Chapter 6. Varin’s philosophy and the
ROk Stone’s mythology of death

by Joseph Harris *

Abstract The Rok Stone (Ostergétland, Sweden, 801-c. B6@)s the longest of all runic inscriptions
and one of the most fruitful for our understandwfgthe pre-Christian mythology of Scandinavja.
While it is true that almost everything about thedription is controversial, | am confident that my
series of recent articles form an adequately seloases for the interpretation of Rok’s mythologydan
beliefs on the subject of death. The talk will ateiR6k among various Germanic mythologies of death
more generally, with special attention to the Batdith, in particular to the Baldr-figure’s slayees-
ignated aatun in this text. Some effort at wider, extra-Germarienparisons will be made, centerged
principally on this demonic figure.

Varin's philosophy and the R6k Stone’s mythology of
death

The Rok Stone is an important document in the histd Old Swedish and, more
generally, of Nordic mythology, as well as of greaportance for linguistic purposes.
Its inscription, with about 750 runes in a mixtwfeprose and verse, is the longest of
any rune stone. If its accepted date of the fiadt &f the ninth century is correct — and
this assessment from the early days of modern ogiyohas recently been ratified by
a thorough contemporary study (Barnes 2007) — theocupies a crucial position in
the development of Nordic, especially Swedish, cumonuments; and it has been
studied and fiercely debated for almost a centud @ half. Most of the problems of
decipherment have long been solved, but therelis@m for a good deal of dis-
agreement over aspects of the content and mes$dfe mscription, especially its
deeply encrypted third section. In this brief préaéon, based on earlier writings by
the author as well as on the long tradition of satship on the inscriptioh] wish to
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2 The classics: Bugge 1910, von Friesen 1920, Haf&2, Wessén 1958, Lénnroth 1977, Widmark
1992, 1993, 1997, Grgnvik 1983, 2003. Recent widekris 2006, 2009, forthcoming a, b.
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discuss the death philosophy of the raiser of tbaument in so far as we can deduce
it from the inscription itself and from a few impant parallel texts. | will not have
recourse to a principled philological argument. {Thas been done in my earlier pa-
pers. What | want to ask here is more general: @lthtleath mean to the ‘author’ of
R6k and how did he understand the myth he citegth€he reader is referred to ear-
lier publications for the philological underpinngignd for step-by-step mythological
reconstruction.

The structure of the inscription

| begin with a text and translation of the wholeanption. ‘A-E’ refers to faces of the
stone; the line numbers 1-28 and the Old Swedisimalzation follow Wessén
(1958):

Dedication (lines 1-2, side A):
Aft Vamod standa rumepar. / Z£n Varinn fadi, fad aft faigian sunu.

In memory of Vamod stand these runes. But Varintevtbem, a father in memory of
his death-doomed son.

Narrative section one (3-11, A-B; Theoderic segtion

First question / hint (3-5)Sagum mg-minni pat: hveeria valrauba& varin tvar /
par, svad tvalf sihnum wn numna at valraubu, / bada saman a ymissum man-
nunf

| pronounce this hint for the lad: Which were theotwar-spoils which, both to-
gether, were taken twelve times in booty-takingrfrdifferent men?

Second question / hint (5-8pat sagum anna/rt: hwafur niu aldum an urdi fiaru /
medr Hraidgutum, auk do/meen umb sal®

This | pronounce as second: Who became withou{(difed) among the Hreid-Goths
nine ages ago, and yet his affairs are still ugiiggussion?

Answer (A9-B11):Red bjodrilr hinn purmodi,
stillir/ flutna, strandu Hreidmarma

SitiR nu garwr a [B] guta sinum,

skialdi umb fatla&, skati Maeringa.

Pjodrik the bold, ruler of sea-warriors, (once)dithe shore of the Gothic Sea. Now
he sits outfitted on his Gothic steed, with hiseshibuckled on, prince of the
Maeerings.

Narrative section two (12-19; side C; the twentygs):

First question / hint (12-14)pat sagum tvalfta, hvar haeste Gu/nne etu vettvangi
a, kununga tvair tigir sva/d a liggia?

This | pronounce as twelfth: Where does the stde@umn see food on the battle-
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field, which twenty kings are lying on?

Second question / hint (14-1Bat sagum prettaunda, hvart/vair tigir kunung&
satin at Siolundi fia/gura vintur at fiagurum nampn, burn/r fiagurum brgdrum?

This | pronounce as thirteenth: Which twenty kisg$ on Zealand for four winters
under four names, sons of four brothers?

