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Abstract

This project examines the multifaceted identity of Brynhild in The Poetic Edda, The
Saga of the Volsungs and the Chinese version of Edda, focusing on how different
mythological texts construct her as an exceptional valkyrie and how such representations
reveal the paradoxical nature of her power. It asks how Brynhild’s identity as both a semi-
divine warrior and a royal woman is shaped across different narratives, and how these
depictions illuminate the tragic tension between her self-determination and patriarchal

constraints.

Close reading and comparative literary analysis are employed to examine Brynhild’s
complex identity and power. Sheldon Pollock’s three-dimensional philological framework
and Linda Hutcheon’s theory of adaptation further facilitate the interpretation of texts from
multiple cultural and temporal perspectives. Translation practice helps understand how The

Poetic Edda is rendered across different linguistic contexts.

The project shows that Brynhild’s tragic fate is shaped by her dual identity as both a
courageous, semi-divine valkyrie and a beautiful woman of noble status. Different texts
construct these aspects in distinct ways, thereby enriching her characterization. Her
destructive actions are not merely acts of revenge but manifestations of her warlike power,
driven by rage at deception, the violation of binding oaths, and the failure of self-
determination within a coerced marriage. While the patriarchal order functions as a decisive

force in shaping her tragedy, Brynhild nevertheless resists within these structural constraints.
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Introduction

Both written in Old Icelandic in the thirteenth century in Iceland, The Poetic Edda
and The Prose Edda are the most well-known, credible and extensive resources for Norse
mythology. The Poetic Edda is preserved in Codex Regius, a manuscript copied by an
unknown author in the 1270s. This work provides comprehensive information about Old
Norse myths and legends in the poetic form. The Prose Edda, traditionally attributed to the
compilation of Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241), could largely be seen as a prose counterpart of
The Poetic Edda, as many of its narratives are interwoven with, and even directly cite,
stanzas from eddic poetry that were preserved in The Poetic Edda. However, since Brynhild’s
narrative appears only briefly in The Prose Edda, this study primarily focuses on the accounts

preserved in The Poetic Edda.!

Also written in the 13" century by an unknown Icelandic author, The Saga of the
Volsungs is grounded in the same legendary material as The Prose Edda and The Poetic
Edda, while also drawing on additional sources including oral storytelling and manuscripts
closely related to the Codex Regius. It recounts the legendary stories of the dragon slayer
Sigurd and his tragic love entanglement with the semi-divine valkyrie Brynhild, who is
Odin’s warrior-maiden. The Saga of the Volsungs becomes indispensable for its full narrative
concerning Sigurd and Brynhild, as the manuscript pages containing most of their story in
The Poetic Edda appear to have been removed at some point after the manuscript’s

completion. While the stories of Sigurd and Brynhild derive from much earlier legend, the

' All references to The Poetic Edda are to Carolyne Larrington, ed. and trans., The Poetic Edda, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), hereafter cited as Larrington.



surviving textual versions date to the thirteenth century. Both The Poetic Edda and The Saga
of the Volsungs reflect the conditions of their medieval Icelandic production, as they are

reinterpretations shaped by a Christian cultural context and contemporary literary trends.

This study draws primarily on The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs.!
References to The Saga of the Volsungs will be made using both page numbers and chapter
numbers. Given that The Poetic Edda consists of a collection of distinct poems, references
will be made to individual poems. The poems most relevant to this study include “The Lay of
Sigrdrifa” (Sigr), “Fragment of a Poem about Sigurd” (Brot), “The First Poem of Gudrun”
(Gudrun I), “A Short Poem about Sigurd” (Sigsk), and “Brynhild’s Ride to Hell” (Helr).?
Subsequent intext citations will use these abbreviations together with stanzas and page

numbers to ensure precision.

These Old Norse texts constitute the primary sources for Norse mythology and
Brynhild’s story, yet their translation into other languages has also shaped the ways in which
these narratives are understood in different cultural contexts. This project works primarily
with English translations of these texts, and my readings are therefore mediated through the
linguistic and interpretive choices of their translators. The Chinese translation of The Poetic
Edda, commonly published under the title Z624° (Edda), is produced through a
comprehensive engagement with multiple sources, including the original Old Norse texts and

existing English translations.’> Both the English and Chinese versions discussed here should

! All References to The Saga of the Volsungs are to the The Saga of the Volsungs: the Norse epic of Sigurd the Dragon
Slayer, trans. Jesse L. Byock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), hereafter cited as Byock.

2 The Old Norse titles of these poems are as follows: Sigrdrifumal, Brot af Sigurdarkvidu, Gudrinarkvida I, Sigurdarkvida
in skamma, and Helreid Brynhildar. Abbreviations are derived from the Old Norse titles.

3 All references to the Chinese translation of Edda in this project are to 24, trans. Shi Qine and Si Wen (Beijing: The
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be understood as interpretive renderings shaped by distinct linguistic and cultural
frameworks. Therefore, the Chinese version offers a comparable yet distinct interpretation of

these mythological figures within a different linguistic and cultural framework.

Brynhild, one of the most well-known female figures in Norse mythology, stands out
as the valkyrie who receives the richest and most multifaceted characterization across the
surviving mythological sources. She is a paradoxical character in Norse legends. She is
simultaneously a royally born princess and a valkyrie bound to Odin’s commands and
punishment. Brynhild’s story, preserved across several Old Norse texts, follows a tragic and
tightly woven sequence of events. As a valkyrie, Brynhild is punished by Odin for disobeying
his command. Struck with a sleep-thorn, she is condemned to a tragic fate: she will never
again win battles and must marry. In response, Brynhild makes a counter-oath by vowing to
wed only the bravest man, Sigurd. Yet the oath is ultimately broken, when Sigurd, through
Gunnar’s deception and a shape-changing trick, wins Brynhild for Gunnar, leading her to
unknowingly marry the wrong man. When the truth is later revealed, her profound grief and
the sense of being violated drive her to instigate Sigurd’s death, which in the end brings about

not only Sigurd’s downfall, but also her own death and the ruin of the Gjuki family.

While the core storyline of Brynhild remains largely consistent across different
mythological texts, important variations appear due to lacuna in manuscripts, various

narrative perspectives, the blending of old mythological stories, and cultural adaptations.

Commercial Press, 2022). The first Chinese translation, published by Yilin Press in 2000 and translated also by Shi Qine,
marked the introduction of The Poetic Edda into Chinese. A specialist in Nordic literature, Shi Qine is a specialist in Nordic
literature and a translator proficient in Swedish and English. To complete the Chinese translation of The Poetic Edda, she
self-studied Danish and Norwegian. Her version is widely regarded as the most authoritative Chinese edition.
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These differences not only reshape the details of the story but also complicate and even alter

Brynhild’s identity.

First, in The Poetic Edda and the Chinese version of Edda, Sigurd initially encounters
another valkyrie, Sigrdrifa, rather than Brynhild. As the story unfolds, however, the two
figures gradually converge and become difficult to distinguish. The overlap of these two
characters has prompted various explanations, ranging from the missing pages of the Codex

Regius to the possibility of Brynhild’s ability to change shape.

Second, the role of the forgetfulness drink given to Sigurd by Gudrun’s mother,
Grimhild, varies across texts. In The Saga of the Volsungs, the drink becomes a decisive
factor separating Sigurd and Brynhild, making Brynhild’s sorrow appear more tragic and
understandable. By contrast, its absence in The Poetic Edda makes the failure of their union

seem more inevitable and fatalistic.

Finally, different translation choices fundamentally reshape Brynhild’s identity. In the
Chinese version, valkyrie becomes “ /R %5 H [R Il 22> (literally “Valkyrie-surnamed fairy
maiden”)( Shi and Si 383). While “FL/K 3% B.” functions as a surname marked by “[”, the
term “{l1 22> highlights ethereal femininity. Through this translation, Brynhild’s image shifts

from a martial warrior-maiden to a gentle, fairy-like figure.

Having established the textual landscape, the central question becomes how different
mythological texts construct Brynhild’s identity in distinct ways, and what these differences
reveal about her paradoxical power. To analyze these variations, this project adopts Linda

Hutcheon’s theory of adaptation as its analytical framework. Hutcheon conceptualizes



adaptation as “repetition without replication” (34), suggesting that different narratives can
repeat a shared legendary core while reshaping it according to their own contexts. Her
emphasis on adaptation as context-dependent, particularly her notion of transcultural
adaptation as a process of “indigenization”, provides a useful lens for examining how
different historical, cultural, and generic contexts reshape Brynhild’s identity (Hutcheon 167).
Pollock Sheldon’s three-dimensional framework of philology including historicist,
traditionalist, and presentist approaches also allows me to interpret the texts through multiple

temporal lenses.

