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There is magic in the grand old tales that have
survived through centuries of time. Even the
names of the books have a ring that sets the
blood pounding—THE VOLSUNGA SAGA, THE SHAH-
NAMAH, THE MABINOGIAN,

From all over the world, from all periods of
ancient time, the great myths and heroic tales
thunder down through the ages. Each country,
each region has its legends. Somewhere, some-
time, somehow, some often unknown scribe has
set the tales down in permanent form.

In this volume Lin Carter has gathered together
samplings from this richest of all sources of adult
fantasy and although their original names may
sometimes be anonymous, there surely has never
been such a pride of taletellers together at one
time as we have in
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Introduction:

Ower the Hills
And Far Away

MEN have always had a thirst for the Miraculous and
an itch to find out what lies over the next horizon.

This simian trait called curiosity is one of our most
precious possessions. It drove us to explore the most per-
ilous and inaccessible portions of the globe, to peer
through the microscope into the amazing world of the
ultra-small and to dream of conquering the stars. It is
what impelled us towards science, mathematics, philoso-
phy, magic, religion, medicine and literature.

As a race, we have always been willing to listen to the
man with a good story to tell-and the more dragons and
wizards and enchanted princesses in the yarn, the better.
And whenever man develops an itch, he also invents a
class of men willing to scratch it for him, hence the tell-
ers-of-tales.

We have always known the world was filled with mar-
vellous things, and we have always been perfectly will-
ing to believe in them. While it is regrettably true that
the local countryside is noticeably barren of Basilisks,
they are unquestionably as common as house-flies in
Golden Ind and Far Cathay. After all, the occasional
travellers who have come back from those glittering,
splendid and far-off countries hardly talked of anything
else. We have fondly preserved the memories of such

1
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men, for we are greatly in their debt: they helped to
keep Wonder alive in all of us, and (as noted above),
Wonder is a precious thing.

For example, we remember the Greek physician Cte-
sias—not because of his very excellent treatise on rivers,
or his learned analysis of the Persian system of revenues
—but for the happy fact that he was the first man to see
the unicorn (or, at least, the first to say he had).

Yes, the world has always been filled with magic and
mystery and monsters. The skulls of the giant one-eyed
Cyclops were on display in the town-halls of Italy dur-
ing the Middle Ages; the petrified bones of dragons
were the proud possessions of the kings of Europe; and
that sober old Roman, Pliny, recorded eye-witness de-
scriptions of the dog-headed men who lived in the
depths of Africa. Pliny was outdone in his marvel-mon-
gering only by Herodotus, who came back from his trip
to Egypt to tell us that the secret temple records kept by
the Egyptian hierophants covered the past thirteen thou-
sand, three hundred and forty years, and that every five
centuries the gold and crimson Phoenix comes flying out
of Arabia to build a nest of myrrh on the high altar of
the Temple of the Sun, whereon he burns himself to
ashes and arises, recharged and ready for another five
hundred. He also tells how every spring a tremendous
fleet of flying serpents come, winging from Arabia into
Egypt where, near the city of Buto, a flock of ibises de-
vour them in mid-air. He saw this himself: at least he
saw the valley filled with their bones . . . and who is
so crass as to impute the veracity of the Father of His-
tory?

Or, for that matter, of the Church? For the Lives of
the Saints is packed with plenty of marvels. The Saints,
we are told by the church historians, were great hands
at dragon-fighting. St. Clement slew one at Metz. St. Sa-
turnin killed another at Bernay. St. Armond fought one
near Maestricht. And there was even a dragon-slayer
among the Twelve Apostles, for St. Andrew had a battle
with a member of the scaly, bat-winged brood.

Then, of course, there is always the famous St
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George. He made a full-time career out of it, and left ca-
davers of the poor brutes scattered all over the land-
scape from Mansfield, Germany, to Cappadocia, Persia
and Beirut, not to mention Egypt. It was there (at
Selena in Libya, to be precise) that he tackled a fero-
cious specimen in the act of devouring the Princess
Sabia, daughter of King Ptolemy; luckily, St. George had
his celebrated magic sword, Ascalon, with him at the
time. Of course, his most famous match was the dragon
of Dunsmore Heath, near Coventry, England. This is the
battle Spenser describes in the first book of The Faerie
Queene.

But most other Saints who dabbled at all in dragons,
much preferred overwhelming them by sheer force of
chastity or something, rather than the crude physical ex-
pedient of hacking them up with enchanted swords.
When St. Romain was Bishop of Roven, he tamed one
by simply tossing his episcopal stole around its neck.
And when St. Martha was busily converting the pagans
at Arles, a dragon came roaring up, interrupting the ser-
mon. She knocked it silly with sheer overwhelming vir-
ginity, doused it from stem to stern with a couple of
bucketsful of holy water, and led it around the streets
using her garters for a leash. (A convincing demonstra-
tion of the power of faith, to say the least; I don’t doubt
that every pagan for miles around signed up on the
spot.)

There is lots more of this sort of thing. Lack of space
does not permit me to regale you with the various drag-
on-busting exploits of Sts. Margaret, Veneranda, Rade-
gund, Bernard, Samson, Marcel or Germanus.

Dragons aside, the Saints of the Middle Ages quite
frequently mingled with mythological creatures. Such as
that great anchorite, the most famous of the Desert Fa-
thers, St. Anthony himself, who had a very interesting
conversation with a genuine Satyr. (We have the solemn
word of St. Jerome on this.)

Then there was the celebrated goldsmith Benvenuto
Cellini, who once saw a Salamandre (a fire-elemental; a
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kind of nature spirit). We know he did because he tells
us so in his famous Autobiography (1, iv).

L

So much for the earlier writers, who wrote from a naive
and wide-eyed Weltanschauung. Other more sophisti-
cated authors who dealt with fantasy generally did so
from a didactic or satiric motive. They deliberately con-
cocted non-existent realms and mythic beings to ram
home a sober moral: making the bitter pill palatable, so
to speak, by giving it a sugary coating of romantic fic-
tion. As did Dean Swift with his accounts of Liliput,
Brobdingnag, and the Flying Island of Laputa.

Or they liked to deflate the local politicians through a
sort of verbal caricature, but to avoid the contemporary
version of a libel suit (i.e., the old cup of hemlock) they
would shift the scene to Cockaigne or Never-Never-
Land. As did Aristophanes with his invented Nephelo-
coccygia (“Cloud-Cuckoo-Land”), which is really just
4th Century B.C. Athens in feathers. Such writers were
gambling on the fact that the local yokels always had an
appetite for the fantastical, and were willing to swallow
a little social criticism to get it.

But whatever the purpose for which it was written,
this sort of thing can be marvellous fun. The untram-
melled imagination can paint a far more lovely and in-
teresting landscape than the one you can find in Central
Park after an hour on the subway. The history of Oz is
very much more interesting to me than that of Uruguay.
In fact, to be honest, I can hardly imagine the person
who would prefer reading about Uruguay: doubtless
there are many such, but if so, I feel sorry for them.
They don’t know what they’re missing.

Sad to say, a surprisingly large number of otherwise
sound and good people find fantasy difficult and dis-
tasteful to read. I frequently encounter them, although I
do not seek them out. When I happen to confess, for ex-
ample, that I would rather hear how the hero Astolpho
flew to the moon astride the Winged Horse of the Pyre-
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nees to bring back the lost wits of his knightly comrade
Roland (in Orlando Furioso) than read any number of
cowboy stories, no matter how “realistic” they may be
and true to history, such persons react either with scorn,
derision or utter bafflement. And should I chance to
admit it that Blunderbore (in Jack the Giant-Killer) inter-
ests me more than Benito Mussolini, or that there is, for
me, more of the genuine essence of poetry in the single
line, “East o’ the Sun and West 0" the Moon™ than in any
ten pages of T. S. Eliot, they usually leave the room in a

urry.

The standard reaction of such people, people who
genuinely do not understand why you and I enjoy read-
ing fantasy, or even exactly how our enjoyment in our
favorite reading matter differs from theirs, is one of baf-
flement. Winged horses do not exist, never have existed.
Giants are a biological impossibility, at least giants as
big as Blunderbore. And “East o’ the Sun and West o
the Moon” is a fairy-tale, and, being such, is fit reading
only for children.

There is just no arguing with such people. They are
perfectly serious and sincere. They simply do not under-
stand that, to you and I, it does not at all matter if there
are no real giants. It is the idea of giants we are after:
the essence of the thing—the very giantness of them. The
shuddersome awe we lesser beings feel before the vision
of such ponderous, dull-eyed, slow, immeasurably huge
creatures. Like walking hills brought to terrible and
thrilling life: bristling with shaggy, matted beards and
manes, shaking the earth with every shuffing step. In
vain the anti-fantasts push before us pictures of bronto-
sauri as reconstructed by paleontologists. But that’s not
what we want. As C. S. Lewis puts it in his excellent
essay “On Stories”: “Nature has that in her which com-
pels us to invent giants: and only giants will do.”

And it is the same with winged horses. A bird can be
beautiful and graceful in flight; a horse can be noble
and majestic: but Pegasus is more to us than just a
white horse with wings stuck onto its sides somehow. It
is a symbol, a hieroglyph, which stands for the awe and
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wonder and heart-rending ecstasy and wild, romantic
freedom of the very concept of flight itself. But we can
no more explain to the fantasy-haters why our hearts lift
at the thought of Pegasus than we can explain to a deaf
person what Beethoven’s Ninth means to us.

