of ‘the semiotic functions of the major
6

See, e.g., Harris, ‘Genre and Narrative Structure’; Joseph, ‘The þáttr and the Theory of
Saga Origins’; Righter-Gould, ‘The Fornaldar Sögur Norðurlanda’.
7
Cf. the ‘text alone’ approach to literature (as put forward in Richards, Principles of Literary Criticism and Practical Criticism; Jensen, Den ny kritik), which is one of several useful reading strategies.
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figures or agents’ in the story.8 To me, however, this model seems unnecessarily complicated for Þorsteins þáttr, because this narrative seems to be oriented
along one axis, with just two extremes — good/Christian/normal versus evil/
demonic/monstrous — and with the characters distributed along this axis. The
ultimate good is represented by the missionary King Óláfr Tryggvason and the
ultimate evil by Geirrøðr’s earl, Agði:
Table 1. The saga’s main opposition.
Good, Christian
King Óláfr

Evil, demonic

Þorsteinn
Guðrún

Mounddwelling
boy

Dwarf

Guðmundr
and his
men

Geirrøðr

Agði
Eagle from
Óðinn

In the logic of the saga, Þorsteinn and Guðmundr’s intermediate positions are
a condition of their respective roles: Had Þorsteinn not been giant-like compared to humans — ill-tempered and extremely big (chap. 1) — he would have
had no chance with the giants, among whom even he is dwarf-like. Guðmundr
is only able to help Þorsteinn because he is Geirrøðr’s vassal.
The distribution of the characters along the good–evil axis to a great extent
also corresponds to the chronology of the narrative — with Þorsteinn, Guðrún,
and the eagle being the exceptions. Guðrún is introduced late in the narrative,
but belongs to the far left (‘good’) of the axis in Table 1. For the eagle, it is
the other way around. Þorsteinn is presented a few sentences before the king,
which is natural because he is the main character of the story. The early appearance of the eagle can be understood as a foreshadowing of the evils that are to
come. Guðrún’s role should be seen in light of the general direction of the narrative, which can be laid out in this way:
Table 2. The general direction of the narrative.
Good, Christian
King Óláfr

Evil, demonic

Þorsteinn

Geirrøðr

8

Agði — conquered
by missionary
king’s retainer

Martin, ‘Structure and Meaning’, p. 74, followed by Tietz, Die Saga von Þorsteinn bæjarmagn, pp. 17–22.
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There is an essential missionary motif in the saga (which may explain the
chronological placement of the þáttr — with the first missionary king rather
than in ancient times, like other legendary sagas): The hero starts out in
Norway at the missionary king’s court.9 Then he makes expeditions deeper and
deeper into non-human, non-Christian lands and, at the end of the saga, he
has conquered the most distant and demonic country, killed its ruler, settled
at the mansion of the successor, who is now a living dead, and has converted
and married his daughter. Although he is unable to convert the entire country,
he does establish a Christian outpost in these non-human lands that cannot be
converted (cf. how trolls and other beings in later folklore are defined as nonChristians). Thus, Þorsteinn represents Christianization stretched to the limit,
and this is probably why the magnificent drinking horns Hvítingar, which
Þorsteinn took from Agði, only remain at King Óláfr’s court as long as the king
is alive, after which they mysteriously disappear (chaps 11–13). In this scheme,
Guðrún forms a bridge between the antitheses: Having a non-demonic mother,
she miraculously turns out to be more comfortable in the Christian world than
in the one she comes from. The name Guðrún, the first element of which means
‘god’, fits with this, as does the name Guðmundr (cf. the significance of the element Þor- in Þorsteinn’s name below).
The Christianization motif is accentuated by Þorsteinn referring at several
points to the king’s luck (haming ja, gæfa) as the key to his success in overcoming
demonic dangers (chaps 2, 5, 7). On closer inspection, however, the missionary
motif seems more like an excuse for the author to compose an entertaining story
in which the hero goes on adventures to prove his superhero abilities against dangerous opponents. Seen from a narratological-technical point of view, the function of the mission on behalf of King Óláfr is mainly to structure and tie together
the narrative: The missionary king is the stationary point to which the hero
returns after each adventure, bringing him the treasures that he has obtained.
The essential entertaining point of the saga seems to be that of inverted size
and power: In the beginning of the saga, it is stressed how the hero Þorsteinn
is gigantic among other humans. His byname bǿjarmagn (farm might) refers to
his being so big that he ‘overpowers’ most houses; the doors are not big enough
for him to enter (chap. 1: ‘trautt fengust þær dyr at honum væri hægt um at
gánga, ok því var hann kallaðr bæarmagn, því at hann þótti ofmagni bera flestum húsum’). The giants in the later part of the saga, however, find him ridiculously small and instead call him bǿjarbarn (farm child/farm dwarf ). In spite
9

Cf. Rowe, ‘Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts’.
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of this formidable handicap, Þorsteinn defeats all his giant enemies and takes
over the biggest giant’s mansion in the conclusion of the saga — at which point
even the narrator refers to Þorsteinn as bǿjarbarn. To obtain an understanding
of why the author wants it this way, we need to turn to an intertextual reading.