This project compares The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs, while also
considering the Chinese translation of Edda, to explore how these texts depict Brynhild as a
valkyrie differently. I aim to tell how these narratives portray Brynhild’s power as a mediator
between the human and divine realms, and how these depictions reveal the paradoxes

embedded in her extraordinary abilities.



Chapter One: Brynhild’s Appearance

Brynhild’s appearance provides an important lens through which her identity becomes
visible. Descriptions of Brynhild’s outlook do not only construct her as a beautiful, royally
born princess, but also illustrate her valkyrie identity. Under this circumstance, her
appearance becomes an in-between space where martial violence coexists with feminine
beauty. By examining how Brynhild is visually portrayed, this chapter argues that her
appearance exposes the tension in her identity: she is both a supernatural warrior figure and a
female object of human desire. The Chinese version of Edda presents a markedly different
representation of Brynhild. These three different versions disclose how beauty is constructed

differently across cultural contexts.

Brynhild as a Valkyrie

Both in The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs, Brynhild’s valkyrie status is
established since her first meeting with Sigurd. In the prose introduction of “The Lay of
Sigurd” in The Poetic Edda, Brynhild is “fully armed and her corslet was tight as if it had
grown into her flesh” (Larrington 162). Similarly, in The Saga of the Volsungs, she is
described as “dressed in full armor” and “she was in a coat of mail so tight that it seemed to
have grown into her flesh” (Byock 67; ch.21). She also wears a helmet which is taken off by
Sigurd. The coherence of these two descriptions is not a narrative coincidence but implicates
her identity as a valkyrie. The shared imagery of “tight corslet” which “as if it had grown into
her flesh” is not only a bodily punishment Odin imposes on Brynhild, which prevents her

from moving. Rather, this fusion of armor and flesh indicates that Brynhild’s valkyrie status



is not simply a role imposed upon her, but a constitutive and inseparable metaphor of her

identity.

sword helmet?

knotted hairstyle

horn

shield shield

baggy
trousers

trailing garment

chequered square motif
(with 9 fields)

Fig. 1. Details of the double figurine from Tisse@. Photo courtesy of Mads Dengse Jessen;
image design by Leszek Gardela. From Gardela et al., Current Swedish Archaeology, vol. 30, 2022, p.

101.

This consistent literary depiction of Brynhild’s armored body is further supported by
archaeological evidence that testifies to the cultural presence of valkyrie imagery in the
Viking world.! These miniatures, typically dated to the Viking Age (c. 750-1050 CE),
significantly predate the extant thirteenth-century manuscripts and indicate the well-

established valkyrie tradition in pre-Christian Norse culture. One such example is a double

! For archaeological discussions of Viking Age armed female figurines and their relationship to valkyrie imagery in Old
Norse culture, see Gardeta et al., “Revisiting the “Valkyries’: Armed Females in Viking Age Figurative Metalwork.”
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figure miniature composed of two distinct figures (see Fig.1). On the left is a warrior armed
with a spear and sword, while on the right stands a figure wearing a helmet and holding a
shield and horn, with a trailing garment indicating female identity. Scholars have suggested
that the rider on the left likely represents Sigurd on his horse Grani, and the sword is the one
he used to slice through Brynhild’s armor (Gardela et al. 123-124). The standing figure,
equipped with helmet and shield, may therefore be interpreted as Brynhild in her armor. The
horn this standing figure carries echoes the “horn full of mead” (Larrington 162; Sigr, stanzas
2-3) in The Poetic Edda and the “goblet” in The Saga of the Volsungs (Byock 67; ch.21),
which Brynhild offers to Sigurd before teaching him runes. These visual elements could be
regarded as a proof of the valkyrie tradition in the Old Icelandic society. Meanwhile, they
also reinforce the literary pattern that associates Brynhild with martial equipment and warrior
imagery. While the trailing garment signals her femininity, the helmet and shield
simultaneously affirm her status as a female warrior, illustrating how the valkyrie figure
embodies both gendered and martial characteristics in the cultural imagination of the Old

Norse world.

In the Chinese version of Edda, the tight corslet Brynhild wears is reinterpreted as a
shackle that torments her instead of a symbol of her valkyrie identity. The Chinese version
describes as Ut 1] W AKX 4% B 78k Y 2545 55 '55°(Shi and Si 382), which means “her delicate
body is closely locked in chainmail” in English. The expression “W#4K” , meaning a delicate
body, further implicates Brynhild’s physical fragility and feminine vulnerability. While the
corslet once signaled martial power, the Chinese translation frames it as something imposed

upon a vulnerable feminine figure, undermining rather than embodying Brynhild’s

8



courageous warrior identity present in the English.

The reshaping of Brynhild’s corslet extends further when Brynhild prepares for her
death. In the Chinese translation, the corslet is transformed into a token of romantic
remembrance. She is depicted as “Uh % EFH HAR RSB H, FFAEA TR EL E N
{HTN (She put on that golden chainmail from the past, not to appear more heroically spirited
or beautiful)” (Shi and Si 420). By explicitly negating the martial and aesthetic purposes of
the armor, the translation redirects the reader’s attention: if not for valor or beauty, then for
what? The answer implied is memory, which is a final act of devotion to her first encounter
with Sigurd. The English version, by contrast, carries none of this emotional implication,
stating simply that “she put on a golden mailcoat” (Larrington 183; Sigsk, stanza 47). The
recasting of the corslet as a symbol of feminine constraint and a love token between Sigurd
and Brynhild reflects broader tendencies in Chinese literary tradition, where female figures
are often depicted as relatively constrained and material objects are endowed with emotional

implications and transformed into symbolic images.

This reconceptualization of Brynhild’s corslet from a manifestation of her valkyrie
identity to either a restrictive shackle or a love token corresponds with the transformation of
her valkyrie status into “FL /K 2% B [l 20 (literally Valkyrie-surnamed fairy maiden)” (Shi
and Si 383). In this translation, “FL/K 3 B functions as a phonetic transliteration treated as a
family name through the addition of “[X.”’(a surname marker), while “{ll 20> (xiannii, “fairy”
or “celestial maiden”) emphasizes ethereal, feminine qualities. This translation in
consequence effectively erases Brynhild’s martial and traditionally masculine attributes.

Although the term “fill % retains certain associations with divinity and magical power, it

9



prioritizes an image of delicate femininity rather than the warrior identity central to the

English texts.

The translator’s choice might reflect the influence of the “caizi jiaren” (4 FFEN, or
“talented scholar and beautiful maiden”) literary tradition in classical Chinese literature.
Within this tradition, the idealized female figure is defined by her ethereal beauty rather than
martial prowess. By rendering Brynhild as a fairy maiden, the translator effectively relocates
her within this familiar cultural background, recasting her as a delicate figure defined by
femininity rather than martial identity. This indigenization recasts Brynhild within a familiar
Chinese literary archetype, softening the tension of her martial origins for Chinese readers
familiar with “jiaren” ideal, but erasing the defiance, power, and weaponry that define her
valkyrie identity in the Old Norse texts. At the same time, Chinese literary tradition also
includes figures of female warriors, such as Hua Mulan, suggesting that this emphasis on
delicacy and femininity is not culturally inevitable, but rather reflects a particular

translational choice.

Brynhild as a Royal Woman

While Brynhild initially appears as a fully armed valkyrie, the mythological texts
likewise depict her extraordinary beauty, gradually transforming her from a warrior figure to
a female object of desire. The shift is more elaborately developed in The Saga of the
Volsungs, while The Poetic Edda provides only brief glimpses of her beauty. Notably,
Brynhild’s beauty as an elegant princess is primarily presented through others’ reactions in

The Saga of the Volsungs. Upon the first meeting of Brynhild and Sigurd, Sigurd remarks, “I
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have heard that you are the daughter of a powerful king. I have also been told of your beauty
and wisdom,” indicating that Brynhild’s physical attractiveness and noble lineage are already
known to him by reputation before their first encounter (Byock 67; ch.21). The emphasis on
her noble beauty continues throughout the narrative. In the second meeting of Brynhild and
Sigurd, Sigurd is deeply affected by “both her beauty and her work™ (Byock 74; ch.24). Later
in the story when Sigurd woos Brynhild, he also declares, “No fairer woman than you has
ever been born” (Byock 75; ch.25). These reactions demonstrate that Brynhild’s beauty is not

only widely acknowledged but also turns out to be an attraction to others.