And there is something terribly wrong with the whole
idea that fairy-tales are for children only. It simply is
not true, in point of historical fact. Fairy-tales—real fairy-
tales, as differentiated from Madrchen and folk-tales—
were originally written for the pleasure of adults alone.
The fairy-tale was a literary fad at the French Court
during the early 17th Century. Under the Bourbons, pol-
ished and witty contes des fées flourished, and writers of
charm and elegance like Charles Perrault and Madame
d’Aulnoy brought the art-form to its height. They were
writing for a sophisticated audience of languid aristo-
crats: certainly not for the kiddies.®

Professor Tolkien deals with this in his great essay
“On Fairy-Stories.” He points out that when adults out-
grew or got tired of the fad, they relegated these tales to
the nursery, much as they did with the furniture they
grew weary of seeing around. Of course, it is perfectly
true that children enjoy reading fairy-tales (or some
children, at any rate), but this does not mean the art-
form was invented for their pleasure, any more than it
means that other “children’s favorites” like Gulliver or
The Arabian Nights were written for children. It is true
that bowdlerized and brutally edited versions of these
two books are printed for the juvenile market, but take a
look at the original texts sometime. Gulliver is a savage
and merciless satire on man’s own inhumanity, and
strong stuff for youthful stomachs (such as the scene in
which Gulliver extinguishes the fire in the city of the
Lilliputians by urinating upon it, which of course is omit-
ted from the children’s editions, as is the scene in

* Perrault wrote La Belle au Bois Dormant (“the Sleeping Beauty
of the Wood”), as well as Cinderella, Bluebeard and Puss-in-Boots. He
was a poet and architect in the reign of the Sun King, Louis XIV. The
Comtesse d’Aulnoy wrote-The White Cat and The Blue Beard, and my
personal favorite, The Yellow Dwarf. They were exact contemporaries.
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giant-land where Gulliver is crawling about on the mon-
strous breasts of his Brobdingnagian nurse). And, as for
The Arabian Nights—more properly, Alf Laylah wa Lay-
lah, The Thousand Nights and One Night—it was com-

:' posed very much as were the French fairy-tales, for the

amusement of a jaded and decadent Court, although an
Islamic one and not French. In the original, the tales are
deliciously erotic and bawdy.

*

In this book I have collected the finest examples of the
heroic fantasy laid against imaginary lands I have been
able to find among these ancient writers. This book,
then, forms a perfect counterpart to its companion vol-
ume, The Young Magicians, which consists entirely of
tales drawn from recent or modern writers. The dividing
line is the floruit of William Morris. Morris (1834-96)
was the first modern writer of any importance to devote
himself to tales of war, quest and adventure laid in
purely imaginary worlds where magic works. I make
Morris’ life the point of division between the ancient
fantasy writers and the modern, not necessarily through
any sense of balance, but because he founded the tradi-
tion of the imaginary-world heroic fantasy which was
followed after him by such writers as Lord Dunsany, E.
R. Eddison, James Branch Cabell, Clark Ashton Smith,
Robert E. Howard, C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien
(among others)—most of whom are represented in the
companion volume to this anthology. Morris’ first real
venture into these fictional half-worlds was a novel
called The Wood Beyond the World which he published
on the 11th of May, 1895.

I call this the first important unagmary-world fantasy,
and the direct literary progenitor of the tradition which
includes The Worm Ouroboros and The Silver Stallion
and The Lord of the Rings and the Narnia books and all
the other things on our bookshelves we love best. You
can quibble about the primacy of Morris if you feel so
inclined: you could make a case for George Macdonald’s
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Lilith or Beckford’s Vathek or even Amadis of Gaul, the
great 13th Century Portuguese prose romance—all of
which came earlier than Morris. But this is splitting

hairs: there were white-boy-raised-in-the-jungle yarns

before Tarzan of the Apes, and historical romances be-
fore Sir Walter Scott, and Fausts before Faust. Literary
history is a knotty tangle: we usually simplify the ques-
tion by assuming that the writer who made the biggest
impact with a new idea—the man who started the trend
—was the milestone, even if he borrowed the idea from
somebody earlier.

The selections herein are drawn from among an enor-
mous number of sources. Those of you who may have
seen my recent book, Tolkien: A Look Behind “The
Lord of the Rings"—and who remember my very de-
tailed exposition of the evolution of the major themes
and plot-elements that make up the so-called “Tolkie-
nian” school of fantasy (in chapters 10 through 13 of
that book) may expect this anthology to be filled with
selections from the major sources Tolkien used. Such,
however, is most definitely not the case.

I did not assemble this collection to prove my theory
of the evolutionary history of the imaginary-world fan-
tasy. My only criterion for each of the selections in-
cluded here was—is it a really good fantasy story? Is it
exciting, imaginative, colorful, thrilling?

I have drawn from epic and saga, from Sir John de
Mandeville and The Mabinogion, from the mythological
and heroic fantasy literature of Persia, Finland, Wales,
the Teutonic or Anglo-Saxon peoples, from Malory and
the English ballad. My only interest was in finding the
very best stories I could possibly locate. I looked at nine
different versions of the Russian heroic mythos of Ilya of
Murom before picking the precise tale I wanted, in just
the right redaction, and in the most savory and rich
translation. For the scene I wanted to use from Beowult,’
I passed over a dozen more famous and “approved
translations, to pick one by a scholar you have probably
never even heard of (Norma Lorre Goodrich)—I wanted
it because it had the tension, the heightened intensity
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and richness of color the others lacked. For my selection

" from the history of Zal and Rustum in the Persian na-

tional epic, The Shah Namah, I inspected a half-dozen
translations made over a full century: dissatisfied with
them all, I made my own version.

So, for those of you who have a thirst for marvels and
an itch to see what lies “over the hills and far away,”
here is a bookful of some of the most spectacular, magi-
cal, haunting, exciting, evocative and entertaining fan-
tasy ever written.

I wish you a happy voyage.

Liv CARTER
Editorial Consultant:
The Ballantine Adult Fantasy Series

Hollis, Long Island, New York



The Ogre
from Beowulf

Norma Lorre Goodrich

Ovut oF THE DARKNESS of the prehistory of our race, a
superb_and splendid hero emerged to do battle with the
monstrous forces of evil.

His magnificent deeds were set down by a poet of
great genius, in an epic so marvellous and so beautiful
that to this day students master a dead language so that
they may taste the pleasures of reading it in the tongue
in which it was written.

This mighty poem stands at the very beginning of En-
glish literature, as if setting an example of glorious story-
telling which all those to come after must strive to equal.

But, not only was this masterpiece lost and forgotten
for nearly a thousand years—thus exerting no influence at
all on the first great writers of our literature—but it also
came within a hair’s breadth of being destroyed before it
had even been discovered.

Beowulf was written shortly before the year 750 A.D.,
and most likely in Northumbria. It is the greatest literary
masterwork of the Anglo-Saxon peoples. At least, it is the
first great poem of that literature which is known—the
earliest work of that people’s genius which still survives.

Only one manuscript of Beowulf exists. Sir Robert Cot-
ton discovered it back in the 17th century, among a col-
lection of nine other ancient parchments, a collection
known to scholars as the Codex Vitellius. All other

10
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copies are presumed to have been destroyed in ancient
times, when the monasteries were ravished and burned in
the waves of warfare and invasion which swept the land
of our forefathers in the Dark Ages. It is frightening to
think how easily this last, lone manuscript of Beowulf
might also have met destruction at the hands of ignorant
savages who knew no better than to despise art and
learning. One wonders what other works of genius were
produced by the Anglo-Saxons . . . works which, sadly,
were not so lucky as Beowulf. But this we shall probably
never know.

A thousand years after it was written, and having al-
ready survived the invasion of England and the rape of
the monastic libraries, the last precious manuscript of
Beowulf barely was rescued from a second brush with
the flames. For it was by then among the other rare doc-
uments Sir Robert Cotton had collected and carefully
preserved; but when Sir Robert died, his collection was
sold in the year 1700 and was borne off to a new home
in Ashburnham House, a name curiously apt, for the
house caught fire in 1731 and the Beowulf manuscript
was slightly damaged in the flames, although rescued
from destruction before it was anything more than
merely singed. In 1753 the priceless Anglo-Saxon manu-
script was housed in the British Museum, where, let us
hope, it is at last safe.

There are many different translations of Beowulf, and
some of them are, in their own right, brilliant works of
art—such as those of Francis B. Gummere, Charles W.
Kennedy, Edwin Morgan and William Ellery Leonard. I
have, however, passed over these famous translations in
favor of a more recent, if less well-known, version—that
of Norma Lorre Goodrich.

Miss Goodrich made this version for her book The Me-
dieval Myths in 1961. I have chosen her translation over
all the rest, because, despite certain infelicities of phras-
ing and word-choice, the Goodrich version tells the story
of the poem with a vigor and pace and color and excite-
ment that I have not seen equalled elsewhere. It was
Professor Tolkien who was responsible for turning the
tide of Beowulf studies from the sterile byways of schol-
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arly research to a fresh new consideration of the poem as
a thrilling and exciting story and as a work of poetry. He
affected this scholarly revolution with a paper called
“Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” first read in
1936. The influence of his thought can, I think, be
clearly seen in the following English version which con-
centrates on the excitement and the heroic impetus of
what is, after all, one of the world’s most splendid sto-
ries.