The Reused Myths and Semi-Mythological Stories
The motifs that are understood as reuses of myths or semi-mythological stories
are found in section 5a. (see above),10 which makes up just over half of the saga.
They include the following:
i. Þórr’s journey to the giant Geirrøðr.
ii. Þórr’s journey to the giant Útgarða-Loki.
iii.	Guðmundr of Glæsisvellir / Glasisvellir (‘the glittering plains’).
iv.	Mím(i)r’s knowledge-giving head / well.
v. Þórr and Aurvandill, whose toe becomes a star.
vi. Þórr’s hammer.
i. The Geirrøðr myth is told in the skaldic poem Þórsdrápa by Eilífr Goðrúnarson
(late tenth century, recorded in Snorri’s Edda) and by Snorri (early thirteenth
century) in Gylfaginning.11 Þórr makes the journey to the giant on foot, accompanied by Loki or Þjalfi, and they barely manage to cross the dangerously
rapid and cold river that separates Geirrøðr’s land from that of other giants.
At Geirrøðr’s residence, Þórr breaks the back of Geirrøðr’s three daughters and
engages Geirrøðr in a contest of throwing back and forth a red-hot object taken
from the forge; this object has some connection to Þórr’s hammer.12 Geirrøðr is
killed by one of Þórr’s throws.
10
See, for example, Simpson, ‘Grímr the Good’ and ‘Otherworld Adventures’; TurvillePetre, Myth and Religion of the North, pp. 31–32; Ciklamini, ‘Journeys to the Giant-Kingdom’;
Taylor, ‘Icelandic Analogues’; Clunies Ross, ‘An Interpretation of the Myth’; Power, ‘“An
óige, an saol agus an bás”’ and ‘Þorsteins þáttr bœjarmagns’; Martin, ‘Structure and Meaning’;
Mundal, ‘Forholdet mellom myteinnhald og myteform’; Mitchell, Heroic Sagas and Ballads,
pp. 65–66; Tietz, Die Saga von Þorsteinn bæjarmagn; Frog, ‘Germanic Traditions of the Theft
of the Thunder-Instrument’.
11
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, pp. 100ff, 105ff; Den Norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning, ed. by
Finnur Jónsson, B i, 139ff, A i, 148ff; and for discussion, see Clunies Ross, ‘An Interpretation of
the Myth’; Mundal, ‘Forholdet mellom myteinnhald og myteform’.
12
Clunies Ross, ‘An Interpretation of the Myth’; Mundal, ‘Forholdet mellom myteinnhald
og myteform’.
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A different version is told by Saxo in the Gesta Danorum:13 The hero
Thorkillus (Latinized from Þorkell, -kill), sent by the Danish king Gormus
(<Gormr), leads an expedition to the realm of the giant Geruthus (<Geirrøðr),
who lives on the other side of the ocean. After being tossed around at sea,
the expedition arrives in the land of Geruthus’s brother Guthmundus
(<Guðmundr), who is kind and helpful (although ambiguous) and ferries them
across a dangerous river to Geruthus’s land. Geruthus’s castle is full of treasures.
Thorkillus and his men plunder and are chased away by phantoms.
ii. In the Útgarða-Loki myth told by Snorri,14 Þórr goes with his companions
to the land of giants beyond the ocean. The party unwittingly spend the night
in the glove of a giant named Skrýmir. He joins them for a day and a night and
tricks their food from them. Þórr tries to kill Skrýmir while the giant sleeps but
fails because he is tiny compared to the giant. When Þórr and his companions
arrive at Útgarða-Loki’s castle, it is so big that they must bend their necks all
the way back to see its roof. Once inside the hall, Útgarða-Loki challenges them
to demonstrate any extraordinary skills they might have. Loki competes in eating15 and Þjalfi in running, and they both lose. Þórr fails to empty a horn that
Útgarða-Loki’s henchmen use to drink from, then fails to lift Útgarða-Loki’s
cat, and, finally, he loses a wrestling contest against Útgarða-Loki’s old nurse.
As he and his companions leave the next morning, Útgarða-Loki reveals the
reason for their failures: it was all magical delusions. Loki’s competitor was
fire personified, Þjalfi’s the mind of Útgarða-Loki, the drinking horn was connected to the sea, the cat was the Miðgarðr serpent, and the old nurse was Old
Age personified. Skrýmir in the forest was really Útgarða-Loki, and he saved
himself from Þórr’s hammer blows by shielding himself in a manner invisible
to Þórr. On hearing this, Þórr grabs his hammer and prepares to strike, but
Útgarða-Loki and his castle magically disappear, leaving only a wide open plain.
In Saxo’s version,16 this journey is undertaken by the hero Thorkillus. He
finds Ugarthilocus (sic) in a distant land beyond the ocean, on the other side of
a river, chained inside a cave. Thorkillus and his men take one of Ugarthilocus’s
spear-size and stinking beard hairs, and they escape in spite of venomous snakes.