In sharp contrast to The Saga of the Volsungs, The Poetic Edda has remarkably little
description of Brynhild’s beauty. Physical attractiveness is neither elaborated nor
foregrounded in the poems, and references to her appearance are notably sparse. Instead,
there are few stanzas emphasizing her noble origin. In “Fragment of a Poem about Sigurd”,
Brynhild is introduced as “Budli’s daughter, the royal lady,” prioritizing lineage over
appearance (Larrington 170; Brot, stanza 8). Similarly, “A Short Poem about Sigurd” notes
that before her marriage Brynhild “had not known any shame in her life,” suggesting her
privileged and careless life rather than physical beauty (Larrington 178; Sigsk, stanza 5).
Gunnar’s admiration in stanza 15 that “Budli’s girl is a prize among ladies” frames Brynhild’s
distinction through noble origin and social standing alike (Larrington 179; Sigsk, stanza 15).
These passages suggest an absence of detailed descriptions of Brynhild’s beauty. Her
significance and identity are instead constructed through her royal lineage and social status

rather than through her physical appearance.

There is a lack of detailed descriptions of her beauty in both The Poetic Edda and The
11



Saga of the Volsungs, where she is abstractly presented as “a woman of most noble bearing”,
a reference primarily emphasizing her elegant posture and upper social status (Byock 74;
ch.25). Her beauty is presented as a simple narrative fact rather than elaborated through
specific portrayals. Pollock’s three planes of text reading are helpful for understanding this
absence. These three philological planes include “historicist, traditionist and presentist”
approaches, which means literary analysis from “the time-place of the text’s genesis, of its
earlier readers and of me reading here and now” (401).The lack of a description of Brynhild’s
beauty is unusual for a presentist reader because in contemporary expectations, literary
representations of beauty typically involve detailed and individualized descriptions of the

face and the body, enabling audience to have a specific imagery of the character.

One possible explanation for this abstraction is that audiences in the Viking Age are
expected to supply the mythological context from their shared cultural knowledge (Ross
232). Therefore, there could be a widely accepted beauty standard in the society and
Brynhild’s beauty does not need to be visually constructed through descriptive language.
From a historicist lens, the absence of detailed description regarding Brynhild’s beauty
becomes reasonable. Its absence reflects a distinct creative strategy shaped by the cultural
conditions of the period in which these myths were composed, wherein beauty operates as a

culturally recognized attribute rather than an individualized physical image.

When these Old Norse texts are translated into Chinese, Brynhild’s appearance is
reshaped through a process of cultural indigenization. In the Chinese version of Edda,
Brynhild is described as “fiZk B AIME % )L (Budli’s beautiful daughter)”, with “& J& (red

lips)” and “Z& H (beautiful eyes)” (Shi and Si 382, 410 ). Such detailed facial descriptions,
12



which align with traditional Chinese aesthetic standards, do not appear in The Poetic Edda or

The Saga of the Volsungs.

The introduction of these refined facial descriptions in the Chinese version of Edda
can be understood as a form of transcultural adaptation. As Linda Hutcheon argues, “the
reception context determines the changes in setting and style” (165). Unlike the audience of
the Old Norse texts, who are familiar with the shared aesthetic standards that remain
unspoken in the texts, Chinese readers lack such cultural familiarity and draw on another
aesthetic system. Under this circumstance, the refinement of Brynhild’s beauty indigenizes
her appearance to provide Chinese readers with a visually concrete and culturally accessible

image.

From the perspective of adaptation, the Chinese version of Edda can be seen as an
attempt to bridge the cultural and historical distance between contemporary Chinese readers
and the Old Norse mythological tradition. This approach is also coherent with the earlier
translation of valkyrie as “PL/R 3 B [G Al £ (Valkyrie-surnamed fairy maiden)” (Shi and Si
383) which likewise reshapes Brynhild’s identity by emphasizing feminine and ethereal
qualities rather than her warrior characteristics. Yet this transformation does more than
merely visualize Brynhild’s beauty. It also reshapes her identity. In the Old Norse texts,
descriptions of Brynhild’s appearance are closely connected to her valkyrie status, often
associated with martial imagery such as armor that signals her role as a supernatural female
warrior. By contrast, the Chinese version foregrounds her feminine beauty through
conventional aesthetic markers. As a result, Brynhild’s valkyrie characteristics are

significantly weakened, while her identity as a beautiful woman is correspondingly

13



intensified.

Both The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs associate Brynhild’s appearance
with her valkyrie identity, yet they treat her beauty in markedly different ways. Whereas The
Saga of the Volsungs repeatedly elaborates Brynhild’s beauty through the words and reactions
of other characters, The Poetic Edda barely describes her physical appearance, instead
emphasizing her royal lineage rather than her looks. In contrast to both Old Norse texts, the
Chinese version of Edda provides more concrete and culturally specific descriptions of
Brynhild’s facial features, emphasizing her feminine beauty while significantly weakening,
and sometimes even eliminating, her valkyrie characteristics. As a result, Brynhild has
different identities across these texts. In the Old Norse sources, she appears as a royally born,
beautiful, and semi-divine valkyrie. By contrast, in the Chinese version of Edda, her identity
is to some extent simplified into that of a beautiful woman endowed with a certain degree of

mysterious power.
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Chapter Two: Brynhild’s Mysterious Power

As a valkyrie who is situated at the intersection between the divine and the human
world, Brynhild is gifted with magic power, most notably prophecy and shape changing. Her
fate unfolds nevertheless as that of a mortal woman bound by social constraints. The paradox
of her identity and her tragic love story lies precisely in this contradiction. She possesses the
ability to foresee the destinies of others including her own, yet she lacks the authority to
change these events and remains compelled to follow what appears as her predetermined fate.
The ambiguity over whether Sigrdrifa and Brynhild are the same figure suggests a fluid
identity which may be linked to shape-changing abilities. This uncertain identification of
Sigrdrifa and Brynhild suggests that shape-changing functions as a recurring narrative motif,
one that reappears in the later episode where Sigurd assumes Gunnar’s form, leading to

Brynhild’s mistaken marriage and its destructive consequences.

Brynhild's Prophetic Knowledge

Brynhild has many mysterious abilities, among which prophetic knowledge stands out
as both her most prominent power and a defining feature of her valkyrie identity. Unlike most
valkyries, who are primarily associated with selecting the slain, Brynhild additionally
possesses an extensive prophetic capacity, which marks her as a distinctive figure within the
valkyrie tradition.! This capability is first demonstrated in the runes she offers Sigurd in both

The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs. In “The Lay of Sigrdrifa”, she warns Sigurd

! Prophecy constitutes a central motif in Norse mythology, most prominently exemplified in “The Seeress’s Prophecy
(Voluspd) "in The Poetic Edda, the opening poem of The Poetic Edda, where a seeress recounts the creation of the world and
foretells its destruction (Ragnardk), thereby framing the mythological tradition through prophetic knowledge (Larrington 3-
12).
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not to “swear an oath unless it is truly kept,” emphasizing that “terrible fate-bonds attach to
the oath-breaker” (Larrington 166; Sigr, stanza 23). This same moral foresight appears in The
Saga of the Volsungs, as she cautions that one should “not swear a false oath, because hard
vengeance follows the breaking of truce” (Byock 71; ch.22). Brynhild is not merely offering
moral advice. This warning foreshadows Gunnar’s later oath-breaking, which results in

Guthorm’s murder of Sigurd and Brynhild’s subsequent suicide.

The prophetic ability continues in both texts. In “The Lay of Sigrdrifa”, Brynhild
warns Sigurd to beware of “a witch, full of malice” (Larrington 166; Sigr, stanza 26), while in
The Saga of the Volsungs she advises him to “beware of ill dealings, both of a maid’s love
and a man’s wife; ill often arises from these”(Byock 71; ch.22). These obscure references
including “a witch”, “a maid’s love” and “a man’s wife” all point towards Brynhild herself as

a magical woman who knows the future, as Sigurd’s lover, and as Gunnar’s wife.

Brynhild’s prophetic ability culminates in her dying speech, where her vision
transcends the limits of her own mortality. In The Saga of the Volsungs, she predicts to
Gunnar the destruction of the Gjuki family (Byock 92; ch.32). The Poetic Edda contains
parallel predictions, and significantly, the narrative validates her foresight, as the events
unfold precisely as she foretold, demonstrating that her prophetic power transcends the

boundary between life and death.

Brynhild’s prophetic knowledge not only attracts Sigurd but also foreshadows the
impossibility of their union. The Saga of the Volsungs explicitly connects Brynhild’s

prophetic knowledge with wisdom, presenting it as the quality that Sigurd values most in her
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during their first encounter. After hearing Brynhild’s runes and prophetic counsel, Sigurd
praises her wisdom, declaring that “no one is wiser than you” and even swearing that he will
marry her (Byock 71; ch.22). Yet the same prophetic insight that inspires Sigurd’s admiration
simultaneously reveals the tragic future that awaits them. Brynhild knows that Sigurd will
ultimately marry Gudrun rather than herself, and her ability to foresee this outcome

transforms her wisdom into a source of tragic awareness rather than empowerment.

