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Resumo
O artigo andlisa o tema dos guerreiros da Escandinavia Viking conheados como Berserkir,
concluindo que &s tradicionais associagdes com o deus Odinn, formacga de grupcs ®aetos e autili zac®d
de ducinégenaos foram produtos da fantasia dos escritores cristéos, sem nenhuma base histérica
Palavras-chave: Mitologia, sociedade Viking, literatura medieval

Resumé
Letravaill e analyse le théme des guerriers de I’ Escandinavie Viking ort connucomme Berserkir,
gue @nclut que les traditionels associations avec le dieu Odin, formations de groupes faets et
I"utili zation des hallucinogenes alaient produits de la fantasie des éaivans chrétienes sns aucun bese
historique.
Mots-clé Mythoogie, société Viking, litt érature medievale
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It sometimes happens that modern scholars know something abou antiquity and
the Middle Ageshidden from thasewho lived at that time. For example, urlike Plato,
we can etymologize many Ancient Greek words. Perhaps we even unckerstand a few
linesof skaldic poetry better than dd Snorri. But berserkr (whom, to simplif y matters,
| will call bersekers, asis dore in English dctionarieg fared badly. The Vikings
contemporaries had lost all memory of bersekers identity. In the 13" century,
bersakers reanerged in the s@as as sciety’s dangerous outcags and soon dsgopeaed
withou a trace urtil medievalists revived them in their works. The berseker-related
boam is now behind ws, bu an impressve bibliography d the subjed tedifies to
schdarship devoid of afadual base ad feeding mainly onitsdf. The central thesesof
this paper will be offered dognaticdly, though each of them can be suppated by
multiple references It shoud also be understood that | am by far nat the first to draw
negative conclusions from this sdolarship.

In a desciption d King Haraldr's 872 lettle, Porbjérn hanklofi used the
phrasesgrenjudu kerserkr and emjudu ufhednar. The verbs grenja and emja mean
‘roar’ and ‘howl’ regedively, while ulfhednar (plural) is abahuwihi, usually glossel
‘wolfskins' or ‘wolfcoats and thus ‘someone in wolf's dothing’ (a cmpound like
Rotkappchen). In this cntext, it is tempting to take berserkr (also plural) for ancther
bahuwrihi, namely ‘beaskirts. However, *berr ‘bea’ doesnaot occur in Old Icdandic
outside the compound berfjall ‘beaskin’, so that berserkr must be ather a partial
borrowing from German (like berfjall = B&arenhau?) or a relic of ancient usage.
Berserkr does not turn up in runic insaiptions, and the kalds seen to have been
unaware of bersakers deeds. Contrary to *berr, the nours bera ‘female bea’ and
berg, bes#/bass ‘bea’ have been recorded. Ber- is the historic gem of bjorn < *
bemu-; bess isfrom *berd. Their existence doesnot prove that *berr was &so current
in Early Scandinavian. From the senantic point of view ulfhedinn ‘wolfskin’ is nat an
exad counterpart of berserkr becaise wolves have «ins, whereasbeas do nd wea
shirts. This agument need na be dwrugged of, bu it may na be asweighty asit
appeas, for serkr, glosseal ‘timber’ in English, in additionto ‘shirt’, desgnated a cetain
number of skins (whencethe Rusdan numeral sorok ‘forty’).

The other posshility is to understand berserkr as ‘baredhirt’, that is, to
recnstruct a substantivized adjedive *berserks‘bareshirted’. A warrior cdled this
would be aman who fought withou armor, in his ‘bare sirt.” If Porbjérn knew the
word berfjall or some other words like it, he may have assciated berserkers with beas,
while, aspointed ou abowe, the original meaning o berserkr*beaskin’ can be almitted
only if the cmmpoundin quedion is extremely old. Proof for such an assaimption is
laking, havever. Nor do we know when serkr, a technica term of fur trade, was
coined. If it is contemporaneous with the Viking age, then the bahuwrihi berserkr
‘beaskin’ can hardly be posited. As regards the mntent of Porbjorn’s drdpa, we remain
in the dark abou who roared and hawvled: in the hea of battle; the roarers and havlers
could have been Haraldr’ s foll owers aswell ashis opporents.

The next, and the most famous mention d bersekers occurs in Chapter 6 of
Heimskiingla. Odinn's own men, it is sad, “went to battle without coats of mail and
aded like mad dogs or wolves They hit their shields and were as song as beas or
bulls. They killed people, and reither fire nor iron affeded them. This is cdled
berseker rage.” Snorri seens to have wmbined bah passble interpretations of the
word berserkr. they were (nealy) “bare” (“went to battle withou coats of mail”) and
bea-like & the same time (“were as gong as bears”). Nor did he forget Porbjorn’s
ulfhednar (“acted like mad dogs or wolves”). It is usualy suggeged that Snorri no

http://www.brathair.cjb.net 98




Brathair 4 (2), 2004 97-101
ISSN 15199053

longer understood berserkr‘beashirt’ and took it for ‘in ore’s bare girt’, which made
him add “withou coats of mail.” Since the meaning ‘beashirt’ may never have existed,
this siggedion haslittle value. Snorri’s main contribution to the berseker problem is
his datements that bersekers seved as Odinn's retinue, that they used to fly into a
violent rage (one of its sgns wasbiting the diield), and that they were invulnerable to
fire andiron.