13
14
15
16

Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, ed. by Friis-Jensen, pp. 598–613.
See Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, pp. 48–61.
The episode is discussed in Heide, ‘Loki, the Vätte and the Ash Lad’, pp. 93ff.
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, ed. by Friis-Jensen, pp. 612–19.
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iii. Geruthus’s brother Guthmundus is also known from the legendary sagas
as the king of the wondrous Glasisvellir, ‘glittering plains’, where people live
lives that go on for many generations and where the Údáinsakr (deathless field)
is located.17 In Helga þáttr Þórissonar, this King Guðmundr sends two drinking horns, both called Grímr, to King Óláfr Tryggvason. The stories about
Guðmundr are generally understood as connected to high medieval Christian
ideas about Paradise and the Otherworld.18
iv. The figure Mím(i)(r) plays a mythological role of which the most intelligible
part concerns numinous knowledge. Vǫluspá 28 says that Óðinn has hidden
one of his eyes in the Well of Mímir under the world tree and that Mímir every
morning drinks from Óðinn’s pawn. Snorri’s explanation of this is that Óðinn
had to pawn an eye to be allowed to drink from the well, which is full of knowledge.19 In Vǫluspá 46, Óðinn talks to Mímr’s head at the start of Ragnarǫk
— asking him for advice, Snorri adds in his Edda.20 References to Mím(i)r are
also found in a number of other Eddic and skaldic poems.21 Óðinn moreover
acquires numinous knowledge from drinking the mead of poetry,22 in myths
overlapping with Óðinn’s drinking from the Well of Mímir.
v. According to Snorri, Þórr at some point wades across the Élivágar, which
he describes as an icy, primeval river23 that separates the land of giants from
that of the gods, carrying a certain Aurvandill in his rucksack.24 However, one
of Aurvandill’s toes sticks out and becomes frozen, so Þórr breaks it off and
throws it into the sky where it becomes a star.
vi. Also according to Snorri, Þórr’s hammer is made by dwarves and with it, Þórr
can make lightning and thunder; when thrown, it will always return to his hand.25
17

Heiðreks saga, ed. by Jón Helgason, p. 3; Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, ed. by Guðni Jonsson,
pp. 297–322; Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, ed. by Guðni Jónsson, pp. 11–26; Þáttr af Nornagesti,
ed. by Gudbrandr Vigfusson and Unger, p. 347.
18
See, e.g., Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie, p. 156; Lid, Joleband og vegetasjonsguddom, pp. 170–82.
19
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, p. 22.
20
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, p. 72, and cf. Ynglinga saga, pp. 12–13, 18.
21
See Heslop, ‘Talking Heads’.
22
Schjødt, ‘Livsdrik og vidensdrik’.
23
But see Heide, ‘Contradictory Cosmology in Old Norse Myth and Religion’, p. 107.
24
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, pp. 12, 104.
25
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, pp. 103, 124.
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Þorsteins þáttr’s Twist on Myths
Many scholars have pointed out how different parts of the mentioned myths/
narratives have been reused in (the latter part of ) Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns
and how most of them are linked to Þórr.26 In Þorsteins þáttr, the hero has a
Þórr-compound name (Þorsteinn), goes to a demonic giant called Geirrøðr (i.)
after being tossed around at sea (i. Saxo). This Geirrøðr lives beyond the ocean
(i. Saxo, ii. Snorri) and a dangerous(ly cold) river (i., ii. Saxo, v.). The hero is
helped across the river by Geirrøðr’s brother Guðmundr (i. Saxo, iii.), but a
toe becomes frostbitten and has to be amputated (v.). At Geirrøðr’s residence,
there are parties with contests that involve wrestling and drinking from a magical, virtually un-emptiable drinking horn (i. Saxo, ii. Snorri) and the throwing
back and forth of a red-hot object (i., Þórsdrápa, Snorri). The magical drinking
horn is called Grímr, which in terms of sonorous quality recalls Mímr, and is or
features a man’s head able to foretell the future (iii., iv.). The hero kills his antagonist Geirrøðr with a thrown object (i.), with a marble provided by a dwarf (i.,
vi.), or with an object that can produce fire and sparks and return to the hero’s
hand when thrown (vi.). Afterwards, the hero brings King Óláfr two special
drinking horns from the king of Giantland (iii.). Combined, this shows that
the author has a very clear intention of reusing myths and connecting Þorsteinn
to Þórr in myths and to other Þórr-heroes in related narratives. This intention
also emerges from other details that have hitherto not been given any attention
in research. One example: Agði’s manor, where Þorsteinn eventually settles, is
called Gnípalundr, a name that is in all likelihood borrowed from Helgakviða
Hundingsbana i (st. 40) where it is located on Þórsnes (Þórr’s headland) (see
more examples below).
26