The paradox and tragedy of Brynhild’s situation lie precisely here. Although she could
foresee the future, she could not alter her fate or prevent what she knows will come. This
fatalistic condition is coherent with the storytelling pattern in Norse myths, where fate is
predetermined. Characters may predict their destiny but cannot escape it. Brynhild’s
powerlessness and even despair before fate emerges repeatedly in both The Poetic Edda and
The Saga of the Volsungs. In “A Short Poem about Sigurd”, she laments that “the hateful
norns decreed this long torment for us,” attributing her tragedy to the norns, the female
figures who determine fate in Norse mythology (Larrington 178; Sigsk, stanza 7). Similarly,
in The Saga of the Volsungs, she confesses to Sigurd, “I thought I recognized your eyes, but |
could not perceive clearly because of the veil that lay over my fate.” (Byock 87; ch.31) This
“veil over my fate” might suggest the constraint imposed on her prophetic power. Brynhild

knows what awaits her, yet she remains bound to follow the path the norns have set.

Brynhild’s prophetic ability is comprehensive and almost omniscient, encompassing
past events she has never witnessed, future tragedies beyond her own death, and the fates of

all those around her. In this sense, she is what Robert Crossley describes as the “saga’s
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executive, truth teller, spiritual center and moral compass” (495).! Yet her prophetic
knowledge is simultaneously a torment. Aligned with the fatalistic worldview central to
Norse mythology, her helplessness before fate intensifies her tragic characteristic. At the
same time, this prophetic wisdom is a manifestation of her paradoxical power. It functions as
both the catalyst of Brynhild and Sigurd’s love and the presupposition of their failed union.
Nevertheless, Brynhild’s willingness to confront her destiny with full awareness of its
outcome makes her not merely a prophetic, semi-divine figure but a courageous heroine

worth cherishing.

Brynhild's Shapeshifting Capability

Brynhild’s potential association with shapeshifting is closely intertwined with the
mystery of identity that surrounds the figures of Sigrdrifa and Brynhild. In The Poetic Edda,
Sigurd rescues Sigrdrifa, who imparts runic wisdom to him, yet later he encounters Brynhild,
who marries Gunnar and ultimately demands Sigurd’s death in fury and revenge (Larrington
162-168; Sigr). By contrast, The Saga of the Volsungs eliminates this ambiguity by presenting
only Brynhild. Due to the lacuna in the Codex Regius manuscript in the end of “The Lay of
Sigrdrifa”, it is difficult to reconstruct with absolute certainty whether Sigrdrifa and Brynhild
were originally presented as distinct figures or as one and the same valkyrie under different
names (Larrington 168). Nevertheless, a close reading of the extant stanzas in The Poetic
Edda suggests that the narrative dynamics and thematic continuity between the two figures

point toward a single identity manifesting under shifting guises.

! For discussions of Brynhild’s identity and characteristics in Old Norse literary texts, as well as her transformation in later
Western dramatic adaptations, see Crossley, “Alone in the Center: Brynhild and Briinnhilde.”
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Several strands of evidence support interpreting Sigrdrifa and Brynhild as two
manifestations of the same valkyrie rather than separate figures. First, in “The Lay of
Sigrdrifa”, Sigrdrifa wears a corslet and teaches Sigurd runes and wisdom, which refers to her
martial ability and knowledge that align precisely with Brynhild’s characterization later in
both The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs (Larrington 162-168; Sigr). While these
parallels could indicate shared valkyrie characteristics, but they may also point to a single

identity of Sigrdrifa and Brynhild.

Second, philological explanations prove the coalition of these two female characters.
As Jenny Jochens has noted, Sigrdrifa need not be a proper name but may instead describe a
valkyrie’s function, referring to “bringing victory” (92). In this sense, Sigrdrifa might simply
implicate Brynhild’s valkyrie identity rather than identifying a separate and independent

individual.

Most suggestively, in her dialogue with the giantess in hell, Brynhild refers to “magic
garments” placed beneath an oak by “the courageous king” (Larrington 188; Helr, stanza 6).
These garments, traditionally associated with valkyrie shapeshifting, serve as instruments of
transformation. While this ability might refer to Brynhild’s transformation into a bird,
echoing the motif from swan-maiden stories, it equally suggests the possibility of shifts in
human appearance (Larrington 307). If Brynhild as a valkyrie possesses such magic
transformative garments, they could enable her to appear as another woman called Sigrdrifa,

adopting a different form and name while retaining her essential identity.

The shapeshifting interpretation gains additional support when we consider narrative
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inconsistencies of the forgetfulness drink between the two texts. In The Saga of the Volsungs,
Sigurd fails to recognize Brynhild because he has drunk the ale of forgetfulness that his
future mother-in-law Grimhild gives him. However, this drink is not mentioned in 7The Poetic
Edda. This absence could be attributed to the lacuna in The Poetic Edda. Alternatively, this
can be explained by Brynhild’s shapeshifting ability, through which she appears in a different
form as Sigrdrifa when Sigurd first encounters her. Therefore, Sigurd’s failure to recognize
her later requires no other explanation, because he simply encounters what appear to be two

different women.

This interpretation, however, turns out to be paradoxical. If Brynhild indeed uses
shapeshifting to have multiple identities and meet Sigurd in different appearances, she
becomes victim to the very deception she practices. The deception perpetrated by Sigurd and
Gunnar, which is a shape exchange that prevents her union with Sigurd and ignites her
destructive rage and revenge, mirrors her own transformative power. Under this
circumstance, the ability that allows her to transcend fixed identity ultimately traps her. What
begins as her means of navigating between different identities also binds her to the fate she

foresees.

Overall, Brynhild as a valkyrie possesses prophetic power and shape-changing
capability. While her prophetic power is quite clear from the textual evidence from both The
Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs, her shape-changing capability is more like a
deduction due to the lacuna in the manuscript of the Codex Regius. Despite their different
degrees of textual certainty, both powers reveal the same paradox central to Brynhild’s

position as mediator between divine and human realms. Her prophetic vision grants her
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knowledge that transcends mortal limitations, yet this very omniscience renders her
powerless. She foresees her tragic fate but cannot alter it. Similarly, her shape-changing
ability allows her to move fluidly between different identities, yet the very deception she
wields is turned against her, when Sigurd and Gunnar exchange forms to deceive her into a
mistaken marriage. In both cases, the abilities that mark Brynhild’s divine nature
simultaneously trap her within human tragedy. Her magic power thus proves to be
paradoxical and double-edged, because what enables her to mediate between divine and
mortal worlds also renders her fully alienated from both, undermining her power to mere

knowledge without action and transformation without control.
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Chapter Three: Different Manifestations of Brynhild’s Sorrow

Brynhild’s sorrow offers a crucial lens through which her multifaceted identity as a
valkyrie can be carefully examined. In both The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs,
her sorrow appears not as a singular emotional state, but in distinct and sometimes
contradictory forms. It is mad and externalized in its expression, driven by rage and a desire
for revenge, and ultimately destructive in its consequences. The multi-layered manifestations
of Brynhild’s grief are inseparable from her valkyrie identity: she is not only a mundane
woman who wants to pursue her true love, but also a warlike maiden who always stirs up

strife.

Outward Expressions of Brynhild’s Sorrow

In The Saga of the Volsungs, Brynhild’s grief following the revelation that she has
been wrongly married to Gunnar rather than Sigurd manifests through increasingly expansive
and outward forms of expression. Although Brynhild’s sorrow initially appears as a silent
withdrawal from her life, it soon takes on more outward forms. Her sorrow then becomes
visible through violent physical action. Upon learning the truth and quarreling with Gunnar,
she strikes her tapestry until it tears apart, externalizing her anguish in material destruction.
She then makes her grief audible, commanding that her chamber door be opened so that her
lamentations can be heard far away. Her grief ultimately saturates the atmosphere of the hall.
Her sorrow is manifested in loud, voiced expressions rather than silent weeping. As Svafrlod,
Brynhild’s servingwoman, observes, “Our hall is full of grief” (Byock 86; ch.31). In this way,

Brynhild’s sadness becomes an omnipresent presence that others collectively experience.
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Through this progression from withdrawal to visible destruction, to audible lamentation that
creates pervasive atmospheric mourning and brings inescapable suffering to people around
her, this escalating grief echoes her former identity as a valkyrie, who is a supernatural figure
with violence and destructive force. It also foreshadows the devastating revenge she will

enact later in the narrative.