One final note. The Beowulf epic breaks apart in two
halves quite neatly. The first half, that of the battle
against the ogre Grendel and his fearsome dam, shows
Beowulf in the full lusty vigor of his youth, and forms a
complete episode. The second half of the poem, the
struggle against the fire-breathing dragon, shows him in
old age. Since I have included elsewhere in this anthol-
ogy the story of Sigurd the Dragon-Slayer from the fa-
mous William Morris translation of The Volsunga Saga,
and since one dragon-fight rcads very much like another,
I have settled on the first part of Beowulf, and I give
you here the ancient tale of Beowulf and the Ogre . . .

=58>

I sHALL unlock my hoard of words at your will. I shall
unfold before you, O King, the story of my wanderings,
for truly I have roamed long years over this wonderful
world.”

The fire burned brightly in the castle hearth. On his
high seat the king of Anglia, well wrapped in furs,
lounged carelessly while his earls took places below him
preparing to hear a renowned bard who was raising his
harp and clearing his throat. Gusts of wind blew fra-
grant smoke out the open doors or curled it about the
heavy oak rafters. The night had fallen early, but the
hall.door stood wide open at either end of the rectangu-
lar room ... No enemies would enter, for the land
was at peace. The Angles had long before stopped their
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restless wanderings over the North Sea. They had cut
Northumbria into marches, and the marches into shires.
The once fierce Vikings had long since become peaceful
farmers; their leaders were called earls. Over them all

- ruled a fair king, noteworthy because he upheld the

freedom of his people, earls and carls alike.

These Angles, lovers of poetry, had ages before
skimmed over the North Sea, westward from Sweden
and Denmark, until they founded their new kingdoms in
Britain: Mercia, Northumberland, and East Anglia. In
the south of their new homeland their brothers, the
Saxon kings, ruled Sussex, Wessex, and Essex. The
Roman legions, who for four hundred years had kept
order in Britain, were only a distant memory. Their mis-
sionaries had returned, however, to convince these set-
tlers from over the seas to put away their worship of
their pagan gods—Freya, Woden, Thor, Eostre, and the
awesome Wyrd, goddess of death.

“O King,” sang the bard, “I have tramped the whole
world over in the course of a lifetime. Every mighty
king have I seen with my own these eyes. Every land
have I understood, each with its own customs and hab-
its, each with its own law. One truth have I learned
above all others! A king who seeks to rule his people
and his lands without warfare must take this as his plan:
he must work first and foremost for his people’s good!

“Therefore since the world began, this wandering star
upon whose breast we live, one king has shone more
brightly than all others. He was Alexander of Macedon.

“In the far-flung realms of Rome have I wandered, as
a guest made welcome for his songs. In imperial Rome
have I seen great Caesar ruling in all pomp and majesty.
Through the lands of Greece have I also roamed, and
farther eastward even than that. I have seen the splen-
dor of Persian kings. I have glimpsed the sands of Af-
rica and watched the foreign folk who dwell in Egypt’s
land. I have looked eagerly upon the wealthy men of the
East and gaped at their trading vessels proudly riding
the waves of Italy’s harbors. Men have I seen who dwell
by the Ganges’ waters, whose flood waves ride down
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into an unknown sea near Eostre’s far home. Lombardy
have I seen also, and Franconia.

“In the halls of great kings the mead has always
flowed freely; there gold armlets were the reward of my
songs . . . I have sung before the chiefs of the Angles
here in Britain, and before the Jutes on the Island of
Wight, and in the cold lands of the northernmost Picts
and Scots. I have sung before the Saxons and the
Swedes and the Danes, and wayworn fared to where the

“Elbe River joins our northern sea. I have willingly
sought the hordes of fierce Huns over whom Attila holds
sway, and stopped on my way home at the mead halls of
the Franks across the sea. Pirates of the northern coasts
have I recalled in my songs, and fought my way into the
eastern land of the Finns. Six hundred shillings of pure
gold has been my fee, and acres of land as a gift from
the Queen of Mercia. Born was I in the Anglian land of
Britain, and there shall I die, a faithful son of song.

“One truth would I set high above all others,” re-
peated the gleeman. “Only the king who loves his peo-
ple is beloved in turn of them. That king alone shall
never be forgotten. Bards even now unborn shall sing of
his feats, his strength, his faithfulness, and his open-
handedness. Let the bards be ever entrusted to write the
songs of a hero, and his people will have them to sing
always.”

The last sound of the harp drifted across the hall.
Slowly the king roused himself. Pulling one of the mas-
sive gold armlets from his own arm, he sent it to the
bard. The world was, indeed, very wide; and he for one
had too much to do at home in Anglia ever to fare so
far. What was the life of a man? What, indeed, was the
life of a king unless he worked hard for his people who had
raised him to the throne? What more than the flight of a
gull through the mead hall, a sudden bright sweep of
white wings against the smoke-blackened rafters? Only
the unselfish, only the great in heart were worthy of
being sung by the bards.

“Sing us a song of the Angles,” ordered the king. “Tell
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~ us again our own story that we may steep ourselves in

kingship. Sing of The Hero.”
Like a distant foreword to the swelling song the heavy

" rumble of the waves, driven by the evening tide,

r
l

moaned and tore at the strand. They were the same wa-
ters that washed the headlands of Denmark, the olden
home of the Angles . . . The great hall was still. The
song they would hear was such an old one, sung down
the ages, recalling a time so long ago that only the great
in heart had been remembered from it . . . Gently the
gleeman stroked his harp, in long lonesome chords like
the mournful sound of a wild wind shrieking through
darkness. Shivers pierced the bones of the listeners as
the old, homely words rang again in their ears:

*

Sing of the Danes in the days gone by, deeds of our
kings who were scatheless in warl Tell about Scyld, the
son of Scef, how he stole the mead from the foemen’s
halls, how he ripped their thrones from under their feet,
how he drove his prow through the ways of the whale,
how he gulped down tribute from all of the tribes that
clung to their cliffs by the chilly sea.

Shout about Scyld with his strength and his might,
building wide mead halls ribbed with gold. That was an
earl—that Scyld, son of Scefl Ah, what a king we had! In
the distant days of the Danes!

The great king called Scyld ruled for many years over
the seafaring peoples of the north, and God gave him a
fair, strong son to rule after him. According to the old
king’s will, his body was borne down the sea cliffs and
placed on the earlmen’s ship. Bronze shields bright with
gold flashed along her gunwales, and from her masthead
flew the shining flag of Scyld. The dead king, dressed in
full mail and wearing his gem-studded crown, was laid
on the open deck. On his chest lay heaped the wealth he
had gathered during his long rule over the sea realms.
Battle-axes and swords lay flashing in the winter sun-
light about his body. Sadly the earls pushed the shining
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ship away from the jetty and watched the first deep
swells of the sea catch her and sweep her along over the
deep. To this day no man can say what became of King
Scyld or his seaworthy ship! The waves hold him in trust
—the wild, western sea.

The Scylding kings, descended from Scyld, reigned in
Denmark for countless ages until the people became a
whole, one in heart and mind. Then ruled an unselfish
king named Hrothgar, who dreamed of a deed that
would awe the bards so deeply that his name would be
recalled among the Vikings forever more. Hrothgar un-
folded his plan. He would have built in Denmark a
great hall, so lofty, so heavy with gold, so braced with
iron bands, that its like the northern folks had never
thought to witness! There on a lofty seat Hrothgar
would sit in state, night after night, giving rings to his
earls, granting wealth to young and old alike, sharing
even before his death all the gold of Denmark.

In this way and to this end was built Heorot Hall, the
house of the deer, a wonder so famous that gleemen
from all over the sea-swept lands came to gasp at its
rows of stag’s antlers, its bronze-bound doors, its lofty
ceiling, and the lavishness of King Hrothgar. There
every evening sat the Danish earl with his Queen
Wealhtheow beside him, the handsome two, givers of
gifts. From the lands around earls came to swear fealty
to Hrothgar.

Night after night, however, the fiends of evil, those
who live in the underworld, writhed and curled with
hatred as the sweet sound of the harp rose from the
hearthside. Jealous and full of anger, they leered as the
soft song of the scop praised the All-Powerful. He who
had fashioned the earth, with its level fields and shim-
mering pools, with its girdle of sparkling green sea. He
it was who had thrust the sun and moon up into the
blue skies where they could stand as torches, as beacons
for all homecomers over the seas. He it was who had
bespangled the earth with russet leaves and reeds, and
who had breathed the breath of life into beings.

Hrothgar and his eldermen lived happily in Heorot
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~ Hall until the day that Grendel, a living fiend out of hell,
a Satan who ruled over the swamps and marshes, came
stalking toward them. Grendel and his folk had been
banished to the fens eras before because of their slaying
of Cain. To Grendel’s accursed folk belonged the ghouls,

~ the dragons, the lemurs, the elves, and all evil curs. The
giants also had been outlawed along with Satan because
they had fought against God. Therefore God was giving
them a fitting reward through everlasting ages.

So in the dark night, gliding among the shadows,
Grendel crept stealthily toward Heorot. Drooling with
spit, stinking and hairy, he leaped the outside walls, and
stopped to listen . . . No one had heard him. Only the
leaves rustled overhead . . . Then with a bloodcurdling
scream he rushed headlong into the hall where the Dan-
ish warriors were sleeping. Careless and carefree they
slumbered on the benches, heedless of woe, until Gren-
del's scream tore them from their sleep. Before they
could think, he had crashed through their midst, his
claws sunk deep in two warriors. Hurriedly he snatched
up others, one or two at a time, until he had slaughtered
thirty of Hrothgar's doughtiest earls. After the whole
company had awakened, he lurched from the hall and
took flight, leaving the partially eaten bodies strewn and
mangled, among the rushes of the floor.