See, for example, Simpson, ‘Grímr the Good’ and ‘Otherworld Adventures’; Ciklamini,
‘Journeys to the Giant-Kingdom’; Taylor, ‘Icelandic Analogues’; Clunies Ross, ‘An Interpretation of the Myth’; Power, ‘“An óige, an saol agus an bás”’, ‘Journeys to the Otherworld’, ‘Christian Influence in the Fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda’, and ‘Þorsteins þáttr bœjarmagns’; Mundal,
‘Forholdet mellom myteinnhald og myteform’; McKinnell, Both One and Many, pp. 57–86;
Bertell, Tor och den nordiska åskan, pp. 231–32; Røthe, I Odins tid, pp. 14–30; Tietz, Die Saga
von Þorsteinn bæjarmagn; Frog, ‘Germanic Traditions of the Theft of the Thunder-Instrument’,
pp. 135–37; Egeler, Avalon, 66° Nord. Several scholars have also argued that some of the myths
are of Celtic origin (see, e.g., Simpson, ‘Otherworld Adventures’; Power, ‘“An óige, an saol agus
an bás”’; Taylor, ‘Icelandic Analogues’; Egeler, ‘Útgarðaloki und die Britischen Inseln’ and Avalon, 66° Nord). This should not make any difference to my argument, as there is no reason to
believe that the author of Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns did not know versions in Old Norse (if,
indeed, some of Þorsteins þáttr’s material is of Celtic origin).
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Why did the author want to connect his hero so strongly to Þórr? Part of
the reason is probably that Þórr was in certain ways the pagan god least unacceptable to the Christian audience of the time. Þórr seems to have come more
easily through the conversion than the other gods, probably because of his
principal task of fighting giants and bringing rain to the fields in connection
with thunderstorms (less relevant in Iceland), surviving under the euphemism
Godfar, ‘good father/granddad’, and so forth, in popular traditions until modern times.27 Óðinn, however, was in the High Middle Ages identified with
the devil.28 Thus, the opposition between Þórr and Óðinn that seems to have
existed even in pre-Christian times (clearest in Hárbarðsljóð) deepened in the
High Middle Ages. This opposition is exploited by the author of Þorsteins þáttr.
The hero is unambiguously good and Christian, even when strongly associated
with Þórr (cf. the Guð- names of his allies mentioned above). The demonic
side of the conflict in Þorsteins þáttr, however, is associated with Óðinn and
the Óðinn-myths above (iv.). The eagle preying on innocent children is sent
by Óðinn (chap. 3) and killing this eagle is what gives Þorsteinn the magical
objects that enable him to triumph over Geirrøðr. The latter’s demonic nature
is accentuated by the Óðinn-like role he assumes as the owner of Grímr. Its
function has much in common with Óðinn’s talking head Mímr and also his
knowledge-giving mead of poetry, and the name Grímr is very similar to Mímr.
In addition, Grímr is a frequent name of Óðinn himself, not least in the legendary sagas.29
To attain a deeper understanding of why the author chooses to connect his
hero so closely to Þórr, we need to take a look at exactly what he does to the
Þórr myths. An inroad to this is provided by Þorsteinn’s byname. This seems
to be Þorsteins þáttr’s clearest and most informative reference to a Þórr myth,
although it has not (to my knowledge) been noticed in research hitherto:
Þorsteinn’s byname and its background seems to be a direct reference to Þórr’s
surprising powerlessness in Snorri’s Útgarða-Loki myth. Þorsteinn is so big —
among humans — that he ‘overpowers’ most houses because the doors are too
small (see above), whereas Þórr (and his companions) at Útgarða-Loki’s castle
is so small that he can slip in between the bars of the locked gate (ii. above;
‘þá smugu þeir milli spalanna’).30 Without this background, the bǿjarmagn
27
28
29
30

See, for example, Hyltén-Cavallius, Wärend och Wirdarne, i, 230ff.
Røthe, I Odins tid; Lassen, Odin på kristent pergament.
Falk, Odensheite, p. 14; Røthe, I Odins tid, p. 312.
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, p. 53.
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byname and the too-big-for-doors explanation are plainly odd.31 Against this
background, however, they make perfect sense. Thus, the bǿjarmagn byname
and its explanation make clear that the author wanted to link his hero and saga
directly to the situation wherein the physically powerful god Þórr features as a
surprisingly powerless dwarf at Útgarða-Loki’s. This makes good sense because
a very similar play on ‘big but small’, ‘immensely strong but powerless’ is essential to Þorsteins þáttr also in a non-intertextual reading, as pointed out above.
The Útgarða-Loki myth represents a parodic twist on the usual image of
Þórr.32 What the author of Þorsteins þáttr has done is to create one more twist
on this twist: ‘the Þórr-hero is surprisingly powerless, but still able to use the
powerlessness against his enemies’ — because this time, he controls what is
seen and not seen. In the Útgarða-Loki myth, Þórr and his companions are
humiliated because of Útgarða-Loki’s magical delusions. At Geirrøðr’s party in
Þorsteins þáttr, Þorsteinn achieves vision control in two ways, one defensive and
one offensive. First, he makes himself invisible by means of a black marble that
he got from the dwarf (chap. 3) and thus becomes able to manipulate the games
and fend off the otherwise inevitable defeat of his men. Then, he blinds the bad
guys with sparks from his magical marble. This enables him to kill Geirrøðr
by throwing the magical marble and spike into his eyes and manipulate Agði
afterwards (chaps 10–11). Þorsteinn’s strategy of vision control is apparent
already from the start of the Geirrøðr part of the saga: Þórr is humiliated by
Skrýmir/Útgarða-Loki’s optical illusions during a night under an oak;33 at the
corresponding narrative point, Þorsteinn sleeps camouflaged in the crown of an
oak (chaps 4–5).34
The ‘twist-on-the-twist’ plot becomes even more apparent if we take a
closer look at the details of the powerlessness in Þorsteins þáttr. Normally, Þórr
is a representative of brute and uncompromising force against the giants,35
whom he typically strikes to death with his hammer.36 But there are also myths
wherein this motif is turned upside-down. The clearest example is Þrymskviða,
31