Brynhild’s Sorrow between Laughter and Weeping

A comparison of Brynhild’s and Gudrun’s reactions to Sigurd’s death reveal the
distinctive nature of Brynhild’s grief, which manifests as an unsettling mixture of laughter
and weeping that gives her sorrow a seemingly mad quality. Gudrun’s mourning, as depicted
in “The First Poem of Gudrun”, a poem that follows the death of Sigurd, is initially mute. Her
grief runs too deep for expression, and it is only after other women share their own tragic
stories that she could finally let out her sorrow. Once released, her grief is expressed in
conventional modes of mourning including tears and lamentation (Larrington 172-174;
Gudrun I, stanzas 1-24). Brynhild’s response, by contrast, follows no such pattern. In
“Fragment of a Poem about Sigurd”, a poem that centers on the aftermath of Brynhild’s
demand for Sigurd’s death, Brynhild “laughed - all the hall resounded” upon hearing of
Sigurd’s death (Larrington 170; Brot, stanza 10). Yet this unrestrained laughter soon becomes
an unsettling coexistence of laughing and weeping, as Brynhild “weeping, began to speak of
that which, laughing, she’d asked the men for” (Larrington 171; Brot, stanza 15). A
coexistence of laughter and tears could also be found in The Saga of Volsungs, as “Brynhild

had requested with laughter the deed that she now lamented with tears” (Byock 91; ch.32).
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Conventionally in the modern world, laughing and weeping embody and symbolize opposite
emotional states, with laughter referring to happiness and fulfillment, and weeping later one
indicating sorrow, though sometimes people may cry for joy. Brynhild’s story, however,
shows us a culturally different way of understanding these expressions of emotion and the
emotional states that they indicate. Laughter and weeping relate. These two opposite
emotions do not alternate but coexist with each other. She is both a furious revenger and a
grieving woman who has been betrayed by and lost her lover. While she mourns Sigurd as
the beloved she could and should have married, she simultaneously derives a grim
satisfaction from knowing that Gudrun, who marries Sigurd instead of her, must now share

the similar grief as her.

Brynhild’s smile could be seen as a performative gesture. As John Austin first stated,
performative speech acts function to “affect socially recognized affairs, changing the status of
someone or something” (qtd. in Starkey 162). In the Norse mythological context, laughter
operates in a similar pattern. According to Kathryn Starkey’s argument, laughter serves as an
assertion of authority and a deliberate act of humiliation directed at its recipient (161). Under
this circumstance, Brynhild’s laughter expresses her contempt for the Gjuki family after the
truth of Gunnar’s deception is revealed, serving as a symbolic humiliation that asserts her
moral and social superiority over the Gjuki family. Brynhild particularly despises the Gjuki
family’s opportunism in seeking alliance with Sigurd for wealth and prestige.! Recognizing

Sigurd’s exceptional wealth and power, Grimhild, Gudrun and Gunnar’s mother, arranges

' See The Saga of the Volsungs, ch. 28, which describes how Grimhild and King Gjuki, recognizing Sigurd’s exceptional
abilities, employ various strategies to secure and retain him within the family.
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Sigurd’s marriage to Gudrun to secure an alliance that would elevate the Gjuki family’s
wealth, power, and prestige. This arrangement is facilitated by the drink of forgetfulness,
which causes Sigurd to lose his memory of Brynhild and prompts the alliance. Brynhild also
expresses deep contempt for Gunnar’s cowardice, a judgment she makes explicit once his
deception is exposed. As she declares in The Poetic Edda, “His eyes were not like those of
your brothers, nor did he look like you in any respect” (Larrington 182; Sigsk, stanza 39),
where “his” refers to Sigurd rather than Gunnar, demonstrating Brynhild’s recognition that
Gunnar falls short of the heroic qualities embodied by Sigurd. This scorn is articulated even
more directly in The Saga of the Volsungs, where she tells Gunnar that he is “blanched as a
corpse,” portraying him as pale and timid and stating that he is “neither king nor champion,”
in stark contrast to Sigurd, who embodies both (Byock 85; ch.31). In her confession to
Sigurd, Brynhild further admits, “I have never looked upon Gunnar in such a way that my
heart was gladdened. I loathe him, although I conceal it from others” (Byock 87; ch.31).
These statements reveal that her laughter is not merely a complicated coexistence with
weeping but also a manifestation of her rage at having been married to a man she considers
beneath her, signaling her contempt for Gunnar’s cowardice and incapability and

foreshadowing the violence to come.

Brynhild’s Sorrow as Rage and Revenge

Having discovered that she was deceived into marrying Gunnar through Sigurd’s
shape-changing trick, and that Sigurd broke the oath he had sworn to her by marrying Gudrun

instead, Brynhild’s sorrow becomes inseparable from a profound sense of violation and an
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intensifying rage at the failure of her self-determination, which altogether drive her toward
revenge. In The Poetic Edda, Brynhild is referred as a “relentless, monstrous avenger”
(Larrington 177; Sigsk). Upon discovering the truth of the shape-exchange, Brynhild’s grief
becomes intertwined with her deep affection for Sigurd, grounded in her unshakable
commitment to the binding love oath they once swore together, as she declares in “A Short
Poem about Sigurd”, “I shall have Sigurd, or else he’ll die” (Larrington 178; Sigsk, stanza 6).
This commitment, rooted in her expectation of mutual fidelity, further develops into a
vengeful intent, as she claims, “I’ll pleasure myself with my savage thoughts” (Larrington
178; Sigsk, stanza 9), suggesting that her grief after learning the truth and the sense of being
violated and betrayed have transformed into a desire for revenge. The escalation reaches its
endpoint when “in her malice she began to goad to slaughter”, suggesting that revenge is no

longer a thought but a real act (Larrington 178; Sigsk, stanza 10).

In The Poetic Edda these declarations are framed either through Brynhild’s self-
reflective speech or third-person narration. The Saga of the Volsungs, by contrast, articulates
Brynhild’s rage and vengeance in a far more direct and confrontational pattern. In the dispute
between Brynhild and Gudrun, Brynhild declares bluntly, “I cannot bear that you enjoy him
and that vast gold treasure” (Byock 83; ch.30). Her inability to “bear” the situation signals
grief as much as rivalry. Her sorrow is inseparable from the fact that another woman marries
the man she once chose and possesses the honor associated with him. When she adds, “I
would have been content if you did not have the nobler man,” her grief becomes explicitly
jealous, which is rooted in the humiliating awareness that Sigurd’s capability surpasses

Gunnar’s in almost every perspective (Byock 83; ch.30). This sorrow does not remain
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emotional but transforms into declared revenge. When Brynhild accuses Gudrun of betrayal,
crying out “You knew that you were betraying me,” her grief has already hardened into
resolve, culminating in the proclamation, “And all that betrayal I shall revenge.” Brynhild’s
statements directly show her profound disappointment upon learning the truth and her

determination to seek vengeance (Byock 83; ch.30).

In The Saga of the Volsungs, Brynhild’s sorrow ultimately turns toward Sigurd
himself, a direct confrontation that is entirely absent from The Poetic Edda. When Sigurd
comes to visit her, Brynhild treats Sigurd harshly, as she says, “How arrogant you are to
come to see me! No one has behaved worse toward me in this treachery” (Byock 86; ch.31).
Her words are a mixture of lamentation and accusation, indicating her deep sorrow and
anguish of being betrayed by Sigurd. The confrontation culminates in her declaration that “it
is the most grievous of all my sorrows that I cannot bring it about that a sharp blade be
reddened with your blood” (Byock 87; ch.31). By naming her incapability to kill Sigurd as
her greatest grief, Brynhild breaks the boundary between sorrow and revenge entirely.
Compared with The Poetic Edda, where Brynhild’s sorrow and vengeful will are conveyed
through only a handful of stanzas, The Saga of the Volsungs grants her a far more expansive
voice. Her direct confrontation with other characters allows her grief and rage to be displayed
in overt and unmediated speech rather than through third-person narrative or lyric language.
In this sense, The Saga of the Volsungs does not contradict the image of her “relentless,
monstrous avenger” established in The Poetic Edda, but makes it more vivid (Larrington 177;
Sigsk). Brynhild is a female figure who feels profoundly aggrieved because of marrying the

wrong man, whose grievance is intensified by Sigurd’s breaking of his oath, whose
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vengeance is inseparable from her sense of being violated by everyone, and whose violence

retains the warlike ferocity of her valkyrie origins.