The deaths were not discovered until dawn. King
Hrothgar was appalled. He gathered at once that his
strength or that of his earls together could do nothing
against the evildoer. The struggle was too uneven.
Within a few days Grendel crept back, and again the
king awoke to find his fair hall in a shambles, the boards
all overturned, and his warriors, torn by the monster’s
claws, spread about the floor.

Whoever had escaped the ogre’s greediness fled for
his life across the land of Denmark. In time the great
hall was empty. No suppers were held. No scops or glee-
men came to Heorot any more. Nor was there any more

~ giving of rings. For twelve long hears Grendel haunted
~ the realm of Hrothgar.
i No treaty, no peace, no ransom, no fee—nothing
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could allay the wrath of Grendel against the kingdom of
Denmark! Night after night the accursed Shadow. of
Death crept through the woods, prowled about chief-
tain’s dwellings, snatched his prey at random without
thought for rank, youth, or years. Stealthily he lay in
wait, caught men in his traps, and flung them headlong
into an endless darkness.

Men looked for him, straining their eyes fearfully to
peer through the rolling fogs of the moors, dreaded the
thump of his heavy paw on their shoulders as they
hauled in their nets. They scanned the beaches for him
at twilight. They saw him behind every bush and stone
of the path, or stood stock-still listening for the crunch
of his bare pads on the pebbles. So many bloody deathsl!
So many screeching loved ones! How could a man know
where the fiend would turn up next? What does a man
know anyway of the fiends that crawl through the black
night?

In the dark of evening, Grendel lumbered into the
empty hall, hunting for food. One thing alone he could
not touch—the throne of Denmark! Only that had God
forbidden him to soil.

There was wretchedness in the land, sorrow, wretched-
ness, and cold fear! Hrothgar and his few trusty earls
held meetings and tried to find an answer. They prayed
to their idols. They cooked up new magic broths. They
called upon their pagan gods to thwart all dragons, all
fiends, all evil, all nightmares . . . In their hearts they
thought only of hell, not knowing, not having yet heard
of the Lord God . . . Cursed is he who slips from the true
path and hands his soul back to the hell-fires! Blessed is
he who on the day of his death finds peace in the breast
of his Maker!

Hrothgar lived on, his days flowing from a cup of sor-
row, powerless in the grip of the ogre, beaten and heart-
sick.

Those were black days shadowed by the awesome
blackness of night . . .

i
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Meanwhile in the land of the Geats across the sea the
bitter news had come. The sorrows of Denmark reached
in time the ears of the Geats. King Hygelac heard it and
mourned! His earls heard it and shuddered!

Beowulf heard the news.

Of the race of men he was the strongest. Boldest
among the bold was this vassal of Hygelac! Greatest in
heart among all great hearts was this chief of the Geats,
this Beowulf!

“Come! Let us haul down the ship!” cried Beowulf.
“Over the path of the sea bird, through the wake of the
swan, let us fly to Denmark,” he said. “The king of the
Danes needs men!”

At first the wise eldermen nearest King Hygelac’s
throne worried and fretted, for the sea was wide, and
Beowulf dear to them all. Finally they yielded, however,
and helped him choose fifteen strong warriors. Then
they studied their hidden lore and found that their gods
were willing. One of their number was called who knew
the paths of the sea and who spoke to Beowulf of the
tides and the landmarks. He warned him of black rocks
and swirling shoals.

Under the sea-girt cliffs the shining ship was readied,
laden with coats of mail, swords, and gleaming war har-
ness. Bidding farewell to their king, the sturdy warriors
embarked. Last of them all strode their mighty leader,
his feet strong and steady on the bobbing craft. Turning
their backs on Sweden, the fearless warriors cast off and
leaned to the oars.

Like a bird, like a swallow, like a slender gull the glis-
tening ship sped forward. She cut a path through the

- clear, green sea, her prow wreathed in bubbles and

foam. The winds caught her like a bird and blew her
swiftly southward. Across unknown waters the light
floater lunged and ploughed into the swells. The salt
spray blew strong on the warriors’ foreheads.

By the first hour of the second day the dark fjords of
Denmark rose on the skyline, reaching up toward the
clouds from their tide-beaten sands. Sounding cau-
tiously and tacking, the pilot brought the swift craft un-
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harmed to the shore. The sea lanes had been followed
aright. The coast had been won. '

From his lighthouse on the cliff, the coast guard of
Hrothgar saw the Geats disembarking. Spurring his
horse, he galloped down the shore and bespoke them.

“Who are you, warriors in war dress who clamber
from your seagoing ship? I am an earl of Hrothgar, king
of the Danes. Never have shield-bearers so grim of face
ever landed before on our shores! Do you at least know
the password?”

Then as he spoke, the Danish ear] suddenly saw the
leader, Beowulf. In fright and amazement he stepped
backward. His hand shook on his horse’s reins. “Never in
my life,” stammered the Dane, “have I seen a man like
this onel Who in the world is this warrior? he asked,
still staring at Beowulf. “Surely this is a hero, one we
must know for his deeds of strength. Please, may I know
your kindred and the aim of your trip to this coast.”

Beowulf unlocked his word hoard. “We come, indeed,
from across the sea. We are folk and vassals of Hygelac,
king of the Geats. Perhaps you have heard of my father.
His name was Ecgtheow.” The Dane gasped. His guess
had been right. This was, in truth, a hero and the son of
a hero.

“My warriors and I have come to your lands as
friends,” Beowulf went on. “Have no fear of us! We
have heard of some fiend of darkness who is foully mis-
treating your king. Perhaps we can help him.”

“Then hasten back to your ships,” bade the coast
guard. “Dress yourselves in your coats of mail. Grasp
your shields and your axes. Hurry! I will lead you to
Heorot Hall. Take no thought for your ship. I shall see
that she is well guarded and circled about with hawsers.
Her mighty heart shall find rest in our waters.”

Setting their boar helmets well over their ears, the
fierce warriors from Geatland strode up the sea cliffs
after their leader. Shortly the lofty gables and gleaming
roof of Heorot Hall came into sight. They stopped and
wondered at its cunning workmanship, for truly there
was not a building like it in all the world. The coast
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guard left them. Still gazing up at the high turrets, the
warriors drew near the hall over a street of stones. Their
swords clanged against mail. On an outer gate to the
castle they rested their shields and then climbed the
stairs to the door. _

They were met by the herald Wulfgar. He curtly
craved to know their names, and their will in striding so
roughly over the roadway. In one glance he noted their
arms and their bearing.

“We are vassals of King Hygelac,” answered Beowulf.
“We will speak of our errand to your king, that most
worthy of men.”

Leaving them standing at the door, Wulfgar stepped
into ‘the hall and drew near his king. This herald was
himself an earl from the highborn kindred of Wendel.
He knew how to speak to a king, how to stand behind
his chief’s shoulder.

“We have here, newly sprung from the sea, a band of
Geatish warriors. Their leader is a man named Beowulf.
They beg leave to tell you their errand, O King. Do not
forbid them entry. They have the mien of earls, and
their chieftain is a mighty warrior. Greet them as earls,
O Hrothgar!” _

King Hrothgar answered his herald at once. “Surely, I
know this leader, or knew him when he was a child. He
is the son of Ecgtheow. Hrethel the Geat gave that
leader his only daughter in wedlock. This is their child
Beowulfl Now, indeed, has he come over the sea to me
in my sorrow. I heard that this youngster has the
strength of thirty men in his handgrip! Call for gifts to
be brought at once! Round up our warriors! All you can
hail are to come here at once! Go quickly first to the
door and make them welcome.”

Waulfgar escorted Beowulf and his men into the hall,
allowing them to keep on their coats of mail and their
helmets, only begging them to leave their swords, axes,
and javelins outside the building. With fitting words he
led Beowulf to a dais.

In this way Beowulf and King Hrothgar faced each
other, each one from his dais on the opposite side of the
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hall. The younger man spoke first. “Hail to thee, Hroth-
gar, king of the Danes. You know my kindred, my name,
and my rank. In my youth, it is true, I have done some
deeds that have been held worthy of my father. We of
the Geats have sorrowed to learn how you are beset in
Denmark by a bloody fiend named Grendel. My own
king and earl has sent us to offer whatever strength we
have against fiends. My own kinfolk have watched me,
drenched to the skin with foul-smelling blood, struggle
to the death with a lemur. I am the one who crushed the
wicked Elves. Swimming far under the waves I have of-
tentimes wrestled with the whales of the deep. In war I
overcame the Westerners, who were riding ahead of
their own downfall anyway! I crushed those bold war-
riors out of their lives!

“Today I am ready for Grendel. Grant me this trial, O
King! You see that I have come from far over the sea to
try it. I would do battle with your Grendell I would
seize your monster barehanded. Without sword or shield
I would grapple this fiend as a token of my fealty to
King Hygelac. Here in your hall shall sleep whichever
one of us our Lord may will. If this beast of yours
worsts me, then only send to my uncle and king the
gems that are set on my shield. It is the work of Weland
the smith; it is thus a priceless heirloom that should be
shipped home to my kinfolk.”