See, e.g., the comments of Fritzner, in Ordbog over det gamle norske sprog, ii, 874.
McKinnell, Both One and Many, pp. 82–85.
33
Snorri Sturluson, Edda, ed. by Finnur Jónsson, pp. 51–53.
34
Martin (‘Structure and Meaning’, p. 73) notes that ‘seeing and not seeing is quite prominent’ in Þorsteins þáttr.
35
See, e.g., Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion of the North, pp. 77–85; also Storesund,
‘Þrunginn móði’.
36
Simek, Lexikon der germanischen Mythologie, pp. 414ff.
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where Þórr’s hammer has been stolen, and he has to dress as a bride and pretend to marry the giant thief in order to get it back. In Old Norse, the term
for such male effeminacy was ergi f., corresponding to the adjective argr/ragr
(metathesis; plural argir/ragir). In the usage of this term, all kinds of nonmasculine behaviour could be considered equal to castration or assuming the
‘female’ role in homosexual intercourse, which was the ultimate humiliation for
a man in Old Norse culture.37 Thus, stories about the macho god being forced
into ergi must have been priceless entertainment.38 This motif is also used in
the Útgarða-Loki myth. At Útgarða-Loki’s, Þórr is a kǫgursveinn m. (baby boy)
and a sveinstauli m. (servant boy (?)) and he appears to be a poor drinker and
weaker than an old nurse. His companions are servants, not warriors.39 When
he encounters Skrýmir earlier in the same myth, he is afraid and weak — say
Loki and Óðinn when they taunt him in, respectively, Lokasenna (sts 60, 62)
and Hárbarðsljóð (st. 26).40 Within Old Norse ideology, all this is ergi. In the
Geirrøðr myth, Þórr avoids ergi, but only just. During the crossing of the river,
he nearly drowns in a flood of urine from one of Geirrøðr’s daughters straddling the river.41 At Geirrøðr’s residence, Þórr is almost crushed against the ceiling by two of Geirrøðr’s daughters hiding under his chair. This ‘pushing him
from below’, remarks Clunies Ross, ‘strongly connotes the reversal of sex-roles
[…] regarded as normal’, especially in light of the words chosen to describe the
incident.42
In Þorsteins þáttr, Þorsteinn’s antagonists become argir. When Þorsteinn
marries Agði’s daughter against his will and then settles with her on his estate,
Þorsteinn could, on a symbolic level, just as well have penetrated Agði himself
(chaps 10–13)43 — an interpretation that is underlined by a statement uttered
at an earlier point of the narrative. Immediately before Þorsteinn shows him37

Meulengracht Sørensen, The Unmanly Man.
This does not necessarily imply, as some argue (e.g., McKinnell, Both One and Many,
p. 85), that Þrymskviða dates from Christian times and can only be understood as Christian
blasphemy directed towards the heathen deities. Old Scandinavian religions seem to have had a
much more relaxed attitude towards their gods than the book religions.
39
McKinnell, Both One and Many, p. 83.
40
In this latter reference, Skrýmir is called Fjalarr.
41
See Clunies Ross, ‘An Interpretation of the Myth’, pp. 372ff; Mundal, ‘Forholdet mellom born og foreldre’, pp. 234–41.
42
Clunies Ross, ‘An Interpretation of the Myth’, p. 381.
43
Meulengracht Sørensen, The Unmanly Man, p. 28.
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self in Geirrøðr’s hall and starts the storm of sparks, the clairvoyant Grímr says
about Agði: ‘Svá ergist hverr sem eldist’ (Old men become argir) (chap. 9).44
The author’s conspicuous choice of Gnípalundr as the name of Agði’s estate
fits with this. Elsewhere in Old Norse literature it occurs only in Helgakviða
Hundingsbana i, which states that Sinfjǫtli was allegedly castrated by giant
women at Gnípalundr (st. 40).45 Þorsteinn’s attack on his enemies’ vision also
seems to emphasise the ergi symbolism. He blinds Geirrøðr and Agði with
sparks from a magical instrument related to Þórr’s hammer, then kills Geirrøðr
by throwing this instrument into his eyes. As pointed out by Lassen,46 blinding
in Old Norse culture was a form of symbolic castration,47 and Þórr’s hammer
is a phallic symbol.48 In addition, Þórr was known to have an especially piercing gaze, an indication of his masculinity,49 which implies that blinding ‘in a
Þórr-like way’ has especially clear sexual connotations. Also, the lack of vision is
what makes Agði unable to stop Þorsteinn from taking his daughter (chap. 10
onwards).
The way in which Þorsteinn wins in Þorsteins þáttr can be seen as an inversion of how Þórr is humiliated at Útgarða-Loki’s, with regards both to the ergi
symbolism and the vision control — which may be regarded as two sides to the
same coin. The turning around of the ergi-motif (in the sense that the ergi goes
from being used by the giants against the hero to being used by the hero against
the giants) in spite of the hero’s size handicap is the essence of the twist-on-thetwist that Þorsteins þáttr’s author has made to the Útgarða-Loki myth.