Brynhild’s Sorrow in Destructive Form

As a valkyrie long associated with violence and strife, Brynhild’s sorrow ultimately
manifests in a destructive form, one that proves ruinous not only to others but also to herself.
Her deep sense of betrayal drives her to coerce Gunnar into killing Sigurd through a
combination of emotional threats, warnings of lost power and wealth, and deliberate
falsehood. The catastrophic consequences extend far beyond the deaths of Sigurd and his
killer, Guthorm. By killing Sigurd, the Gjuki brothers break their sworn oaths with Sigurd.
Therefore, they are punished because they violate the oaths, which in the end brings about the
scattering and the eventual collapse of the Gjuki kingdom. Brynhild’s sorrow, in this sense, is

not merely an interior experience but a force with wide and catastrophic reach.

Brynhild’s sadness proves equally self-destructive, ultimately culminating in her own
death. In “A Short Poem about Sigurd” in The Poetic Edda, her grief gradually transforms
into an unshakeable resolve to die. All attempts to dissuade her from death have failed.
Refusing to be constrained by others, Brynhild declares that she will “have no man hinder
from the long journey” (Larrington 183; Sigsk, stanza 43), pushing away each person who
tries to hold her back. Her rejection shows how determined she is. This resolve is finally
carried out as she pierces herself with the edge of a sword. This act also forms part of a

carefully orchestrated death in which her maids and her hall women seem to also have
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committed suicide to accompany her, revealing her grim characteristic and almost godlike

authority over her and others’ deaths (Larrington 183; Sigsk, stanza 47).

A comparable determination to die can also be found in The Saga of the Volsungs.
Gunnar attempts to restrain Brynhild and offers compensation in the hope of dissuading her,
while others likewise seek to intervene. Brynhild, however, forcefully rejects all such efforts,
pushing away those who approach her and insisting that it is “useless to try to keep her from
what she intended to do” (Byock 91-92; ch.32). A comparable depiction of Brynhild’s death
is found in The Saga of the Volsungs, in which she “stabbed herself under the arm, sank back

onto the pillows” (Byock 92; ch.32).

Brynhild’s suicide, driven by profound sorrow, may be interpreted on multiple levels.
On the most immediate level, it is her response shaped by despair yet marked by a firm
resolve to avenge the deception and betrayal surrounding her marriage. In her conversation
with Sigurd, Brynhild repeatedly declares her wish to die, even after Sigurd proposes to leave
Gudrun and marry her instead. Her refusal of this proposal suggests that death, rather than
remarriage, appears to her as the only viable end for her unwilling marriage with Gunnar. On
a second level, her suicide could be understood as a punishment for breaking the counter-vow
she once promised to Odin. Having sworn to marry the most courageous and noble men,
Brynhild’s marriage with Gunnar represents a violation of that oath, whether through
deception or coercion. Finally, Brynhild’s parallel death with Sigurd and her request that

Sigurd should be burnt besides her on her cremation implicate Brynhild’s reshaping of her
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identity. Deprived of the possibility to become Sigurd’s wife when alive, Brynhild

symbolically claims this identity in death (Self 164).

The close connection between Brynhild’s sorrow and its destructive consequences
reveals the complexity of her multifaceted identity. As a valkyrie bound to violence and
turbulence, Brynhild initially manifests her grief outwardly, bringing about others’ deaths
through taunting, manipulation and coercion. Yet this destructive force ultimately turns
inward and ruins herself, as well. Her unshakable resolve to embrace death is not a mark of
helplessness but of a formidable, almost superhuman hardness that inspires awe, even as it
follows from the betrayal and violation she has endured. In choosing to die alongside Sigurd,

Brynhild symbolically rewrites and complicates her identity as Sigurd’s posthumous wife.
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Chapter Four: Brynhild’s Tragic Fate

Brynhild’s tragic destiny stems directly from her in-between identity. In both 7he
Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs, she stands at an intersection: she is a valkyrie
bound to Odin’s will, yet simultaneously she is also a royal woman subject to patriarchal
authority and social norms. This dual identity creates a fundamental tension that defines her
tragic fate. Her valkyrie identity places her under Odin’s authority and more crucially
subjects her to his punishment, which could be regarded as a presupposition of Brynhild’s
tragedy. Her identity as a royally born princess simultaneously makes her restrained by
patriarchal authority and the subsequent marital life, which undermines her power and
personhood. Through these muti-dimensional narratives including the descriptions of
Brynhild’s inherent relationship with ominous fate, Odin’s punishment and her limited
authority within the patriarchal society, this chapter argues that Brynhild’s tragic fate is
inevitable and deeply associated with her identity. Examining how these elements are
emphasized and negotiated differently in The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the Volsungs
reveals how Brynhild’s paradoxical power as a mediator between the divine and the human

ultimately becomes the source of her tragedy.

Brynhild As an Incarnation of Misfortune

Brynhild’s close connection with ill fate is most vividly articulated through the voices
of the Gjuki family in The Poetic Edda. Gullrond’s denunciations of her as “wretched
creature” (stanza 22), “monstrous woman” (stanza 24) and “nemesis of princes” (stanza 24)

collectively transform her into an ominous signal (Larrington 175; Gudrun I). Gudrun’s
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accusation that she “alone has caused all this evil” similarly regards Brynhild as the sole
origin of catastrophe (Larrington 180; Sigsk, stanza 27), while Gunnar’s condemnation of her
as an “engenderer of evil” echoes Gudrun’s accusation and even deepens Brynhild’s unlucky
characteristic (Larrington 181; Sigsk, stanza 31). Although the descriptions offered by
Gjuki’s family are mixed with accusation and hatred, given that Brynhild triggers the collapse
of their kingdom, they nonetheless confirm that Brynhild is inextricably bound to tragedy and

misfortune.

Odin'’s Three-leveled Punishment

At the first level, Odin’s punishment constitutes the presupposition of Brynhild’s
tragic fate. It also serves as the watershed where Brynhild’s valkyrie status is significantly
undermined, as she enters marriage and becomes a royal queen. In both The Poetic Edda and
The Saga of the Volsungs, Brynhild was punished by Odin for defying his will by killing the
warrior he had chosen to win. Odin then imposed a threefold punishment: he stabbed her with
a sleeping thorn, decreed that she would never win in battle again, and declared that she must
marry. These three punishments are imposed from different levels, and they collectively break

Brynhild’s valkyrie status.

Firstly, the sleeping thorn is a punishment from the body level, which prevents
Brynhild from moving and situates her on a passive position where she must wait for Sigurd
to awaken and rescue her. This bodily punishment also serves a narrative function by creating
the conditions for Sigurd and Brynhild to meet and fall in love, which is the origin for all the

betrayals and slaughter that follow. The way Sigurd rescues Brynhild deserves closer
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examination, as well. Self argues that instead of simply pulling or untying the mailcoat which
constrains Brynhild’s movement, Sigurd oddly sliced through the armor from the neck
through the sleeves, ripping Brynhild’s mailcoat into unusable pieces (152). The armor is not
merely a simple outerwear. As we have discussed above, the close bodily relationship
between the armor and Brynhild reflects her identity as a valkyrie. From this perspective, the
unusable armor implicates the removal of Brynhild’s valkyrie attributes and foreshadows her

tragic marriage.

Secondly, Odin’s revenge that Brynhild could never win in battle deprives her of
martial capability. This punishment may thus be understood as a signal of Brynhild’s loss of
her valkyrie status. Deprived of the possibility of victory in battle, she is gradually detached

from the battlefield and structurally redirected toward marriage.

Finally, Odin’s third punishment in terms of Brynhild’s marriage is closely related to
the second one. On one hand, Odin’s command that Brynhild must marry strips her of
autonomy over her marriage. She can neither choose whether to marry nor select her own
husband. Unlike other valkyries such as Sigrun, who retains the power to choose her husband
and even defies her father’s wishes to marry Helgi, Brynhild is deceived into marrying
Gunnar.! The loss of marriage authority also implicates the loss of Brynhild’s exclusive
rights as a valkyrie. On the other hand, Brynhild’s counter-vow that she will marry only a
man who knows no fear, implicitly referring to Sigurd, ultimately transforms her into an oath-

breaker. When Sigurd marries Gudrun, he not only breaks the oath he swore to Brynhild but

! For the story of Sigrun and Helgi, see “The First Poem of Helgi Hundingsbani” in The Poetic Edda and chs. 8-9 of The
Saga of the Volsungs.
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also compels her, in effect, to violate the vow she once made to Odin. In the Norse
mythological world, breaking oaths is considered one of the greatest transgressions.
Therefore, Brynhild suffers not only Odin’s punishment in the battlefield, but also the
consequence of violating her own vow at the level of her fundamental selthood as a royal
woman and a valkyrie. As the narrative unfolds, Brynhild’s mistaken marriage to Gunnar
triggers her intensifying rage at the violation of her self-determination through deception and
at Sigurd’s betrayal of their oath to each other, which propels her toward revenge. She also
manipulates her own husband into becoming an oath-breaker, ultimately leading to the

destruction of everyone, including herself.