Answer (17-19)Valker fim, Radulfs sy/m Hraidulfar fim, Rugulfs sym Haislar
fim, Harud/s sym, Kynmunda fim, Berna synir.

Five Valki's, sons of Radulf; five Hraidulf's, sord Rugulf; five Haisl's, sons of
Harug; five Kynmund’s, sons of Bern.

Line 20 (after Gragnvik): nukinimiralusakiainhuag]...]fti Rfra
Narrative section three (according to JH; 21-26,228 C, D, C top, E):

First question / hint (21-228agum rmg-minni pat: hva Inguld/inga va&i guldinn at
kvana husli?

| pronounce this hint for the lad: Who among theagmdants of Ing-Vald was com-
pensated for through the sacrifice of a woman?

Second question / hint (23-28agum rpg-minni: [h]vaim se burinn nid draengi?

| pronounce a (further) hint for the lad: To whorasaa son born for a gallant young

man?

Answer (24-26, 28, 27)ilinn es pat + knua knatt/i iatun. Vilinn es patnwyti. /
Sagum rpg-minni: Por /ol nirgdrR / sefi via vari.

Vilinn it is, whom the enemy slew. Vilinn it is: mde enjoy (this monument). | pro-
nounce a (final?) hint for the lad: At ninety, tdkensman, respecter of shrines, en-
gendered Thor.

The inscription is comprised of a dedication andt¢hmore or less narrative
sections, each composed of two questions or himfirggtions and an answer. Line 20
at one edge of side C has sustained extensive @amag its reconstruction is a prob-
lem of its own (Harris forthcoming a). Like seveddl my predecessors who have
closely studied ROk, | believe it to be a framé&glithe dedication) that introduces
Section Three.

As a whole, each section’s questions and their answoke a story-complex.
Both the structure and the content are cleareStettion One, which deals with the
famous figure of Theodoric the Great (the Dietridn Bern of high medieval Ger-
man epic) in an early form of his life in heroigénd. All three sections treat material
that can be interpreted thematically as concernéd lile and death, especially with
the persistence of life in the face of death. Tloeieddied nine generations ago among
his Goths; yet his deeds are still debated in tiesgnt of the inscription, and in the
form of his equestrian statue in Aachen, he stdl armed and ready for battle. The
twenty kings of Section Two seem to have been mesnbka war-band / trading
company, a classiMannerbundthat lives on institutionally after the deathsirmdi-
viduals. Section Three features a promising marcktdown at an early age and how
his death was compensated for within the familyhgybirth of a (half) brother.
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Themes of life and death

Thus death is central to all three sections, bufifferent ways all three also show
how life goes on in some form. In the Theodorictisec the heroic individual sur-
vives through his reputation, something like #ieos aphithonor démr that dies
never, though this famous Indo-European and Gegriiieime is more interestingly
nuanced in ROk. The twenty kings share names atldefs’ (probably the initiatory-
leader figures attested Mannerbiindearound the world); and if my interpretation is
right, the idea of survival here is a corporate:dhe individual is subsumed into a
group of ‘brothers,” which cannot ‘die’ since itsrin of ‘life’ exists on a different
plain from that of the heroic individual. Sectiohr€e combines elements of the indi-
vidual (as in Section One) and of the group (athépseudo-family of Section Two).
Here the group is that of blood relations, the famihe head of the clan of the Ing-
Valdings is represented by the pious ninety-yedr‘idinsman,” who sires a replace-
ment for his fallen son. The on-going ‘life’ of Sen Three is therefore partly indi-
vidual and partly corporate or institutional.

| have further argued that the three stories oratige complexes together
comprise a sort of argument, a Levi-Straussian fofrmative philosophy through
stories that are ‘good to think with.” Certainlyetinscription as | interpret it yields to
this Hegelian formal postulate almost too easihg af course | worry that the form |
see is a product of my reading, my expectatiorieerahan inherent in the material —
the inscription itself being, of course, the onlymate key to the mode of thought of
the makers and audiences of the stone. But thguasiess of the problem statement
on the stone (detailed below), its divergence fepsimplified Lévi-Straussian para-
digm, is a factor that speaks in favor of thisiiptetation. For, although life and death
are featured as the red threads of the narratiterrabin all three sections, the simple
binary opposition we might expect — say, raw vokea — does not emerge as the
‘problem.” Nor does the mediation generate redussdatements of the binary (in
principle going on until the impulse is exhaustad)in a truly Levi-Straussian myth
complex. Instead mediation on R6k produces a sifigld myth satisfying within
itself, | believe, the problem posed by the juxt&pon of the two preceding stories.
The limitation of the ROk inscription to three stmomplexes and a single opposi-
tion-through-mediation movement may make it unsléaas evidence that the story
in Section Three somehow embodies a whole socieffjfimate solution to the phi-
losophical ‘problem.” But we seem at least justifia treating the inscription as one
man’s, Varin’s, thought process and solution — ihaih treating him as its ‘author.’