More Reused Material?
The main part of Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns shows that its author made it a
sport to reuse older (semi-)mythological material. Therefore, it would not be
surprising if there were more examples of this in other parts of the saga, and I
believe there are — in the encounter with elves in Chapter 2 and the dwarf in
44

Cf. Meulengracht Sørensen, The Unmanly Man, p. 20.
The fate of Geirrøðr and Agði echoes Helgakviða Hundingsbana i and Helga þáttr Þórissonar in many ways — to which I hope to return in a later article.
46
Lassen, ‘Hǫðr’s Blindness and the Pledging of Óðinn’s Eye’, ‘Øjets sprog’, and Øjet og
blindheden i norrøn litteratur og mytologi.
47
For further discussion of piercing gazes, see Kroesen, ‘Hvessir augu sem hildingar’; Marold, ‘Die Augen des Herrschers’; Heide, ‘Auga til Egil’.
48
Clunies Ross, ‘Þórr’s Honour’, p. 62.
49
Lassen, Øjet og blindheden i norrøn litteratur og mytologi, pp. 106–15.
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Chapter 3. Admittedly, these narratives are not known from other medie val
sources, but there is reason to believe that only a fraction of the narratives that
existed were recorded, and there is no reason why the medieval authors would
prefer written from oral raw material. Normally, of course, it is impossible for
us to say anything about unrecorded material, but there are exceptions to everything. Aspects of these specific narratives suggest that they, too, are reuses
of narratives that were not recorded. In the dwarf encounter, it is odd that the
gifts only partially fit with what is needed later in the narrative. Þorsteinn uses
the magical marble and the spike as instructed by the dwarf. The woollen shirt,
however, is used against poison in Geirrøðr’s hall, but it is said by the dwarf to
protect against fatigue during swimming and wounds during fighting (chap. 8)
— to which Þorsteinn is not subsequently exposed. The magical, money-yielding silver ring that the dwarf gives Þorsteinn is never mentioned again, and
there is no need for it. Why would the author introduce these motifs only to
leave them hanging? They can more easily be explained as blind motifs50 from a
myth that the author used but only partially reshaped.
The journey to the world of elves closely resembles an elf queen legend
recorded in Iceland in the 1840s.51 A maid (or wife or housekeeper) on a farm
has appeared, no one knows wherefrom, but she is beautiful, talented and
industrious and liked by everybody. Every Christmas Eve, the rest of the household go to church while the maid stays at home. But one year the shepherd
sneaks back to the farm (or stays awake while the others sleep); he wants to find
out what the maid is up to. He sees her put on a fur, a tablecloth, or some other
kind of cloth, or two of these things, and he sees her go to a lake/river/pond/
the sea. There, she spreads the cloth on the ground, steps onto it, and disappears
into the deep, or she puts the cloth over her head and jumps into the water. She
leaves the other cloth behind, and the shepherd takes it and does like her, or he
sneaks onto a corner of the cloth that she is standing on. Going down through
the water seems to him like wading through smoke or fog. In other variants, the
maid goes to a pit, spreads the cloth there and steps onto it then goes down a
shaft, or she just jumps into the pit. In one variant, the woman rides the shepherd with a ‘gandreið (witch ride) harness bridle’ to the pit. In another variant
the maid rubs a pair of gloves together to produce a bridge across a lake before
going into the ground. They come to a beautiful meadow or country with a
50