“This I thought was your errand, dear Beowulf,” an-
swered King Hrothgar. “This I thought was the aim of
your wandering over the deep. I knew your father back
in the days when I was a young man, newly throned.
Now I am old and heartsick. My head bows. My eyes
weep with shame to have to acknowledge my weakness.
My throne, as you see, is almost a barren spot. My lands
are becoming a wilderness. What has Grendel wrought
in this kingdom! Often at night, swollen with beer, have
my warriors sworn to topple this fiend. Then when the
bleak, white light of dawn has crept over the misty
fields, we have strode through this very hall strewn with
their bloodstained bodies!

“Let me speak no more of my woes, great hero. Take
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your seat at my board, and let me drink to your health.
Eat and be merry, my friend, who have sailed over deep
water so boldly to save us all.”

Straightforth a bench was drawn out from the wall
and a meal set before the warriors from Geatland. High-
born vassals waited on them-at the board, poured the
sparkling mead into their cups from carved beakers with
scrollwork handles. As they ate and drank, Hrothgar’s
gleemen sang them songs of the bygone works of the
Danes. ,

Then one of Hrothgar’s earls, a warrior named Un-
ferth, who sat legs-sprawled at his king’s feet, began to
bait the guests. He was a spiteful man who could not
stand hearing about the wonderful trip over the sea
from Sweden. He could not let anyone best him in war-
work!

“Sayl Are you that Beowulf who swam a race with
Breca when both of you, swollen with pride, wanted to
fathom the depths of the fjords and risk your lives in
deep water? Why, there isn’t any man, friend or foe, who
wouldn’t blame such a shameful feat! Under the wintry
waves you swam for a week, sliding the slopes of the
sea, learning its hidden kingdoms while the waters
boiled and hissed in the storm above youP Breca beat
you, though. He was stronger by far than you, Beowulf!
So the morning tide swept him to his home shore, where
he lived to carve out a realm all by himself. He was a
good man, that Brecal He kept his word at least.

“What, you Beowulf,” Unferth continued. “I look for a
far worse fate for you if you think you dare spend a
night in this hall with Grendell”

“Now listen, friend Unferth,” snapped Beowulf. “I
have kept still while you, drunk as an earl, have poured
forth your flood of words about Breca. Now I'll tell you
the truth. So hearken! I happen to have more strength in
the sea, more breath for the dive, than any other man.

“If you truly care to hear that tale, I'll be glad to tell
you myself how it was. I speak the truth. When Breca
and I were boys, in the first hot glow of our manhood,
we swore an oath that we would pit our strength against
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the sea. And so we did. We bore our naked swords in
our hands, thinking to use them against whales as we
struggled up through the tideraces of the coves. In deep
water Breca could neither outswim me nor lose me
among the peaks of the swells. Nor did I try to outstrip
him. Thus we were together for five days and nights
upon the sea until a huge flood swept us asunder. That
happened during the height of a storm, through a night
so black we couldn’t see where we were heading. A
wind so fierce, as wild a battle, shricked down; from the
north. It drove tons of gray water into the fjords. The
waves were unleashed.

“Then all the daring of the big fishes was awakened.
The winds had stirred up their cold blood. Well, against
such foes my hand-knotted mail stood me in good stead.
My gold-heavy harness buffered my chest, just as in bat-
tle. A thousand-hued beast pulled and dragged at my
limbs, striving to suck me down to the depths with him.
He held me close in a death grip. However, I was happy
enough to stab him in the belly with the point of my
blade. I gave him the taste of death with this hand of
mine that you see.

“Those aren’t the only foemen, Unferth, who have
threatened me with their snarls. I have known for some
years how to wield a weapon. No loathsome fishes, not
even all of them together, have yet been able to drag me
down against my will.

“Well, dawn broke. The eastern light flooded the sea,
and I finally caught glimpses of land. I finally saw bleak
crags and the headlands buffeted by the gale. There in
shallow beach water rolled my foes of the night, put to
sleep as it were, by my sword. True it is, indeed, that
they ceased henceforth to prey upon war ships on the
shores of my native land.

“Wyrd often saves the earl who is not yet marked for
death—when he still helps himself in the fighting. I also
had the good luck to kill nine sea prowlers, or nicors.
Under heaven I have never heard tell of a mighty battle
so hardly waged. Have you, Unferth? . . . Still I kept up
my even stroke. The waves bore me ashore amidst the
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jagged crags of Finland. It was there on a sandy strip
that I waded ashore.

“Neither Breca,” said Beowulf, “nor any one of you in
the flashing of swords has ever done deeds of worth so
dearly won. I do not boast before you—even though I
know that you, Unferth, have murdered your own breth-
ren. You shall be doomed for it too, to hell, in spite of
your cleverness. Let me tell you one more thing. Gren-
del would never have dared such outrage here in this
hall if your might in war were as great as you say it isl
Grendel found out long ago that he had nothing to
dread here. So has he lusted after this hall, and wanted
to suck your blood. He knows he can kill more of the
Spear-Danes! He knows he can tumble you all down to
death!

“But I, a Geat, have brought a gift for your Grendel.
Without his foreknowledge I have here to give him
three things: a fighting heart, my dauntless will, and my
great strength. After this night whoever may wish to
sing in your mead hall may do so. After tomorrow’s sun
rises in the east upon the sons of men, each one of you
may enter this house in freedom. I, Beowulf, swear it.”

King Hrothgar heard Beowulf and believed him. He,
the aged, baldheaded king of the Danes, felt a hush
steal into his heart. So among his heroes there were
songs of happiness, and jokes, and toasts drunk to the
Geats.

Then through the great hall Queen Wealhtheow
walked. She, from whose garments gold dropped,
greeted the men in the hall. First she bore a cup of
mead to her beloved husband, the king. She begged him
to take it from her own hand, and to drink. Hrothgar
thanked her and took the goblet. Then the queen passed
from earl to earl, young and old alike, bearing to each
one a golden gift. She was a queen and the daughter of
a queen. Then the highborn lady held out her hand,
heavy with rings, to Beowulf. Wise in her words, she

| thanked him first and then thanked God that her prayers
‘had been answered. She said that she had faith in Beo-
'wulf, that she trusted his earlship, and that she was

|
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deeply beholden. The freeborn queen held out a cup to
the hero.

Beowulf answered the queen, “I wished when I let |

float my sea-wood on the whale’s way, when I set sail
with my war-band, to answer with my life the challenge

of Grendel. I shall live out my years, as befits an earl, or |

I shall end up my days right here in your lofty hall.”

Queen Wealhtheow was gladdened by his words. |

Then she took a seat beside the king. After that there
were boastings in Heorot! Then did the warriors brag

before their stainless queen. Then were they light of |

heart! Their oaths grew bigger and bigger!

At last King Hrothgar arose. He knew what a fray was |

shaping up for the small hours of the night. He felt the
cold of the evening shrinking his limbs. He felt in his
bones that the fiend was even then prowling outside in
the misty half-light, searching for men’s blood. All the
warriors stood as the king bade farewell to Beowulf.
“Never before in my years as a king have I given my

realm to another, as I give it now to you, Beowulf, son |

of Ecgtheow. This night, stand in my stead. Uphold my
name with all your might. I give you my hall, this proud-
est of buildings. Be wakeful, Beowulf, against our foe.
He is coming tonight, I feel it . . . if you fulfill this
deed, know that no wish of yours during all your life-
time shall go unfulfilled by me.”

Then King Hrothgar left the hall with his earls. He
wanted to go to bed with his queen.

»

Carls stood ready to take from Beowulf his coat of mail,
his helmet, and his heavy sword. Then the Geat lay
down on the pile of furs that had been set for him, laid
his cheek against the bolster, and waited. His men also
lay down to sleep, tired from their long sail and the
frightening tales of the day and evening. They could not
know whether they would ever see another sunrise, or if
they would live through the night to follow the sea
tracks home to Sweden. The night was cold and very
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still. The fire in the central hearth had burned low. Soon
all but Beowulf slept . . .

Then through the black moors wreathed in fog, Gren-
del came creeping, God’s ire upon him. Out of the swirl-
ing mists he stalked with outstretched claws, hunting to-
ward the dimly lighted hall. To his wonderment the
door was barred. Grendel had not foreseen that! With a
snarl the fiend stepped backward, stiffening his muscles,
and lunged for it. Iron bars sprung loose. Wood splin-
tered. The door burst from its hinges.

Grendel was inside the great hall. All about him the
. Geatish warriors lay stretched out on their fur beds,
| sunk in sleep, heedless, unhearing. For a second Grendel
| stopped to scan them. Darts of red fire shot from his
deep-set eyes. Rolling his huge head from side to side,
Grendel glared about him. Then he laughed.

From his end of the hall Beowulf watched the ogre,
weighed his endowment, and waited to see how Grendel
would strike. Quick as a wink the fiend pulled at the
warrior nearest him, cracked his bones with one twist,
ripped at the body with his talons, split open the jugular
and drank the hot blood as it gushed from the torn
throat. Then he ravenously broke apart the hands and
feet, and swallowed them.

Without warning, Grendel suddenly dropped the
mangled body and sprang straight across the hall at
Beowulf. The hero had raised himself on his left elbow.
Beowulf had just time to stretch forth his right arm as
the ogre rushed upon him. He caught Grendel’s right
hand, and still without rising from his bed, stopped the
monster’s onrush. For an instant the two stood stock-still.
| The shepherd of evil then looked down into the ice-cold
eyes of the hero. Grendel was chilled. The cold shiver of
death ran through his spine as the fingers of Beowulf
tightened like steel over his bones.