| submit that the author and audience accept lfetlahd death in their coexis-
tence. They would regard the following two statetsess equally true and inter-
changeable: ‘Death comes and goes even as liféstserand ‘life comes and goes
while death persists.’ | suggest that to us then@rseems to be optimistic, redolent
of fertility and affirmation, while the latter foses on negation and annihilation. In
any case, the ‘problem’ set by the three sectisnmsot lifeagainstdeath but the con-
texts of lifeand of death: the individual in its strongest formgthero, the singular
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master of plural masses) is opposed to the growpmery strong form (the all-male
‘family’ of warriors / traders, where the pluralguifs and contains traces of the sin-
gular), and the mediation product of this binaraiorm of life-and-death (that is, of
human existence) in which both the singular indreidand the plural matrix of like-
blooded persons receive equal value. In other wer@sd anticipating in modern
terms our conclusion — the DNA-community is thenfoof group immortality in
which the individual finds its optimal realizatioBut we will be in a better position to
justify this mode of mediated individual immortglaéfter discussing the myth in Sec-
tion Three.

The first two narrative sections deal with heroiatemial like that of Germanic
heroic and eulogistic poetry found in West Germamiarces and elsewhere in North
Germanic. While every aspect of ROk has been fashodebated, one can safely say
that Sections One and Two are less contentiousSkation Three and that they con-
trast with Three in being drawn from the heroi@ttls secular human, world. They
also contrast with Section Three in having item ham attached to them, as if they
represented selections from the same itemizedtmpeof heroic lore, while Section
Three comprises unnumbered mythic material andasvi from a different store.
Other Norse sources, notably tReeticandProse Eddasbut also the Gotland picture
stones and several mythic-heroic sagas, evincendasijuxtapositioning of heroic
and mythic narrative even while maintaining thetidetion between human actions
and sacred story. Thematically, however, all trseetions make literary sense both
individually and in juxtaposition, and it will comas no surprise that death-and-life
might be an appealing unifying subject in Rok’ssatpt at a discursive funeral or
memorial inscription as a whole. The author Vamd$ heroic stories no less apt for
‘thinking with’ than myth, but the sacred storysaved to the last and deployed, it
seems, to clinch a kind of argument.

The dedicatory lines tell us unambiguously that $tene was raised and the
runes cut by Varin, a father in memory of his ‘dedbomed’ (ONfeigr) son Vamaod.
The body of the inscription in its three narratsections is a small anthology of he-
roic-mythic stories ominni produced for Varin’'amggr ‘descendant,” an emotion-
laden word found in early poetry and at least oimcan earlier funeral inscription.
The stories, however, could not be related in tHetastone. Instead, they asgoked
by hinting questions and brief answers in a versbra skaldic routine or game
known asgreppa-minni;cf. mgg-minni. Vamod may have been very youngogr
also means ‘boy"); and the playful routine may bekéng some favorite tales as a
kind of gift of story for the dead. But the thensatbnnections and sense of the whole
seem serious and religious in a sense deeper thian will return to the meaning of
the whole after discussion of the more difficulttimg material of the cipher section.

The myth in Section Three

Like the other sections, Section Three cannotyéadirrate’ its myth according to our
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understanding of narration, confined as it is witthhe parameters of the available
stone surfaces and by the medium of runes andrsipimeSweden of the early ninth
century, real narration would have been a featuatg of the oral medium, the voice,
and one of the mysteries associated with the Riikes precisely Varin’s precocious
attempt at literature in a preliterate environm@ht Harris 2009 and forthcoming b).
Despite the ‘refraction’ of the narrative, howevie hints supplied by the section’s
guestions and answer do give the modern myth-récmisr enough to go on. From
the first question (Il. 21-22) we learn that thagedy-with-redemption that we are
about to hear of (in our mind’s ear) takes placthiwia certain clan, the Inguldings,
reconstructed as descendants of a founder figupatiarch, Ing-Vald. To ask who
was compensated for implies a death, the only itappbmoment for compensation in
such stories. Compensation can be wergild or rexelgt the subsequent events do
not deal directly with either; instead the birthaohew son seems to be itself the com-
pensation for the death of his brother. And thamf@f compensation is commensu-
rate with the involvement of a woman in the stdlyZ41-22); it also agrees with an
ancient form of compensation alluded to in a famtmedandic poem of 961, Egill
Skallagrimsson’sSonatorrek(st. 17), and also in an analogue of 8@atorrekpas-
sage in the Old English epeowulf®