Lüthi, The European Folktale, p. 61.
See Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar Þjóðsögur og ævintýri, i, 101–10, iii, 162–68; and discussion
in Heide, Gand, seid og åndevind, pp. 222–33.
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castle/hall/estate. There, a feast is being held, and the woman sits down in the
high seat next to the king. The decor is exquisite and costly, with wine and
silver cups, and the food is splendid. The shepherd steals the woman’s ring and
a wonderfully fat piece of meat. In the middle of the night, the maid and the
shepherd go home. When the shepherd the next day tells the household of the
nightly journey, he presents the ring and the food as proof. It turns out that the
maid is an elf queen (álfadrottning) who has been cursed to remain in the world
of men (mannheimar) and is only allowed to be with her own in álfheimar on
Christmas Eve — until a human man follows her there. In some variants, the
woman threatens to kill the shepherd on Christmas Day unless he can tell who
she is/where she was. The shepherd is rewarded for having saved the queen and
she goes home to her own people.
Þorsteins þáttr and the legend have the following points in common:
A. The hero secretly accompanies a person on a supernatural journey
B. They go to heimrinn neðri (the netherworld) in the þáttr, to neðri bygðir/
undirheimar (the nether settlements)/(the lower world) in the legend.
C. This is the world of elves (huldumaðr in the þáttr, the elf queen is called
huldukona in the legend, and she goes to Álfheimar).
D.	Passage down through water, as if through smoke or steam.
E. The means of transport through the water comes in pairs: staffs, cloths,
furs.
F. Gandreið (witch ride) to the passage (one legend version only).
G. There is a very lavish feast at the court in the underworld.
H. There, the hero is invisible (this is not explicitly stated in the legend versions, but nobody notices him, although he makes objects disappear in
the middle of the feasting crowd).52
I. The hero manages to take the queen’s or king’s arm ring and some of the
food.
J.	Magical gloves are used for the journey (one legend version only).
K.	Return through the same passage.

52

See, e.g Jón Árnason, Íslenzkar Þjóðsögur og ævintýri, i, 107.

Eldar Heide

230

As we can see, the resemblance between Þorsteins þáttr and the legend is very
strong, through a sequence of more than ten motifs occurring in the same
order, many of which are very distinctive or unusual (A, B, C, E, H, I), or even
unique (D, F, G, J). It is unreasonable not to think that there is a connection
between the þáttr and the legend.53 That connection could be that the legend
derives from the þáttr (which seems to be Finnur Jónsson’s opinion).54 But that
is very unlikely. A rather more plausible explanation is that a version of the elf
queen legend existed in the Middle Ages and was re-used by the author of the
þáttr, although it was not recorded in its oral form. I believe this for the following reasons:
–– The legend version is logically and narratologically coherent, but the
þáttr version is not.
–– The þáttr’s deviances from the legend can easily be explained as changes
made to make the story fit into a fornaldarsaga.
–– The þáttr version can easily be derived from the legend; the opposite is
difficult.
In the legend, all aspects of the journey have an important purpose, which is
logical within the frames of the narrative. The woman goes to the world of
elves on Christmas Eve because this is her once-a-year chance. The boy follows her because he wants to find out why every year on that night she is not
with the rest of the farm people. He steals the objects at the elf court to use
them as proof that he followed her, and this leads to a happy ending. In the
þáttr, however, virtually no motivation is given. The journey is presented as a
random idea just for fun, both for Þorsteinn and the boy whom he follows —
although it leads to Þorsteinn being able to give King Óláfr a valuable gift from
the elves (end of chap. 2). The relationship between the boy and Þorsteinn is
also incongruous. Þorsteinn simply sneaks along with him, never talks to him,
and never apologizes for his bad-mannered behaviour. Then, out of the blue,
they are mates and the boy risks his life for Þorsteinn. Afterwards, the boy,
again out of the blue, knows all about Þorsteinn’s background and adventures
53