Wild waves of fear ran over the ogre. His only
| thought was flightl Without even gathering his strength,
 he lurched backward, away from the vise, away from

the eyes that were working foreign magic on him. As
Grendel began to pull, Beowulf sprang to his feet. He
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did not let go Grendel’s hand. On the contrary, he began
slowly but surely to push it backward—despite all the
strength of Grendel. Of the two Beowulf was the strong-
er. Grendel felt his hand, his arm, being slowly pushed -
backward. Great shudders rolled over him. Then Beo-
wulf began to twist the ogre’s arm.

With a howl of pain Grendel leaped wildly backward,
Beowulf still gripping his hand, into the benches and
boards. Back and forth across the hall the two fought,
the hunted and the grim hunter. Boards crashed to the
floor. The beakers of mead spilled in huge puddles.
Against the walls the Geatish warriors huddled in knots or
scrambled to safety as the two threw each other against
the oak timbers. The outside of Heorot would be burst,
as if the roof would cave in at any moment over the din
of the struggle. Grendel lurched madly toward the door,
hoping to pull Beowulf outside into the black night.
Back and forth the two giants wrestled.

Then Grendel began to scream. Mouth open, eyes
shooting red fire, he howled in mournful, quivering bursts
of pain. Again and again he howled his death shriek until
all the ruffians in hell stopped to listen. Beowulf would
not let go of the hand. His heart was bent on the ogre’s
death.

As the twain stood locked together, Beowulf’s squire
roused himself from his fear and strode forth behind the
fiend. Lifting his sharp-biting sword, he tried to rescue
his master. Then did the Geatish earls see before them
another wonder. Blow after blow of the sword fell upon
Grendel's shoulders without even leaving a scratch.
Then did the earls know the matchless wisdom of their
leader! Beowulf had somehow known to doff his coat of
mail and to lay down his weapons. No tool made by man :
had any strength against Grendel. Daunted and shiver-
ing, the squire stole back to his corner. Breathless,
blanched with fear, the warriors awaited the outcome.

Beowulf to their amazement had not yet squeezed out
the last of his strength. Before their wondering eyes they
saw him suddenly wrench the ogre’s arm backward and
snap the armbone from the shoulder. A gaping wound
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spurted blood from Grendel's armpit. Beowulf’s face,
white with anger, flashed back cold fire into the red eyes
of the fiend. Eye to eye they glared in unspeakable
hatred for one last moment . . . Then the arm gave way
utterly. The bones parted, the muscles burst, the flesh
tore, and the fiend—at last free from the grip of Beowulf
—fled full-tongued into the darkness.

Grendel knew that his days upon earth were num-
bered.

In the hall Beowulf the Geat stood alone. He had done
what he swore to do. He had rid the house of evil. He
had saved the kingdom of Denmark. Gladly Beowulf
fastened the token of battle, the bloody arm of Grendel,
in the rafters of Heorot.



The High History Of The
Sword Gram

from The Volsunga Saga

Translated by
William Morris

TeE Elder Edda is the source and fountainhead
from which sprang all that we have of the Norse mythol-
ogy. It was first written down in Iceland (then a Norse
colony) in the middle of the 13th Century by a sage or
scholar known as Saemund the Wise. But in oral form, as
tradition, it is perhaps older by many centuries than this
earliest known manuscript.

A second version of most of these stories appears in
the Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson, which dates from the
same century. Both of the Eddas contain the world-fa-
mous story of Siegfried the Dragon-Slayer, but in slightly
different forms and with slightly different names. In the
Elder Edda he is called “Sigurth” while in the Prose
Edda his name is “Sigurd.”

Yet a third writer took this magnificent story and gave
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it another twist. We do not know the name of the un-
sung genius who composed the Volsunga Saga, but he
was one of the most brilliant story-tellers since the days
of old blind Homer—he who harped of burning Troy.

The Saga was also written in Iceland, and it appeared
about thirty years after the death of Snorri Sturluson
(that is, about 1270 A.D.). The Volsunga poet has ex-
tracted from the two Eddas the great legend of Sigurd
the Volsung and has made that the central theme of his
epic; it is not a Bible-like compilation of all Nordic myth
(as in Saemund) nor a sophisticated Court-epic which
links the primal Norse legendry to the Troy tale and the
Old Testament heroes (as in Snorri), but the first and
noblest of the great family-sagas of the Northern litera-
tures—a saga which follows the changing fortunes of one
particular House down through generations of warfare
and wedding, treachery and triumph. In The Volsunga
Saga, our hero is again named “Sigurd” and here the
story takes on grandeur and richness of detail and ap-
pears as a great heroic tragedy on the scale of the Greek
or Elizabethan dramas.

&%

This story of the Dragon-Slayer—whether he be called
Sigurth, or Sigurd, or Siegfried (as in Wagner’s Ring
cycle, based on the same gigantic theme) is certainly one
of the most durable and exciting of all the world’s stories.
The glorious vitality of the tale is such that we see it
surging into view out of the dim mists of pre-history.
Poet after poet seizes upon it, adding to it something of
his own; down through the centuries it passes, ever
growing in stature and might; and so tremendous is its
appeal and so incredible its longevity that it reappears in
half the national literatures of the North. (You will find
it related briefly as a lay in the Anglo-Saxon Beowulf,
and of course it forms the central plot of the German na-
tional epic, the Nibelungenlied; in the form given it by
Richard Wagner—who began writing his cycle of operas
in 1850—it achieved at last its final form, no less than a
thousand years after it was born.)
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Nor has the story yet finished its amazing history: you
who have read The Lord of the Rings will recognize here-
in many of the plot-elements and story-devices which
Professor Tolkien incorporated into his famous trilogy:
the curse on the gold ring, the treasure guarded by a
dragon, the invisibility charm on the Helm of Awe
(Tolkien has most cleverly combined the ring and the
Helm into one, and his characters become invisible when
they draw the ring on their finger), the Broken Sword
that is made new and whole again, and so on. My recent
book, Tolkien: A Look Behind “The Lord of the Rings”
(Ballantine Books, 1969), discusses in considerable detail
the story-elements held in common between the Siegfried
legend and the Tolkien trilogy (see pages 157—65 of that
book).

It is, for me, a most happy coincidence that the great
English novelist, poet and artist, William Morris, created
a translation of The Volsunga Saga. Those who have fol-
lowed the Ballantine Adult Fantasy Series thus far will
be aware of my thesis that it is to Morris that we must
be grateful for the actual invention of the fantasy novel
of war, quest or adventure in imaginary worlds of the au-
thor’s invention. Besides writing his own history-making
novels, Morris was one of the most significant forces
which brought the ancient Norse saga literature to the
attention of the 19th Century, and thus caused an enor-
mous revival of interest in the Northern mythos. It is
then most fitting that the work of William Morris the
translator finds a place in this anthology, as the work of
William Morris the novelist has also a place in the com-
panion volume to this anthology, which is called The
Young Magicians.

Morris made his translation with the aid of an Icelandic
scholar named Eirikr Magnusson. They had worked to-
gether on other translations—The Saga of Gunnlaug and
the Grettir's Saga (1869). But 1870 saw their grestest
effort reach print—the first rendering into English of the
Volsunga Saga. It was the artistic peak of Morris’ Icelan-
dic translations, and he was so fascinated with this
mighty tale that he returned to it again in later years, to
rehandle the materials in the form of an original epic
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poem, Sigurd the Volsung, which Shaw called the great-
est epic since Homer.

Here, from Morris’ Volsunga Saga, 1 have extracted
one strand of the plot, the tale of Sigurd’s sword . . .

=g B

(The tale tells that King Volsung builded a
noble hall in such a wise that a great oak-tree
stood therein, and that the limbs of the tree
blossomed fair out over the roof of the hall,
while below stood the trunk within the hall;
and this tree was called by men the Bran-
stock ...)

Of the Sword That Sigmund, Volsung’s
Son, Drew from the Branstock

THERE was a king called Siggeir, who ruled over
Gothland, a mighty king and of many folk; he went to
meet Volsung, the king, and prayed him for Signy his
daughter to wife; and the king took his talk well, and his
sons withal, but she was loth thereto, yet she bade her
father rule in this as in all other things that concerned
her, sot the king took such rede that he gave her to him,
and she was bethrothed to King Siggeir; and for the ful-
filling of the feast and the wedding, was King Siggeir to
come to the house of King Volsung. The king got ready
the feast according to his best might, and when all
things were ready, came the king’s guest and King Sig-
geir withal at the day appointed, and many a man of
great account had Siggeir with him.

The tale tells that great fires were made endlong the
hall and the great tree aforesaid stood midmost thereof;
withal folk say that, whenas men sat by the fires in the
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evening, a certain man came into the hall unknown of
aspect to all men; and suchlike array he had, that over
him was a spotted cloak, and he was bare-foot, and had
linen-breeches knit tight even unto the bone, and he had
a sword in his hand as he went up to the Branstock, and
a slouched hat upon his head; huge he was, and seem-
ing-ancient, and one-eyed. So he drew his sword and
smote it into the tree-trunk so that it sank in up to the
hilts; and all held back from greeting the man. Then he
took up the word, and said—

“Whoso draweth this sword from this stock, shall have

the same as a gift from me, and shall find in good sooth
that never bare he better sword in hand than is this.”

Therewith out went the old man from the hall, and
none knew who he was or whither he went.