The second question (ll. 23-24) is predicated ugpendeath alluded to in the
first, but asks to whom, to what father, an heisvi@rn in the place of a gallant
young man dreeng). These shards come together into a fairly cohemarsaic: a
young mandraeng) of the Ingulding clan was killed; the compensatior him came
in the form of the birth of a new son to the fatbéthedreengr a descendanhi@r)
who will take the place of the dead. The answeti@eaontributes some of the
names, in direct answer to the question form ofhiinés: the dead youth is Vilin; the
father is not named but called by a title, ‘shriegpecting Kinsman,” and character-
ized as ninety years of age at the time of thénptiie newborn son is named Thor.
The name of the god Thor of course puts the stury the realm of myth if we had
doubted it before; but the structure and conterthefstory, as defined by the basic
actions and actors — grieving father, dead youdhwhorn heir, and a mother and a
slayer yet to be discussed — are obviously sufftdie raise the possibility that we are
dealing with a version of the myth of the deathBaldr so well known from later
West Scandinavian texts. There Odin is the grievatiger, Baldr the early-dead son,
and Vali or Bous the newborn brother.

The hypothesis that Vilin’'s death and the compengabirth of Thor repre-
sents an East Scandinavian variant, attested $eestaries before the familiar west-
ern variants, provides a precise explanation ferrifle of the woman in Question
One, where the compensation for the dead youtheofritguldings is said to take place
at kvan& husli ‘through the sacrifice of a woman.’ In the Baltlory, both in the Ice-
landic forms and in the Danish form reported in @&tammaticus, it was foretold or
fated that revenge for Baldr could only be broughtut by a child sired upon the

% BeowulfandSonatorrekeited from ‘Primary works’ in Bibliography; Harris994, 1999.
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maiden Rinda / Rindt.Odin carried out this deed through magic or trigk@lepend-

ing on the sources). So the ‘sacrifice’ of a wometers to the fate-sanctioned rape of
Rinda / Rindr or else an East Scandinavian staridriner. Probably the name of the
‘woman’ in the Swedish version on ROk waérind-, the etymologically correct east-
ern form, because in East Gautland, not too fanfRok, there was a farm name
which place-name scholars had taken back to the fdfrindar-vé ‘Rind’s sanctu-
ary,” adding good and independent evidence to tbeship of this chthonic figure,
probably a close analogue gjrd, the earth goddess / giantess on whom Odin fa-
thered Thor in the western genealogical myths.

Other evidence supporting the identification of Rokyth as an early East
Scandinavian variant of Baldr's death may be byiefentioned. Odin is presented in
western sources as very old, and his unnamed aralog ROk is ‘ninety’ when he
begets the replacement son Thor. This part of #oeed mystery is embedded in a
complex rhetorical, runic, and graphic schema2@l. 28, 27), but even in the abbrevi-
ated form of this essay we can appreciate the hayrost sacred title and subject of
the concluding sentence of the inscription are @dwethe top face of the stone, some
two-and-a-half meters above the earth and nornvaiple to the gods only. The ac-
tual name of Odin is avoided here, as frequeniyhi®&d a large number of aliases), by
the use of a term that emphasizes the family corfsexti ‘Kinsman’) and in that con-
text his piety toward the shrinegfi via). ROk’s myth bestows the name Thor on the
newborn brother. The variance from the ‘standasasion of the Baldr myth is not as
great as it might appear: Thor is everywhere cabelh’s son; his mother is an earth
goddess / giantess who is frequently mentionedthegewith Rind; Thor's son
Magni, also born of a giantess, is, like Vali, aquocious baby. In the modern recep-
tion the Baldr myth is strongly characterized, bgtnarrative structure atramatis
personae- the tools | have used to reconstruct the mytiut-by the name of Baldr
(which may be a title rather than a name); so geshaps psychologically difficult to
accept as a version of the well-known myth a nasain which the otherwise un-
known Vilin occupies Baldr’s slot. But it is notfficult to relate the nam¥ilinn to
the sphere of Odin or to construct arguments ®pliausible application to the Baldr
figure. | believe it is more important to emphasiaewever, that Vilin's story was in
runes as much as four centuries before the Baldrdiemerges in writing and that a
great deal of variation must have taken place its@nd in myths, for which there
was never a standard until the thirteenth-centunyisian writers of Iceland and
Denmark canonized the narrative forms known to them

