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BORDERLINES
Borderlines welcomes monographs and edited collections that, while firmly rooted 
in late antique, medieval, and early modern periods, are “edgy” and may introduce 
approaches, methodologies, or theories from the social sciences, health studies, and the 
sciences. Typically, volumes are theoretically aware whilst introducing novel approaches 
to topics of key interest to scholars of the pre-modern past.
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     We have all forgotten our names. 
 — G. K. Chesterton    
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PREFACE

There is something inherently offensive about the study of folklore. Inevitably, 
the student of folklore becomes either an imposter, an opportunist, or (most often) both, 
because they presume to project objectivity upon something that was never meant to 
be objectified. The search for such objectivity, further, is an endeavour doomed from 
the start. Folk stories, as one part of folklore, can never be objectified in the way the 
student would hope; the folk story is the action being done, not an object upon which 
something is done. Once it becomes the object, it ceases to be folklore. Scholars normally 
call this kind of agency performance, yet when it is objectified, the performance must be 
torn from both the performers of the action—​the storytellers, the singers, the dancers, 
the actors—​and the recipients of the action—​the hearers, the audience, the cultural life 
in which the folklore acts. Nor is it enough for the student of folklore to remain quiet 
and still and allow the story to speak for itself, without interruption or analytical lens, 
because it is not possible to hear or read any story without also becoming a participant 
in it. The human mind will always participate in the story being told. This much, at least, 
we know for sure. The best the student of folklore can hope for, perhaps, is to participate 
in a specific way: by telling the story … and then by telling the story of the story. This 
volume represents an effort to participate thus in five of the greatest stories ever told in 
the northern world.

This book attempts to understand the origins and development of religious belief in 
Iceland and greater Scandinavia through the lenses of five carefully selected Icelandic 
folktales collected in Iceland during the nineteenth century. Each of these five stories 
has a story of its own: a historical and cultural context, a literary legacy, influences from 
beliefs of all kinds (orthodox and heterodox, elite or lay), and modalities (oral or written) 
by which the story was told. These factors leave an imprint—​sometimes discernable, 
sometimes not—​upon the story, and when that imprint is readable, the legacies and 
influences upon these stories come alive to illuminate a tapestry of cultural memory 
(that is, a society’s perception of itself, its past, and its prospects for the future) and 
cultural development that might otherwise be hidden from the reader’s eyes. So much is 
the aim of this book: to tell the story of five great stories.

It remains only to be added that I hope any of the offences that inevitably accompany 
a study of folklore will here be forgiven by virtue of the deep appreciation and wonder 
I hold for these (and all) Icelandic folktales, and for the people and the land from which 
they come.

Eric Shane Bryan
Saint Louis, Missouri

February 14, 2020

https://doi.org/ https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


vii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I have accrued many debts during the course of writing this book. I must first 
thank professors Thomas A.  Shippey and Paul Acker for their encouragement and 
correction of the earliest version of this book. I am also deeply indebted to Professor 
Terry Gunnell at the University of Iceland, who was a wonderful mentor during 
my time as a Fulbright researcher and who has continued to be a source of support, 
encouragement, and friendship throughout this entire process. I also offer very special 
thanks to Professor Shaun F. D. Hughes for his encouragement even at the earliest stages 
of this project and for his willingness to review the final version of this book. His keen 
eye has saved me from more embarrassing mistakes than I  care to count. I  am also 
grateful to Gísli Sigurðsson, Ármann Jakobsson, Simon Bronner, and Anne Cotterill—​all 
of whom read drafts of various chapters of this work and offered both encouragement 
and correction where needed—​and to Margaret Cormack, who was always willing to 
discuss ideas related to this work. Special thanks to Bruce Smith, who has been a careful 
reader and source of constant encouragement for this and many other endeavours. 
I also extend my gratitude to the Fulbright Program, which gave me my first opportunity 
to travel and study in Iceland, as well as the American-​Scandinavian Foundation, the 
College of Arts, Sciences, and Business at Missouri University of Science and Technology, 
and the Missouri Research Board, for granting financial support for travel and study 
in Iceland. I offer special thanks to the Árni Magnússon Institute in Iceland, as well as 
to the many kind and generous scholars there who permitted me to study alongside 
them at various times from 2005 to the present. I am also very grateful to Robert Bjork, 
Anna Henderson, and the other editors at Arc Humanities Press for their tireless efforts 
during the review and editorial process. Thanks also to my department chair at Missouri 
University of Science and Technology, Kristine Swenson, who permitted me to run off 
to Iceland on various research trips whenever I  could find the time and money. Last 
and most important, thanks to my family—​my beloved wife, Emily; my son, Everett; 
and my daughters Bryndís (who was born in Iceland on one of my research trips) and 
Adelaide—​for their love, support, and patience throughout the writing of this book.

https://doi.org/ https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


viii

https://doi.org/ https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

	Preface
	Table of Contents
	Preface
	Acknowledments