Now men stand up, and none would fain be the last to
lay hand to the sword, for they deemed that he would
have the best of it who might first touch it; so all the
noblest went thereto first, and then the others, one after
other, but none who came thereto might avail to pull it
out, for in nowise would it come away howsoever they
tugged at it; but now up comes Sigmund, King Vol-
sung’s son, and sets hand to the sword, and pulls it from
the stock, even as if it lay loose before him; so good that
weapon seemed to all, that none thought he had seen
such a sword before, and Siggeir would fain buy it of
him at thrice its weight of gold, but Sigmund said—

“Thou mightest have taken the sword no less than I
from there whereas it stood, if it had been thy lot to
bear it; but now, since it has first of all fallen into my
hand, never shalt thou have it, though thou biddest there-
for all the gold thou hast.”

King Siggeir grew wroth at these words, and deemed
Sigmund had answered him scornfully, but whereas he
was a wary man and a double-dealing, he made as if he
heeded this matter in nowise, yet that same evening he
thought how he might reward it, as we was well seen
afterwards.
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(Thus did Gram cause dissention between Vol-
sung and Siggeir of Gothland, who raised war
against Volsung and slew him, only to die in
his turn under the hand of Sigmund, who be-
came king in his father’s place. Years later,
Sigmund wins a bride, Hjordis, but his love-
rival, Lyngi, raises a host and falls upon the
vikings...)

Now was that battle fierce and fell, and though Sigmund
were old, yet most hardily he fought, and was ever the
foremost of his men; no shield on byrny might hold
against him, and he went ever through the ranks of his
foremen on that day, and no man might see how things
would fare between them; many an arrow and many a
spear was aloft in air that day, and so his spae-wrights
wrought for him that he got no wound, and none can
tell over the tale of those who fell before him, and both
his arms were red with blood, even to the shoulders.

But now whenas the battle had dured a while, there
came a man into the fight clad in a blue cloak, and with
a slouched hat on his head, one-eyed was he, and bare a
bill in his hand; and he came against Sigmund the king,
and have up his bill against him, and as Sigmund smote
fiercely with the sword it fell upon the bill and burst
asunder in the midst: thenceforth the slaughter and dis-
may turned to his side, for the good-hap of King Sig-
mund had departed from him, and his men fell fast
about him; naught did the king spare himself, but he
rather cheered on his men; but even as the saw says, No
might ’gainst many, so was it now proven; and in this
fight fell Sigmund the King, and King Eylimi, his fa-
ther-in-law, in the fore-front of their battle, and there-
with the more part of their folk.
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Of The Shards of the Sword Gram,
and How Hjordis Went to King Alf

Now King Lyngi made for the King’s abode, and was
minded to take the king’s daughter there, but failed here-
in, for there he found neither wife nor wealth: so he
fared through all that realm, and gave his men rule there-
over, and now deemed that he had slain all the kin of
the Volsungs, and that he need dread them no more
from henceforth.

Now Hjordis went amidst the slain that night of the
battle, and came whereas lay King Sigmund, and asked
if he might be healed; but he answered—

“Many a man lives after hope has grown little; but my
good-hap has departed from me, nor will I suffer myself
to be healed, nor wills Odin that I should ever draw
sword again, since this my sword and his is broken; lo
now, I have waged war while it was his will.”

“Naught ill would I deem matters,” said she, “if thou
mightest be healed and avenge thy father.”

The king said, “That is fateq. for another man; behold
now, thou art great with a man-child; nourish him well
and with good heed, and the child shall be the noblest
and most famed of all our kin: and keep well withal the
shards of the sword: thereof shall a goodly sword be
made, and it shall be called Gram, and our son shall
bear it, and shall work many a great work therewith,
even such as eld shall never minish; for his name shall
abide and flourish as long as the world shall endure: and
let this be enow for thee. But now I grow weary with
my wounds, and I will go see our kin that have gone be-
fore me.”

So Hjordis sat over him till he died at the day-dawn-
ing; and then she looked, and behold, there came many
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;.‘ships sailing to the land: then she spake to the hand-
‘maid—
~ “Let us now change raiment, and be thou called by
my name, and say that thou art the king’s daughter.”
.~ And thus they did; but now the vikings behold the
- great slaughter of men there, and see where two women
fare away thence into the wood; and they deem that
some great tidings must have befallen, and they leaped
ashore from out their ships. Now the captain of these
folks was Alf, son of Hjalprek, king of Denmark, who
was sailing with his power along the land. So they came
into the field among the slain, and saw how many men
lay dead there; then the king bade go seek for the
women and bring them thither, and they did so. He
asked them what women they were; and, little as the thing
seems like to be, the bondmaid answered for the twain,
telling of the fall of King Sigmund and King Eylimi, and
many another great man, and who they were withal who
had wrought the deed. Then the king asks if they wotted
where the wealth of the king was bestowed; and then
says the bondmaid—

“It may well be deemed that we know full surely
thereof.”

And therewith she guides them to the place where the
treasure lay: and there they found exceeding great
wealth; so that men deem they have never seen so many
things of price heaped up together in one place. All this
they bore to the ships of King Alf, and Hjordis and the
bondmaid went with them. Therewith these sail away to
their own realm, and talk how that surely on that field
had fallen the most renowned of kings.

So the king sits by the tiller, but the women abide in
the forecastle; but talk he had with the women and held
their counsels of much account.

In such wise the king came home to his realm with
great wealth, and he himself was a man exceeding
goodly to look on. But when he had been but a little
while at home, the queen, his mother, asked him why
the fairest of the two women had the fewer rings and
the less worthy attire.
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“I deem,” she said, “that she whom we have held of
least account is the noblest of the twain.”

He answered: “I too have misdoubted me, that she is
little like a bondwoman, and when we first met, in
seemly wise she greeted noble men. Lo now, we will
make a trial of the thing.”

So on a time as men sat at the drink, the king sat
down to talk with the women, and said—

“In what wise do ye note the wearing of the hours,
whenas night grows old, if ye may not see the lights of
heaven?”

Then says the bondwoman, “This sign have I, that
whenas in my youth I was wont to drink much in the
dawn, so now when I no longer use that manner, I am
yet wont to wake up at the very same tide, and by that
token do I know thereof.”

Then the king laughed and said, “Ill manners for
king’s daughter!” And therewith he turned to Hjordis, and
asked her even the same question; but she answered—

“My father erst gave me a little gold ring of such na-
ture, that it groweth cold on my finger in the day-dawn-
ing; and that is the sign that I have to know thereof.”

The king as answered: “Enow of gold there, where a
very bondmaid bore it! but come now, thou has been
long enow hid from me; yet if thou hadst told me all
from the beginning, I would have done to thee as
though we had both been one king’s children: but better
than thy deeds will I deal with thee, for thou shalt be
my wife, and due jointure will I pay thee whenas thou |
hast borne me a child.”

She spake therewith and told out the whole truth,
about herself: so there was she held in great honour,
and deemed the worthiest of women.
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Of the Birth and Waxing of
Sigurd Fafnir's-Bane

The tale tells that Hjordis brought forth a man-child,
who was straightly borne before King Hjalprek, and
then was the king glad thereof, when he saw the keen
eyes in the head of him, and he said that few men
would be equal to him or like unto him in any wise. So
he was sprinkled with water, and had to name Sigurd, of
whom all men speak with one speech and say that none
was ever his like for growth and goodliness. He was
brought up in the house of King Hjalprek in great love
and honour; and so it is, that whenso all the noblest men
and greatest kings are named in the olden tales, Sigurd
is ever put before them all, for might and prowess, for
high mind and stout heart, wherewith he was far more
abundantly gifted than any man of the northern parts of
the wide world.

So Sigurd waxed in King Hjalprek’s house, and there
was no child but loved him; through him was Hjordis
bethrothed to King Alf, and jointure meted to her.

Now Sigurd’s foster-father was hight Regin, the son of
Hreidmar; he taught him all manner of arts, the chess
play, and the lore of runes, and the talking of many
tongues, even as the wont was with kings’ sons in those
days. But on a day when they were together, Regin
asked Sigurd, if he knew how much wealth his father
had owned, and who had the ward thereof; Sigurd an-
swered, and said that the kings kept the ward thereof.

Said Regin, “Dost thou trust them all utterly?”

Sigurd said, “It is seemly that they keep it till I may
do somewhat therewith, for better they wot how to
guard it than I do.”

Another time came Regin to talk to Sigurd, and said—
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“A marvellous thing truly that thou must needs be a -
horseboy to the kings, and go about like a running
knave.”

“Nay,” said Sigurd, “it is not so, for in all things I have
my will, and whatso thing I desire is granted me with
good will.”

“Well then,” said Regin, “ask for a horse of them.”

“Yea,” quoth Sigurd, “and that shall I have, whenso I
have need thereof.”

Thereafter Sigurd went to the king, and the king said—

“What wilt thou have of us?”

Then said Sigurd, “I would even a horse of thee for
my disport.”

Then said the king, “Choose for thyself a horse, and
whatso thing else thou desirest among my matters.”

So the next day went Sigurd to the wood, and met on
the way an old man, long-bearded, that he knew not,
who asked him whither away.

Sigurd said, “I am minded to choose me a horse; come
thou, and counsel me thereon.”

“Well then,” said he, “go we and drive them to the
river which is called Busil-tarn.”

They did so, and drave the horses down into the
deeps of the river, and all swam back to land but one
horse; and that horse Sigurd chose for himself; grey he
was of hue, and young of years, great of growth, and
fair to look on, nor had any man yet crossed his back.

Then spake the grey-beard, “From Sleipnir’s kin in
this horse come, and he must be nourished heedfully, for
it will be the best of all horses”; and therewithal he van-
ished away.