Still, the myth in Section Three may be only distamelated to the Baldr
myth, so that scholarship should retain the polésitof treating it separately. The
contrasting figure of the last of tltramatis personaethe slayer, may lead in that
direction. The ROk inscription attributes Vilin'gdth toiatun. This word is certainly
an early form, the earliest in writing, of the la@N jgtunnand cognate with OEo-
ten, and in the later Old Norse textsgunnwas a ‘giant.’ | believe, however, that we

* Saxo cited from ‘Primary works’ in Bibliography.
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would do well to remember how early this Rékun is and to try to separate it in our
minds from the modern image — also from nineteeetiitury folklore and from the
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century sagas, wherentlagority of jgtnar appear — of the
big goofy and largely comical figures we call ggmnin Anglo-Saxongotencovers
‘giant, monster, enemy’ (Clark Hall and Meritt: I96s.v.), and the chiefotenof
English texts, Grendel, is surely more monster tfedklore giant. For Varin’'s phi-
losophy of death and the early mythology it is lbasa, we need a more profound
view of theiatun. But first we must examine, even if briefly andonclusively, the
implications ofiatun in the Vilin / Baldr narrative.

The western versions of Baldr's death offer thrégeknt patterns: those of
verse, of Saxo, and of Snorri. Verse passages wdrie generally regarded as older
than the thirteenth-century prose authors) alludmghe killing of Baldr name the
lone slayer ‘Hpor’ and say he is Baldr's brother. Saxo also habkatherus who acts
alone but is not related to Balderus. Snorri albas the famously complicated plot
whereby Loki, who is @gtunn,is the ‘intellectual author’ of Baldr’'s slayinghweh is
carried out by a blind Br (presumably Baldr's brothet)A Swedish (Gautish) hero-
icized version of the story is found Beowulfaccording to which Herbeald (the
Baldr figure) is ‘accidentally’ slain by his brothEleedeyn (Hpdr). Probably the sin-
gle slayer and brother motifs are more originahtt&norri's wonderfully complex
story and Saxo’s confused one; one scholar, fomei@ puts Loki's entry into the
Baldr myth as late as the eleventh century. Now,Rbk narrative has in the slayer
slot a single figure, not explicitly blind or exgiily related to the victim or explicitly
acting by accident, and characterized only by tbedwatun. This could be simply a
name, a nickname, or a prejudicial epithet; orotild be a species label. The later
involvement of thggtunn Loki in the west argues for the last of these {milgges;
but even if we wished to favor one of the firsterpossibilities in order more
smoothly to integrate the R6k myth into the Baldmplex, we would have to face the
implications ofiatun for any attempt to understand Varin’s thoughtother words,
whether in the ROk story a human or divine brotbfeYilin is brandedaniatun or
whether the unrelated slayer actually belongs @b tlon-human, non-god ragatun
might be crucial to Varin's death philosophy.

In the earliest layer of Norse mythological sourgeshar sometimes seem,
Titan-like, to be an older race of gods; sometimasnster’ fits better than ‘giant’ to
describe them. Loki's three monstrous childrenjatear. Fenrir, the wolf who will
defeat and swallow Odin at the cosmic battle ofrRagk; the Midgardsormr, the sea-
serpent who encircles the lands of the earth afickiNiThor when Ragnarék comes;
and Hel, the ghastly half-black, half-white misted the lands of the dead. Another
animal-monster of the final battle is the hellhou@drmr, nemesis, according to
Snorri, of the god Tyr. In the mythology the tejptnar also covers a wide variety of
more or less humanoid figures, all being unitedthsir structural opposition to the

®> Gade 2006 argues that Snorri may not have knoanHbdr was Baldr’s brother. The case is well
argued, but unconvincing considering the versentesty. Hydr's blindness may be a motif borrowed
by Snorri from Christian sources: O’Donoghue 2003.
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gods, but also closely integrated with the comnyuoftgods. One could almost de-
fine thejgtunn of Norse myth not by size or body type, but byrékationship to the
society of the gods — a relationship that includes,is not limited to, hostility. But
surveys of the use of the tefginar in the ever-later literary forms probably givedes
insight into Rék’siatun than the etymologies of some of the probably eamyho-
logical jgtnar. Hraesvelgr (‘corpse-gulper’) is an eagle, perhagyshologized from
the carrion-eating ‘beasts of battle,” but not tidy corpse-eatinggtunn The serpent
Niohoggr (‘hate-striker’) sucks corpses, and wolves teen, perhaps near ‘Corpse
Strand’ (Nastpnd). In Egill Skallagrimsson’sigfudlausn(about 936), the poet pic-
tures the ‘goddess’ of the dead, Hel, as a cagiow standing upon the battlefield-
dead® and Hel is, | believe, of importance in understagahe early conception of
iatun.