Porbjorn’s ourcesof berserkr and ulfhednar will of necesiy remain unknavn
to us. The few referencesto bersekersin the extant corpus of skaldic and eddic poetry
are to warriors of old. They contain no fadual detals axd do ndé antedate
Haraldsdrapa. The phrase brudir berserfa ‘bersakers brides (wiveg’ may mean
‘giantesses or ‘female bersakers; the seond opion is unappeding. But Snorri’s
(unlike Porbjorn’s) sources a@eto a aertain extent recoverable.

The sa@asrelate numerous eisodes most of which have identicad morphdogy.
AroundChristmas abig, strongman, usually with eleven companions, comesuninvited
to a farm, realy to take avay asmany valuables aspossble and force the women to
cohabitation. If the farmer is & home, he is no match for the intruders. Often heis avay
in a distant province of Norway (the adion d some eisodes is sé elsevhere in
Scandinavia, bu Norway predominates. A brave Icdander happensto be visiting at this
time and either accets the dhief bandit’ s dhallenge to fight aduel or outsmarts the gang.
The reallt is the sane: al the misaeants ae kill ed. At this juncture, the farmer returns
and lavishespraise and gfts onthe resaer of hisfamily’shona and poperty. The deed
is mmmemorated in a visa ad becomes famous. When bersakers ae projeded to a
semi-legendary pag, they appea as aking s retinue, ashappensin Hrolf’ s saga.

Bersekers tolerate no regstance Every attempt to thwart them makes them
furious. It is & such moments that they begin to howl, foam at the mouth, and hte their
shields. As arule, swords and fire can dothem no harm, thougha Christian missonary
can bre&k the el laid onfire (bersakers ae pagan). Luckily, they live up to the
formula of their magicd invulnerability: unafraid of swords and flames they can be
cudoeled to deah. In 13"-century Icdand, talesof plundering, raping bendits drculated
widely, and Snorri descibed bersekers acording to the “folklore” of histime. Y et their
as®ciation with Odinnis mentioned orly in Heimskringla.

Thisisthen the evidence d our disposd: an olsaure line in a ninth-century drapa
containing a word of unclea meaning and dubous origin; a few vague referencesin
poetry to heroesof old caled bersekers; severa linesin Heimskringla, amost certainly
inspired by contemporary yarns, and a formulaic theme “an unwelcome siitor is beaen
by a fealesslcdander.” (The Odinn conredion will be examined later.) From this
aoorn amighty oak sprang up.The reseach developed alongthe following lines

1) Since bersekers evidently overpowered their enemiesunproteded by coats of
mail, mentions of naked Germanic and Celtic warriors from Tadtus onward have been
usad to prove the verisimilitude of Snorri’s report. However, if ber- means ‘bea’,
nudty shoud na intereg us. More importantly, withou coats of mail doesnot mean
‘naked’, so that referencesto Tadtus and the red can be dispensed with.

2) Thosewho telieve in beashirts find suppat in the well-documented cult of the
bea. Having abea’s wat onisthe oppdasite of fighting in the nude. Such a mat would
aso be very warm and hamper movement. The most common explanation is that
bersekers wore only animal masks and decorated their bodeswith fur and claws; they
alegedly did na impersonate beas but believed that they had beame beas. From the
works of this group ore leans many intereging things dou masksin various altures
the role of the bea, and name giving (Bjorn, etc.) and forgets how slim the evidenceis
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that ber- in berserkrmeans ‘bea’. The thedgsin neel of proof becomesthe foundition
of the reseach that by its eistenceis expeded to reinforce this thess (approximately:
since the bea played such a prominent role in ancient culture, berserkr must mean
‘beashirt’) .

3) In borbjorn’s drépa, berserkr and ulfhedna are mentioned in the same
breah. This drcumstance led to the invedigation d lycanthropy in dd days and at
present, trials of werewolves theriomorphic dcharaders, and mythicd heroes like
Herakleswith alion's «kin. The wanderings of Sigmund and Sinfj6tli have been made
egedaly much o, and multifarious events conreded with initiation came to the
foreground AlthoughSigmund and Sinfj6tli were not bersekers, they were cetainly
ulfhednar, and a deep understanding d their adventuresis suppased to throw a sdelight
on heroesturned-beas.

4) Berseakers traditionally appea in groups. This fad allowed several schdars to
develop the theme of Germanic secet unions. Here the implied provisos seen to be
that, inagnuch asbersakers were warriors, Germanic warriors were bersakers and that
since male unions (from initiation goups to Jomsvikingar) existed, everything we lean
abou them is relevant for the history of berse’khood, even though lersekers never
formed seaet unions and were nat initi ated into any groups.