This has been vaguely pointed out by Finnur Jónsson, Den oldnorske og oldislandske litteraturs historie, iii, 87; Power, ‘Þorsteins þáttr bœjarmagns’, p. 676.
54
See Finnur Jónsson, Den oldnorske og oldislandske litteraturs historie, iii, 87. The þórshamar (Þórr’s hammer) used for magical, long-distance blinding of thieves in nineteenthcentury Iceland (and probably earlier; cf. Simpson, ‘Otherworld Adventures’, p. 7) is, in my
opinion, probably derived from Þorsteins þáttr.
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and brags about this to his mother.55 In the legend, there are no such paradoxes
because the boy remains unnoticed by the farm maid/elf queen throughout the
whole journey. In the legend, the boy is not noticed at the elf court either, not
even in the middle of the crowd when he steals the ring and the piece of meat.
In the þáttr, however, Þorsteinn’s invisibility only lasts up to this point; then
everybody starts chasing him. This change contradicts the logic of the narrative and requires some explanation, but it is not in any way commented on.
The background of Þorsteinn’s guide on the journey also makes better sense in
the legend. The elf queen knows how to go to the world of elves because she
belongs there. In the þáttr, however, no reason is given for the guide’s familiarity with the world of elves. He does not live there, and there is no hint that the
residents consider him one of their own. At the same time, confusingly, his living in a mound makes the reader think of him as an elf, although the mound is
located in this world. In short, the þáttr version is packed with seemingly blind
motifs that are not blind in the legend version.
If we presuppose a medieval version of the oral elf queen legend, the confusing aspects of the þáttr version can easily be explained as changes to make the
legend fit into a legendary saga. The hero would need a brother-in-arms because
that is typical of legendary sagas. Therefore, the woman was changed into a
boy, who nonetheless had to be an elf to know the elf world, and so the author
invented the elf mound in this world where Þorsteinn could accidentally meet
him. The elf boy brags about Þorsteinn’s background and his heroic escape from
the elves because glorious stories should be told about the hero in a legendary
saga. Had Þorsteinn remained invisible at the elf court, there would have been
no dramatic and heroic escape; in fact, there would have been no fight at all in
this chapter. But such things are essential in a legendary saga. Bringing the elf
ring to King Óláfr also conforms to the expectations of a legendary saga.
Essentially, Þorsteinn in the þáttr has a much more active and prominent
role than the shepherd does in the legend. This is required of a fornaldarsaga
hero and corresponds to the changes made to the myths in the later part of the
saga. Aurvandill has his toe amputated by Þórr, whereas Þorsteinn performs
the operation himself (chap. 5). Þórr does nothing to be given his hammer
Mjǫllnir,56 whereas Þorsteinn is given the Mjǫllnir-related marble as a reward
for a heroic deed (chap. 3). Nobody outsmarts Óðinn’s talking head Mímr, but
Þorsteinn outsmarts Grímr. Þórr in the Útgarða-Loki myth is the victim of
55
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magical delusions, while Þorsteinn is the master of the equivalent delusions.
Þórr is made argr by Útgarða-Loki, whereas Þorsteinn turns the tables in the
corresponding situation.
To conversely explain the legend as an adaptation of the þáttr version is,
however, difficult. Why would the post-medieval storytellers replace the hero’s
brother-in-arms with a woman? And why go to the antics of making her a combined farm maid and queen? Why introduce the curse? And so forth. One could
argue that such changes were made to achieve the logical and narratological
cohesion that the original lacked, for example, the elf chapter of Þorsteins þáttr.
But in that case, this chapter becomes a problem, as does the dwarf chapter. If
we insist that the author wrote these chapters from scratch, then we have to
assume that he had a seizure of talentlessness in this part of the writing process,
before miraculously recovering to mastery in the later parts of the saga. If, however, the elf and dwarf encounters are reuses, the concept of blind motifs solves
this problem.
As an objection to this, one could ask why the author would leave blind
motifs only in the elf and dwarf chapters, but not in the Geirrøðr part, if they
are all reuses. The answer may be that only the former sections are based upon
one single narrative. When reusing a single myth, it is possible to make crude
adaptation shortcuts. The Geirrøðr part, on the other hand, is based upon a
multitude of myths, which implies that the author would to a much greater
extent have to shape the story from scratch. This part is inspired by Þórr (and
Óðinn) myths rather than crudely adapting them.57
When working with the dwarf and elf chapters of Þorsteins þáttr, we have (as
in many other cases) to choose between two methodological principles. We can
argue that what is recorded in medie val manuscripts is the only information
that we have. Or we can try to gather any additional material that could throw
light on the medieval texts and seek the model of understanding that explains
the greater part of this combined material.

Conclusion
There is reason to believe that the elf chapter in Þorsteins þáttr bǿjarmagns is
based upon a medieval version of the oral elf queen legend known from nineteenth-century Icelandic tradition. If this is correct, it implies that we possess
an overlooked source for medieval elf traditions: the legend elements closest to
57
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what we find in the þáttr are anchored in the Middle Ages by the þáttr. This is
important because our information about elf traditions in the Middle Ages are
very limited, as the elves play only a marginal role in the mythological sources.
It also has implications for our understanding of Þorsteins þáttr’s composition. The author’s idea is, seemingly, to add another twist to the twist that the
Útgarða-Loki myth represents. This time, the hero wins in spite of his surprising physical weakness, because the author grants him vision control. This element seems to be inspired by the elf queen legend. On the basis of the above
discussion, Þorsteins þáttr can be analysed in the following way:
1. The hero is introduced, and his name, byname, and the byname’s background tell the audience that the story is going to present a twist on Þórr at
Útgarða-Loki’s (where, the audience knows, Þórr was humiliated because
his opponent controlled what was seen).
2. The adapted elf queen legend demonstrates how the ability to become
invisible can enable the hero to manipulate a royal feast.
3. The hero acquires magical objects that can prevent him from being seen or
can make his opponents see nothing at all.
4. The hero does what is suggested in the elf queen legend exemplum, using
the magical tools that he acquired. Thanks to his invisibility, he staves off
humiliation at the demonic king’s Útgarða-Loki-like feast. Then, by preventing his adversaries from seeing at all, he crushes them in a humiliating
way.
The inspiration for this twist on the twist seems to come from the elf queen legend. Only recorded in the nineteenth century, this legend appears to be a key to
the þáttr and how its author worked and played with his material.58
* * *
I am grateful to the participants at research seminars and conferences at the
Universities of Århus (March 2013), Tartu ( June 2014), and Bergen (October
2015) for feedback to the ideas presented in this essay.
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