The wordhel, all commentators agree, is from a root meaninde‘hcover,
enwrap’ €.g, OE, OS, OHGhelan ‘conceal’); the Proto-Indo-European (PIE) root
*kel- gives words likeconcealand Gk kalypso Originally hel was where the dead are
‘hidden, covered, enwrapped,’ the grave, especihlycommunal burial place of the
stone age. The ‘goddess,’ or ratihetun, Hel is generally thought to be a personifi-
cation based on the plabel. The word family is very large in Germanic aloaed
hel the place is attested in every Germanic languBge.the person or demon Hel
may also be old. Hermann Gintert, in his famou918dokKalypsq explores espe-
cially this PIE word family and at one point argubat the ‘goddess’ is ‘pre-Indo-
European’ in the sense that the name and functierslaared with Uralic (here =
Finno-Ugric), which had a chthonic death-goddEsdjo (< PIE *koljo-; cf. hel <
PGmc *halja- < PIE *koljo- [Guntert 1919: 52-53]). Despite the fact that thed-
dess’ Hel is not attested in Old English or thesothider Germanic languages except
Old Norse, the Finno-Ugric connection convinces @iinthat she was ‘an ancient,
Common Germanic demon — a demon [...] not a pelisoftamed goddess! Hel
seems, then, etymologically to be a demon who ‘mv@des, conceals’ the corpses
of the dead, but Guntert frequently refers to hieh & different vocabulary: ‘a corpse-
demon that eats men ... [I[ln the caves and tombwhith the dead were sunk,
crouches the greedy, corpse-demon who gulps dowhuatan bodies® This lan-
guage implicitly identifies the ‘concealing’ sherden with one that actively
(‘gierig’) lusts to consume its victims; with thianguage Giintert seems to have in
mind the wolf and hound associated with death,ifigespecially in Garmr ‘the an-
cient conception of the corpse-eater, the animaligireedy, gulping death-demon

® In ‘Primary works’: SkjaldedigtningBl: 32: trad nipt Nara / nattverd arathe kinswoman of Nari
(Loki)(>Hel) trod the dinner of eagles (corpsesjgfudlausn st. 10).

" Gintert 1919: 39: ‘eine uralte, gemeingermanisEliEmonin — eine Damonin [...] nicht eine
personlich gestaltete Gottin!” Modern opinion isided on this particular Germanic-Finno-Ugric rela-
tionship: Klystraet al. 1991-96, II: 105.

8 Guntert 1919: 40, 39: ‘[die] menschenverschlinggridLeichendamonin, wie ich sie fir gemein-
germanisch und vorgermanisch halte’; ‘in den Hohlewd Griften, in welche die Toten gesenkt
werden, haust die gierige, alle Menschenleiberchgirsgende Leichendamonin....’
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that lies at the basis of the ‘four-eyed hound’tleé ancient Indic peoples, the two
hellhounds of the Avesta ... and tKerberosof the Greeks” Giintert goes on to
make what he calls ‘eine Proportion’ — a propoidiormula — out of the relationship
of the goddess and the hellhound such that:

The figures of gods and demons, which originatedhernbasis of similar con-
ceptions, appear in the language of myth as bletadives:

Hel : Fenrisulfr, Garmr = Hekate, Hekabe : Kerberts

The etymologies oFenrir andGarmr offer no help in conceptualizing death;
but all these creatures gi#nar, and this word has a rich and widely agreed etymol
ogy that leads back into the sphere of Hel's coqpdping canine kin. The source,
PGmc *etuna (< PIE *edunae), is derived from the verbetan ‘to eat,” carrying a
basic meaning ‘eater,” further glossed by the etpgsts to their own taste as ‘glut-
ton’ (with the folklore giant in mind) or ‘corpsesdourer’ (roughly in Gintert's
sense)! If Fin. etona, etands a borrowing from Germanic, its sense ‘snailrwp
evil person’ may be a reflection of original deviogrdeath. Later Danish and Swed-
ish forms with-tt- (jeette jatte) will have derived from forms in the paradigm whic
(before the first consonant shift) had the gemngattombinationdn-. In addition to
the n- derivatives i@tun, jatte, etc.), there ard-derivatives such as NNonjatul
‘giant.” As for the secular meaning ‘glutton,” peefed by, for example, Hellquist
(1967: s.v.), it seems unlikely that such an earghological term would have taken
its name merely from human gluttony or from itsjpotion onto the appetite of ‘gi-
ants’ such as we encounter in the comical form®latales; and even if ‘big eater
were the original meaning of the form, an earlygiels-mythological context would
in any case have lent a pregnant significance.lligingery recent linguistic work by
Michael Janda throws further light on the derivatad PGmc ®tuna. In the context
of working out the derivation ofaruma, Janda set up a parallel with our word (I will
not attempt to recount the parallel here), whichreb a rare derivational suffix and
chain of development (Janda 2000: 110-112). It @a@ydpear, then, that the old Ger-
manic word ®tuna, perhaps originally designating a demon who cores (the
dead), is constructed according to a pattern raf@a@rmanic and paralleled by one of
the most original Indic gods, a god also associatghk the dead and one who hap-