So Sigurd called the horse Grani, the best of all the
horses of the world; nor was the man he met other than
Odin himself.

Now yet again spake Regin to Sigurd, and said—

“Not enough is thy wealth, and I grieve right sore that
thou must needs run here and there like a churl’s son;
but I can tell thee where there is much wealth for the
winning, and great name and honour to be won in the
getting of it.”
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Sigurd asked where that might be, and who had
watch and ward over it.

Regin answered, “Fafnir is his name, and but a little
way hence he lies, on the waste of Gnita-heath; and
when thou comest here thou mayst well say that thou
hast never seen more gold heaped together in one place,
and that none might desire more treasure, though he
were the most ancient and famed of all kings.”

“Young am I,” said Sigurd, “yet still know I the fash-
ion of this worm, and how that none durst go against
him, so huge and evil is he.”

Regin said, “Nay, it is not so, the fashion and the
growth of him is even as if other lingworms, and an over
great tale men make of it; and even so would thy forefa-
thers have deemed; but thou, though thou be of the kin
of the Volsungs, shalt scarce have the heart and mind of
those, who are told of as the first in all deeds of fame.”

Sigurd said, “Yea, belike I have little of their hardi-
hood and prowess, but thou has naught to do, to lay a
coward’s name upon me, when I am scarce out of my
childish years. Why dost thou egg me on hereto so bus-
ily?”

Regin said, “Therein lies a tale whih which I must
needs tell thee.”

“Let me hear the same,” said Sigurd.

Regin’s Tale of his Brothers,
and of the Gold called
Andvari's Hoard

“Thus the tale begins,” said Regin. “Hreidmar was my
father’s name, a mighty man and a wealthy: and his first
son was named Fafnir, his second Ottar, and I was the
third, and the least of them both for prowess and good

} conditions, but I was cunning to work in iron, and silver,

i
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and gold, whereof I could make matters that availed
somewhat. Other skill my brother Ottar followed, and
had another nature withal, for he was a great fisher, and
above other men herein; in that he had the likeness of -
an otter by day, and dwelt ever in the river, and bare
fish to bank in his mouth, and his prey would he ever
bring to our father, and that availed him much: for the
most part he kept him in his otter-gear, and then he
would come home, and eat alone, and slumbering, for on
the dry land he might see naught. But Fafnir was by far
the greatest and grimmest, and would have all things
about called his.

“Now,” says Regin, “there was a dwarf called Andvari,
who ever abode in that force, which was called Andva-
1i’s force, in the likeness of a pike, and got meat for him-
self, for many fish there were in the force; now Ottar,
my brother, was ever wont to enter into the force, and
bring fish aland, and lay them one by one on the bank.
And so it befell that Odin, Loki, and Hoenir, as they
went their ways, came to Andvari’s force, and Ottar had
taken a salmon, and ate it slumbering upon the river
bank; then Loki took a stone and cast it at Ottar, so that
he got his death thereby; the gods were well content
with their prey, and fell to flaying off the otter’s skin;
and in the evening they came to Hreidmar’s house, and
showed him what they had taken: thereon he laid hands
on them, and doomed them to such ransom, as that they
should fill the otter skin with gold, and cover it over
without with red gold; so they sent Loki to gather gold
together for them; he came to Ran, and got her net, and
went therewith to Andvari’s force, and cast the net be-
fore the pike, and the pike ran into the net and was
taken. Then said Loki—

What fish of all fishes,
Swims strong in the flood,
But hath learnt little wit to beware?
Thine head must thou buy,
From abiding in hell,
And find me the wan waters flame.
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“He answered—

Andvari folk call me,
Call Odin my father,
Over many a force have I fared;
For a Norn of ill-luck,
This life on me lay
Through wet ways ever to wade.

“So Loki beheld the gold of Andvari, and when he
had given up the gold, he had but one ring left, and that
also Loki took from him; then the dwarf went into a hol-
low of the rocks, and cried out, that the gold-ring, yes,
and all the gold withal, should be the bane of every man
who should own it thereafter.

“Now the gods rode with the treasure to Hreidmar,
and fulfilled the otter-skin, and set it on its feet, and
they must cover it over utterly with gold: but when this
was done then Hreidmar came forth, and beheld yet one
of the muzzle hairs, and bade them cover that withal;
then Odin drew the ring, Andvari’s loom, from his hand,
and covered up the hair therewith; then sang Loki—

Gold enow, gold enow,
A great weregild, thou hast,
That my head in good hap I may hold;
But thou and thy son
Are naught fated to thrive,
The bane shall it be of you both.

“Thereafter,” says Regin, “Fafnir slew his father and
murdered him, nor got I aught of the treasure, and so
evil he grew, that he fell to lying abroad, and begrudged
any share in the wealth to any man, and so became the
worst of all worms, and even now lies brooding upon that
treasure: but for me, I went to the king and became his
master-smith; and thus is the tale told of how I lost the

heritage of my father, and the weregild for my brother.”
l So spake Regin; but since that time gold is called Ot-
targild, and for no other cause than this.
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But Sigurd answered, “Much hast thou lost, and ex-
ceeding evil have thy kinsmen been! but now, make a
sword by thy craft, such a sword as that none can be .
made like unto it; so that I may do great deeds there-
with, if my heart avail thereto, and thou wouldst have me
slay this mighty dragon.”

Regin says, “Trust me well herein; and with that same
sword shalt thou slay Fafnir.”

Of the Welding Together of
the Shards of the Sword Gram

So Regin makes a sword, and gives it into Sigurd’s
hands. He took the sword, and said—

“Behold thy smithying, Regin!” and therewith smote it
into the anvil, and the sword brake; so he cast down the
brand, and bade him forge a better.

Then Regin forged another sword, and brought it to
Sigurd, who looked thereon.

Then said Regin, “Belike thou art well content there-
with, hard master though thou be in smithying.”

So Sigurd proved the sword, and brake it even as the
first; then he said to Regin—

“Ah, art thou, mayhappen, a traitor and a liar like to
those former kin of thine?”

Therewith he went to his mother, and she welcomed
him in seemly wise, and they talked and drank together.

Then spake Sigurd, “Have I heard aright, that King
Sigmund gave thee the good sword Gram in two
pieces?”

“True enough,” she said.

So Sigurd said, “Deliver them into my hands, for I
would have them.”

She said he looked like to win great fame, and gave
him the sword. Therewith went Sigurd to Regin, and
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:bade him make a good sword thereof as he best might;
Regin grew wroth thereat, but went into the smithy with
-the pieces of the sword, thinking well meanwhile that
Sigurd pushed his head far enow into the matter of smi-

‘thying. So he made a sword, and as he bore it forth from
the forge, it seemed to the smiths as though fire burned
along the edges thereof. Now he bade Sigurd take the
sword, and said he knew not how to make a sword if
this one failed. Then Sigurd smote it into the anvil, and
cleft it down to the stock thereof, and neither burst the
sword nor brake it. Then he praised the sword much,
and thereafter went up to the river with a lock of wool,
and threw it up against the stream, and it fell asunder
when it met the sword. Then was Sigurd glad, and went
home.

But Regin said, “Now whereas I have made the sword
for thee, belike thou wilt hold to thy troth given, and
wilt go meet Fafnir?”

“Surely will I hold thereto,” said Sigurd, “yet first
must I avenge my father.”

Now Sigurd the older he grew, the more he grew in
the love of all men, so that every child loved him well.

| The Prophecy of Grifir

| There was a man hight Grifir, who was Sigurd’s mother’s
| brother, and a little after the forging of the sword Gram
Sigurd went to Grifir, because he was a man who knew
things to come, and what was fated to men: of him Sig-
urd asked diligently how his life should go; but Grifir
'was long or he spake, yet at the last, by reason of Sig-
urd’s exceeding great prayers, he told him all his life and
the fate thereof, even as afterwards came to pass. So
when Grifir had told him all even as he would, he went
(back home; and a little after he and Regin met.
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Then said Regin, “Go thou and slay Fafnir, even as
thou hast given thy word.”
Sigurd said, “That work shall be wrought.”

(But ere the undertaking of the adventure
against the mighty lingworm, Fafnir, Sigurd
went up against them had slain his father in
war, and slew them all. King Lyngi he slew,
and his brother, and dll the sons of Hunding:
then was he ready to try the steel of Gram
the Mighty against the scales of Fafnir . . .

Of the Slaying of the Worm Fafnir

Now Sigurd Regin ride up the heath along that same
way wherein Fafnir was wont to creep when he fared to
the water; and folk say that thirty fathoms was the
height of that cliff along which he lay when he drank of
the water below. Then Sigurd spake—

“How sayedst thou, Regin, that this drake was no
greater than other lingworms; methinks the track of him
is marvellous great?”

Then said Regin, “Make thee a hole, and sit down
therein, and whenas the worm comes to the water, smite
him into the heart, and so do him to death, and win for :
thee great fame thereby.” )

But Sigurd said, “What will betide me if 1 be before
the blood of the worm?”

Says Regin, “Of what avail to counsel thee if thou art
still afeard of everything? Little art thou like thy kin in
stoutness of heart.”

Then Sigurd rides right over the heath; but Regin gets
him gone, sore afeard. !
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- But Sigurd fell to digging him a pit, and whiles he
was at that work, there came to him an old man with a
long beard, and asked what he wrought there, and he
told him.

" Then answered the old man-and said, “Thou doest
after sorry counsel: rather dig thee many pits, and let
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