Odin’s threefold punishment operates as a coherent mechanism that systematically
deprives Brynhild of her valkyrie identity and drives her into marriage. The sleeping thorn
immobilizes her divine body, rendering her vulnerable and dependent on male rescue. The
decree that she will never win in battle again strips her of the valkyrie’s essential function,
effectively exiling her from the battlefield. The mandate to marry does not fully erase her
autonomy, because she retains power and noble status as a queen, but it constrains her
authority within a domestic role as a wife, which is fundamentally incompatible with her
former valkyrie identity. These punishments set Brynhild on an irreversible trajectory from a
divine warrior to a mortal bride. The destruction of her armor during Sigurd’s rescue further
concretizes this identity transformation, as the physical symbol of her valkyrie status
becomes irreparably unusable. Odin’s punishment serves as both the origin and the prelude of
Brynhild’s tragic fate, which is rooted not in her defiance alone, but in the systematic

dismantling of everything that once defined her.
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Brynhild's Constrained yet Resistant Position in the Patriarchal Society

Odin’s threefold punishment undermines and even deprives Brynhild of her valkyrie
identity and compels her into marriage, while also establishing a patriarchal framework that
extends beyond the divine realm and limits her power in human society. Brynhild’s
constrained position in the patriarchal society is manifested from three dimensions: the
symbolic patriarch authority represented by Odin, the coercive influence from her male
biological relatives and the broader structures of patriarchal society. The limitations imposed
on her do not stand apart from Odin’s punishment but continues it, reinforcing the conditions

that make her tragic fate inescapable.

Firstly, Odin functions as a symbolic patriarch, embodying ultimate patriarchal
authority as the Allfather. Brynhild’s defiance against Odin and the severe punishment she
receives foreshadow the consequences she will face when resisting patriarchal power in both
the divine and human realms. Odin’s punishment reveals that, although Brynhild has
mysterious power and authority as a valkyrie and royal woman, she is ultimately constrained
in her inability to secure marriage to Sigurd, exposing the limits of her self-determination.
The punishment Brynhild receives for defying Odin foreshadows the tragic consequences of

her later resistance to patriarchal norms.

Secondly, Brynhild’s limitations within the patriarchal structure are further enforced
and elaborated at the level of biological patriarch. From the narratives of The Poetic Edda
and The Saga of the Volsungs it is noticeable that Brynhild’s male relatives have the absolute

control over her marriage and Brynhild must comply with their requests. In “A Short Poem
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about Sigurd” in The Poetic Edda, Brynhild’s brother Atli explicitly conditions Brynhild’s
access to property and wealth upon her betrothal, declaring that he will distribute “neither
gold nor land” unless she consents to marriage (Larrington 182; Sigsk, stanza 36). His
statement transforms marriage from a familial arrangement into outright coercion. Brynhild is
royal and wealthy, yet her fortune remains under her brother’s control. By tying her
inheritance to marriage, Atli eliminates any possibility of refusal. As her male guardian, he
determines her economic and marital future, transforming consent into an act of obedience

within a patriarchal structure.

Such coercion is equally evident in The Saga of the Volsungs. During her quarrel with
Gunnar, Brynhild recalls her earlier conversation with her father king Budli, in which she
faced a difficult choice: she must either marry the man he chose or forfeit both her wealth and
her paternal support. The coercion becomes even more explicit when Brynhild’s father King
Budli warns that “his friendship was more profitable for me than his anger,” leaving Brynhild
to have no choice and recognize the fact that she was “powerless to contend with him”
(Byock 85; ch.31). Faced with this desperate dilemma, she consents to marry Gunnar out of
structural constraint and pressure. The absolute patriarchal control is further elaborated in 7The
Saga of the Volsungs through the consistent control of Brynhild’s marriage by her male
relatives. Brynhild’s second encounter with Sigurd is arranged not by her own will but
through Alsvid, her brother-in-law, whose intermediary role reveals that access to Brynhild is
controlled by her male kinship networks. Later, when Sigurd proposes marriage in Gunnar’s
appearance, his words also indicate that the legitimacy of their union rests entirely on the

approval of Brynhild’s male relatives, as he says, “with the consent of your father and the
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agreement of your foster father, you are my intended wife” (Byock 81; ch.29). This moment
presents Brynhild as an elite woman whose status and value are clearly recognized, yet she
remains constrained within a patriarchal system in which elite men control access to elite
women. Across these episodes, Brynhild’s male relatives function as the gatekeepers of her
marriage, holding the final authority to approve or deny the union, while Brynhild herself is
reduced to compliance within a process already determined by men, reflecting a dominant

pattern of elite marriage throughout The Saga of the Volsungs.

A comparison between Brynhild and Gudrun in terms of their original family
intensifies the tragic characteristic of Brynhild’s fate. Unlike Brynhild, whose natal family
subjects her to marital coercion and paternal control, Gudrun receives sustained familial
support in her ideal marriage to Sigurd. In The Saga of the Volsungs, Gudrun’s mother
Grimhild offers Sigurd an ale of forgetfulness that causes him to forget Brynhild, thus
facilitating his marriage to Gudrun (Byock 78-79; ch.28). Sigurd swears brotherhood with
Gudrun’s brothers and lives with her natal family in what appears to be a matrilocal
arrangement, an unconventional pattern in medieval Icelandic society. In sharp contrast,
Brynhild marries Gunnar and lives apart from her natal family. She receives no familial
support, and her ties to her birth family are weakened and even dissolved once she marries.
The absence of natal backing, combined with patriarchal coercion, strips her of alternative
sources of power and recourse, thus making her personhood after marriage fully dependent
on her husband. Under such conditions, her resistance takes destructive forms, ultimately

driving her toward tragedy.

Thirdly, Brynhild’s restrained position is shaped by patriarchal social norms, a pattern
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that becomes particularly evident in her married life. Under this patriarchal framework, her
valkyrie identity and the role of a wife are constructed as mutually exclusive. Brynhild’s
statements across different mythological narratives reveal her clear understanding and

unwilling acceptance of this forced choice.

In The Saga of the Volsungs, facing Gunnar’s proposal, Brynhild expresses reluctance,
stating, “I was in battle with the king of Gardarki and our weapons were stained with the
blood of men, and this I still desire” (Byock 81; ch.29). Later, facing pressure from her
brother Atli to marry, she responds with a counteroffer that she “offered to defend the land
and to be commander of a third of the army” (Byock 85; ch.31). Both responses demonstrate
Brynhild’s preference for her valkyrie status over marriage and her recognition of the

incompatibility of these two choices.

The Poetic Edda presents comparable evidence of Brynhild’s internal hesitation. In “A
Short Poem about Sigurd”, she recalls the moment of decision: “Then my mind was in doubt
about this, whether I should fight and fell the slain, a brave woman in corslet” and whether to
“bring desire for strife to many a man” (Larrington 182; Sigsk, stanza 37). Her hesitation also

shows her affection for her identity as a valkyrie.

A discussion of the Chinese translation offers yet another interpretation of Brynhild’s
hestiation. Here it is reframed as “iZANZa JPi 4 BRI AL, 9¢ 5B LR B[4t
bt (whether to resist with all her strength or die fighting in battle, a brave woman in her
corslet to fight against her brother)” (Shi and Si 420). The Chinese translation retains the

tension between Brynhild’s martial identity and marriage yet shifts the emphasis towards her
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resistance to her brother’s authority. Compared with the phrase “because of my brother” in
The Poetic Edda (Larrington 182; Sigsk, stanza 37), the expression “J{ ). &” in the Chinese

version explicitly foregrounds Brynhild’s opposition to her brother’s will.

The dilemma between valkyrie identity and marriage persists across all three
mythological versions, yet it is uniquely imposed upon women. There is no such constraint
on men; they can simultaneously be kings, warriors and husbands. This gendered asymmetry
discloses the underlying logic of patriarchal authority, which restricts women’s social roles
while permitting men to occupy multiple roles and thus seize power. Brynhild’s reluctant and
perhaps even half-hearted acceptance of the antithetical relationship between the statuses of
valkyrie and wife lays the foundation for her subsequent loss of autonomy and self-

determination, ultimately propelling her to reclaim these through revenge and destruction.