° Gintert 1919: 41: ‘Mit dieserarmr aber haben wir einen Beleg fiir die uralte Vorstel vom
Leichenfresser genannt, vom tierisch, gierig sg@dimen Todesdamon, wie er gemeinsam dem
‘vierdugigen Hund’ der alten Inder, den beiden Eid@unden des Awesta ... und d&mrberosder
Griechen zugrunde liegt.’

% Giintert 1919: 41: ‘Gottesgestalten und Damonenadf Grund dhnlicher Vorstellungen entstanden
waren, erscheinen in der Sprache des Mythos dBcle¢ Verwandte ...Hel : Fenrisulfr, Garmr =
Hekate, Hekabe : Kerbergs

1 A somewhat less controversial derivation from @ermanic; pro: Karsten 1943: 82-83 and his ear-
lier work; contra: Collinder 1932-34: 188-190 aratleer. A modern balance is drawn by Klysétal
1991-96, I: 57.
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pens to share a semantic range with the Germtdeicsince Janda finally glosses
Varura as ‘the god with the covering, wrapping.’

Varin's philosophy of death

| have argued that the constellation of heroicystoaterial and myth on the Rok
stone constitutes a kind of reasoning process difeuand death and that the ideas
derivable from the inscription are attributablévtarin, the bereaved father and spon-
sor of the stone. | further believe that Varin’sipsophy of death was based on or at
least included his local variant of the myth we arere familiar with as attached to
Baldr. Scholars of Nordic paganism, notably Jarvdes, see Baldr's death as the
First Death and the mythologem as a whole as dgalith the problem of death (de
Vries 1956-57, Il: 237-238). The hermeneutical’ ‘between RoOk’'s Section Three
and the western Baldr myth must remain on sevevals$ hypothetical; but if my phi-
lological work and basic myth reconstruction ar@wncing, interpretations of the
Baldr myth can at least help in the effort to uistiemd Varin.

Varin may then have felt that he had honored hesi@ceased son with a col-
lection of stories that affirmed, if not life out death, at least an equal balance of life
with death and that in the Vilin myth he had supglia deeply sacred story that
clinched a theological argument. The first linetlod inscription describes Vamod as
‘death-doomed,” which may mean that he died yowry] in relation to Varin, of
course he did. If so, neither the immortality ahfierishable fame’ exemplified in the
Theodoric of Section One, the heroic hope commahedndo-Europeans generally,
nor the immortality of the sodality, thdannerbundof Section Two, will have had
the full force of analogy as applied to Vamod. Bgtction Three, with the myth of
regeneration within the bloodline provided Varig@nsolation. Varin seems to have
been positively guided by the idea expressed negjatin Sonatorrek st. 17: ‘This is
also said that no one may get recompense for asless he himself begets again the
descendant who will be a man born for the other, an¢he place of his brothel™
Though Egill Skallagrimsson and the Old ManBaowulf Il. 2444-62, both consid-
ered this bit of ancient wisdom as inapplicableéhtemselves, Varin, by bringing to
bear the Vilin myth, seems to accept it as his hitpe unclear in the maxim and in
Rok’s question / hinhvaim se burinn nidr dreendito whom was a son born for a
gallant young man?’) whether the newborn son witigy replace the deceased or
will actually replicate him, whether we are dealwngh dedication to a specific role
or position within the family or with rebirth. Reth is of course (before cloning) a
purely illogical and therefore eminently religioisea; it has been rather extensively
discussed in relation to early Germanic belié®edication is perhaps a rationalizing

12 Janda 2000: 111: ‘der (Gott) mit der Umhiillung.’
13 Translation minecf. Harris 1994.
14 See especially Eckhardt 1937, de Vries 1956-54195, 180-183, 217-218, and Harris 1994.
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development from the religious idea; in any caselichtion is exactly what we meet
in the western variants of the Baldr myth, excéyat there the dedication is not pre-
cisely (or not only) a matter of replacement, lather a dedication to revenge. Varin
seems to emphasize the positive regeneration ofatmdy through individual re-
placement rather than the negative compensatioevainge; but we cannot exclude
the possibility that the myth complex that conséitlVVarin’s tools for philosophizing
also included revenge.