5) Snorri's datement abou O&inn's “own men” had particularly dire
conseguences for bersakology. Myths of Odinn and later Odinic folklore were
reexamined in light of this datement. An attempt was made to show that the einherjar
(compared orce with Harii) are bersekers and that the supreme demon's (Odinn's)
following in the wild hurt is dso made up d bersekers. These & puzzing
conclusions. The einherjar live in a male paradise of Vahdl: they fight by day and
feas at night. Nothing is ever sad abou their howling, roaring, kiting shields, weaing
animal skins, or being invulnerable to iron andfire. In the wild hurt, the leader presdes
over a group d indistingushable dea riders. The einherjar and the wild hurt have
nothingto dowith bersekers.

Odinn was awar god. It must have been retural to asciate any warriors with
him, and thisis what Snorri did, passbly under the influence of the Hrolfr kraki type of
stories However, in his Edda Odinn is never surrounced by bersekers. On the
contrary, he doesmost things done. Sometimeshe is acompanied bytwo ather gods. If
Snorri had knovn any tales or kennings @dou bersakers and egeaaly abou their
close bond with Odinn, he would have told and explicaed them. His desaiption o
Baldr's funeral shows how colorlessthe word berserkrbecane in the 13" century. Four
bersakers ae sad to have been ureble to hdd Hyrrokkin's “steed.” It is sdie to assime
that myths of O8inn's bersakers did na exist.

6) Bersakers hystericd fits ae reminiscent of the furor teutonicum. In the
sagas howling and hting a sield is littte more than an effeknummer, to use Axel
Olrik’s word. Battle frenzy, along with war cries (hurra, hwzza, bareai), is universd,
and therefore it is hard to dstingush between cograte phenomena and typologicd
paralels. In any case there is no compelling rea®n to tracebersekers hysteria to the
furor teutonicum. Many scholars wondered why bersekers behaved in such an irrational
way. Perhaps they were intoxicated? Or perhaps they partook d poisonous mushrooms
that could have deprived them of rea®n? If so, what mushrooms were they? Our
ignarance of this subjed makes irregporsible remnstruction epedally tempting, and
comparison ketween berserkgiang and runnng amuck (amok) suggeds itsdf at once
Berseaker mycologyis aparticularly amusing areaof study.
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7) An dfshoa of the previous subjed is reseach into ecdasy in myth and
history, from the Greek Bacdanalias to the dorementioned furor teutonicum. The
etymology d Odinn's name belongs here too. Odinnis a ‘furious” god (cf. Germ. Wi,
Lat. vdtes, etc.), and madnesspresumably becmes him. It is never obsaved that in
myths Odinnis a céculating, shrewd, and perfidious godrather than the enbodment of
religious ecsagy. Biting shieldsin his presence seesto be a dly thingto do.Only the
wild hurt makesone think of a powerful onslaught, bu thisis late folklore. Since Odinn
is nat an Indo-European name, we do nd know when he gat it. If the impulse behind
name giving was his grim agped in war, O8inn may be wmpared with the verb vada,
nat in the meaning o wade / waten, but in its Old Icdandic meaning ‘rush, storm’. Such
wasthe opinion d Jaob Grimm; today it is $ared by few. Some feauresof a raman
are indisputable in Odinn, bu fury is not among them. It is, of course possble that at
every stage of Odinn's caea his name wasunderstood dff erently: ‘he who storms (a
god d war), ‘he who exhibits fury’ (a iaman), ‘he who proteds poetic inspiration’ (the
god d skaldic poetry). Before he becane Odinn and added a glamorous suffix to his
name, he may have been Odr (awader, that is, ‘wanderer’, ‘slow traveler, vegtamr’).

If we dismissidle gealations, we will come up with the following reaults.
Some warriors were & one time cdled berserkr. They sean to have been dlite troops
renowned for their redklessessin battle; they may have fough withou coats of mail. It
is unclea whether folk etymology conreded them with beas and whether Snorri or
anyore head an alusion to ber- ‘bea’ in their name. They had nahing to do with
religious aults. Even in the olded eddic lays, the word berserkrhas a archaic ring, bu
it survived in people’s memory and degraded into a synonym for ‘fi ghter’. With the end
of the Viking epoch, professonal warriors found themsdves unemployed. A similar
disintegration d the military classhappened when the goch o chivalry and crusades
cameto an end,and in recent timeswhen a huge ontingent of the Soviet army went out
of business Displacel soldiers typicdly become urban riffr aff. Unused to resstance,
irascble, and thorougHy unheppy, former Vikings often developed psychoses that
plagued the Midde Ages (cf. St. Vitus's dance, flagellants, and so forth), the violent
analogs of depresson, the sourge of our time. The diseasewas ©ntagious, and its
symptoms were eayg to simulate. The very words berserkr, like the word vikingr,
aquired highly negative mnndations. Gangs of such oucads (young, umarried,
deditute men in their prime) becane the bane of farmers' lif e in Norway and later in
Icdand. Laws against bersekers and adive dtempts to eradicae them make their
existence an edablished fad, even if al the alventuresin the sgaswere concocted for
enlivening the plot. The red, from poisonows mushrooms to secet unions and seviceto
Oainn, is (sdence) fiction.
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