It is impossible to overlook the relationship oh@ogy between Varin’s own
‘story’ and the story he chose for Section ThreariVv parallels thesefi via varias
bereaved father while Vamod mirrors Vilin as thelyalead promising youth
(dreeng). It follows that Varin’s consolation is the hoffeat the mythic solution will
somehow govern his future too. The parallel refegiop between Varin and the myth
he had inscribed on Rok is underlined by the allitee continuity from the real-life
father and son at least to the delekngrof the myth, Vilin; and if my complex
speculations linkingefi via varito Inguldinga (from a founder mg(i)-Vald-r/i?) and
both to Odin can be trusted, then the aged fathéhe myth may also have had
alliteration in his avoided name. In any case,g##'Kinsman’ in Rok’'s myth seems
to play the role of Odin in the western analogusillltake this extremely speculative
line of thought one stage further and wonder whetthe alliterative signal of the fam-
ily relationships could have been established leeffatial w- was lost or became or
while it was still remembered th@dinnhad once been pronouncedddenn Thew-
series might thus have includedarinn < *war-ana-z Vamaédr < *waiha-nvda-z
Vilinn < *wil-ana-z and the unnamedwdd-ana-z Loss of intialw- before vowels
like o is dated c. 650-800 by Noreen (1923: 169). If theeeative link is to be trusted
(with or without Odin and/or Vald), Varin may haseen his family as somehow part
of the Inguldings, perhaps conceived as his mytinefathers.

Another link between the human family of Varin avidmod and the Inguld-
ings of the Vilin / Baldr myth can probably be exdred from the woréhigian ‘death-
doomed,” chosen by Varin as the only characteopadif his son on the entire monu-
ment. All we really know about Vamaod is that he Wased’ and in fact died. Baldr is
similarly fated, and the only real story told ofrhcenters on his death. Of course,
Snorri fleshes out Baldr’'s character: he is beloaad beautiful; his parents and his
wife are accounted for; his ‘judgments’ are mergnand the circumstances of his
death, the attempt to save him, and his funerabbmecounted. But the actual deeds
of the living Baldr are limited to receiving ominddreams, standing as a target, and
dying; one might add as actions from the worldh#d tlead that Baldr sends a ring
back to his father and after Ragnardk will retuiithvthe younger gods to start a new
aeon, but in effect Baldr is not an ‘action herot la passive member of the dead
around whom fears accumulate. The fate theme idrBdife begins when he discov-
ers through dreams that he is to Higlthough the word OMeigr ‘doomed’ is not
used of Baldr in surviving texts, it precisely deises his nature. Through this word,

5 In ‘Primary works:Gylfaginning chap. 49Poetic EddaBaldrs draumay.
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augmented by the homology of structural situatiod perhaps by a special relation-
ship to the family of Vilin, Varin has set up a adigmatic relationship between the
two honored dead and the two bereaved familiess Ehprecisely the kind of rela-
tionship betweemmomo religiosusand his gods in the famous theory of Mircea Eliade
(1959): divine actsn illo temporeconstitute a paradigm for the life of the believer
R6k furnishes relatively scanty evidence of paraditic grief compared to tHgona-
torrek of Egill Skallagrimsson, another bereaved fativr, | have argued, viewed
his situation through the lens of the Baldr tragea/Eliade’s theory would have pre-
dicted. And the presence of allusions to Baldr'atdan other Norse funeral poems
(Harris 1999) suggests that Snorri's charactewmabf Baldr asgrata gud‘god of
lamentations’ uses the wogtatr in a semi-technical sense as ‘(a poem of) lamenta-
tion."®

We must close without solving the puzzle of Varifitgal understanding of
death itself. Didiatun still carry in Varin’s day the baggage of its amti associa-
tions? Was the monsteatun a personification? Or had the hostile ‘giant’ afelr
times already established itself, to be realizeth@Vilin myth as either an epithet or
an anticipation of Loki? We can be certain thatyéeer terrible its monstrous repre-
sentation, death was balanced in Varin’s imagimabip the life of the clan: man did
not face death as an individual, but life-and-desgtpart of a blood family, clan, or
what we might now call a DNA pool.
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