Marriage becomes the turning point that marks a fundamental transformation in
Brynhild’s personhood. Before marriage, her personhood is built on herself. She is a
courageous valkyrie who frequently appears in battlefield. Jenny Jochens argues that
Brynhild is more independent and active than other valkyries or shield-maidens because she
has direct participation in battle and she has the courage to contravene Odin (91). A drastic
shift appears once Brynhild marries Gunnar. Her masculine characteristics fade and she is
transformed outwardly into a conventional, feminine woman. Her personhood is constructed
through patriarchal relationships, particularly her connection to her husband, as demonstrated
in her quarrel with Gudrun. In The Saga of the Volsungs, the two women’s dispute centers on
whose father and husband holds greater power and courage. Brynhild “became as pale as

death” upon realizing that her husband Gunnar lacks the courage of Sigurd, Gudrun’s
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husband, meaning that from her perspective in the story, she has not married the most noble
man, entirely lacking fear, as she had sworn to do (Byock 82; ch.30). This quarrel explicitly
demonstrates that women'’s social value and identity derive entirely from the achievements
and positions of their male counterparts. Situated within a patriarchal structure in which
women’s status is tied to their husbands’ achievements, Brynhild’s fierce revenge and
bloodshed is driven by Gudrun’s unwitting revelation of Sigurd’s betrayal, Brynhild’s
violation of her own oath and the rage at her mismatched marriage with Gunnar. Her
acceptance of patriarchal norms is in fact conditional, because her revenge challenges and

even attempts to break the structures that constrain her.

As marriage has deprived Brynhild of her valkyrie identity and made her an
appendage to her husband, she loses her armor, and more crucially, the independent, violent
force as a valkyrie. Brynhild initially attempts to kill Gunnar but is restrained when Hogni
puts her in fetters (Byock 85; ch.31). She then adopts other means and becomes what Jenny
Jochens calls as a “whetter”, a predominantly female role in which women, denied direct
agency in vengeance, incite male relatives to act through reproach, demands, and threats
(Jochens 165). Men who are too old to participate in war also employ whetting, although it is
more commonly associated with women. Under this circumstance, whetting functions as a

substitute for lost physical power and authority (Jochens 171).!

Brynhild’s position after marriage closely resembles both that of elite women whose

! See Jenny Jochens, Old Norse Images of Women, ch.7, “The Whetter: Brynhildr,” which discusses how changing social
conditions enabled elite women to exercise influence through verbal incitation, and offers a detailed analysis of Brynhild’s
use of the whetting mechanism.
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influence operates through verbal incitation and that of elderly men excluded from direct
warfare, since she is a wife deprived of her martial authority and forced to depend on her
husband. Once she learns that she has been deceived by the shape-changing trick between
Sigurd and Gunnar and that Gunnar did not in fact ride through the flames, Brynhild seeks
revenge. The literary text reveals Brynhild’s awareness of her constrained power. Initially, she
expresses the desire for direct vengeance. In The Saga of the Volsungs, she tells Sigurd, “I
shall bring about your death, and I have Grimhild to reward in an evil fashion”, and even
threatens her husband Gunnar, saying, “I might be more disposed to kill you” (Byock 85;
ch.31).These declarations suggest her impulse toward direct revenge. However, her
subsequent lament to Sigurd reveals her constrained power: “It is the most grievous of all my
sorrows that I cannot bring it about that a sharp blade be reddened with your blood” (Byock
87; ch.31). The image of the “blade” reminds the martial power once associated with her as a
valkyrie. Rather than indicating an absolute inability to wield it, Brynhild’s words implicate a
limitation in how that violence can be enacted and could be interpreted as an implicit threat,

anticipating her shift toward indirect means of vengeance.

This situation leaves Brynhild no choice but to incite Gunnar to kill Sigurd. Her
whetting operates through a combination of different strategies including taunting, threat and
even sexual coercion, which is noticeable in both The Saga of the Volsungs and The Poetic
Edda. Brynhild expresses her loathing of Gunnar because he is more cowardly and impotent
compared with Sigurd. She further threats Gunnar with potential personal and material loss,
warning him that he will forfeit land, power and wealth. She reinforces this threat through

marital withdrawal, declaring she will return to her homeland. In The Saga of the Volsungs,

41



Bryhild further coerces Gunnar by withholding sexual intimacy, as the narrative states that
Gunnar “would not enter into the same bed with her until this came about” (Byock 89; ch.32).
These strategies employed by Brynhild collectively exemplify the whetting pattern described
above. Unable to take weapons to revenge directly, Brynhild uses language as her indirect
weapon to provoke Gunnar and prompts him revenge on her behalf. The Poetic Edda makes
this whetting role explicit when Hogni warns Gunnar that “Brynhild is stirring you up to
cause disaster” and “urging hatred” (Larrington 169; Sigsk, stanza 3), thus characterizing her
influence as verbal incitement that substitutes for her lost direct power while simultaneously

revealing its destructive consequences.

Brynhild’s whetting role is itself a consequence of the constraints imposed by her
marriage within the patriarchal society. Had she retained the power related with her valkyrie
identity, she could have broken free from Hogni’s fetters and confronted Sigurd, Gunnar and
Grimhild directly, targeting her vengeance precisely against those who have deceived and
betrayed her. Marriage strips her of the power to act on her own behalf, confining her to
verbal incitation as her substitute weapon. This indirect weapon enlarges the scope of harm.
As Brynhild transforms Gunnar into her instrument of revenge through whetting, she prompts
Gunnar and his brothers to break their oaths sworn with Sigurd and result resulting in their
betraying him. The subsequent fall of the Gjuki family could be interpreted as punishment for
their oath breaking. Guthorm dies carrying out the murder, and the betrayal cultivates

Gudrun’s hatred, ultimately driving her to leave her natal family.

Brynhild’s tragedy and the disastrous consequences ultimately reveal how the male-

dominated, patriarchal society and her constrained power in this system produce collateral
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damage. Stripped of fully independent personhood and various social relationships, Brynhild
is forced to use indirect power like whetting to achieve her goals, which ultimately harms not

only herself, but also those who are innocent.

Returning to the use of Pollock’s presentist plane of reading, Brynhild’s resistance
operates within patriarchal structure and is manifested in her hesitation toward marriage and
her revenge through whetting. Her resistance constitutes a strong critique of the patriarchal
order in Old Norse myths, and even an attempt to overturn it. Her admirable courage in
confronting these constraints also reflects her identity as a brave valkyrie rather than an

ordinary woman.
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Conclusion

This project has demonstrated that Brynhild’s identity is not fixed but continuously
shaped across different mythological texts from The Poetic Edda, The Saga of the Volsungs
and the Chinese version of Edda. Different legendary texts offer an opportunity to interpret
and frame Brynhild’s identity from multiple perspectives. This identity reshaping process is
decided by a series of different factors including the narrative angles, the lacuna in the
manuscripts, the blending of different stories and the adaptation in different cultural and
historical contexts. Each text has constructed a unique version of her paradoxical power as a

mediator between the divine and the human despite a similar narrative spine.

A close reading of these three mythological texts demonstrates Brynhild’ valkyrie
identity and royal beauty in different forms. Pollock’s three-plane philological framework,
which includes historicist, traditionalist, and presentist approaches, together with Linda
Hutcheon’s adaptation theory, enables a multi-dimensional interpretation of Brynhild’s beauty
by situating it within Old Norse traditions, modern perceptions of beauty, and processes of
transcultural adaptation. Brynhild’s sorrow can be similarly understood through multiple
interpretive perspectives, as its expression is closely shaped by her dual identity as both a

valkyrie and a princess.

A comparison of different mythological narratives shows that Brynhild as a mysterious
figure embodies continuously changing identities with mysterious yet constrained power
across different historical and cultural contexts. While The Poetic Edda and The Saga of the

Volsungs depict Brynhild as both a courageous valkyrie and a royal woman, the Chinese
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version of Edda offers a different portrayal by undermining her valkyrie identity and placing
greater emphasis on her feminine beauty. The paradox is manifested in Brynhild’s possession
of extraordinary power alongside her inability to control its outcomes or alter her fate. Then it
becomes particularly evident in the irreversible transformation of Brynhild’s identity from a
noble and independent valkyrie to a dependent and revengeful wife whose power is
restrained. Brynhild’s influence is operated indirectly through verbal incitation, outward
emotional expression, and ultimately self-destruction. Rather than simply signaling a
complete loss of power, this shift reveals Brynhild’s predestined tragic fate and a change of
personhood under Odin’s punishment and patriarchal constraints, and it simultaneously

discloses Brynhild’s resistance against the traditional patriarchal norms.

By comparing these different narrative constructions, I suggest that mythological figures
such as Brynhild do not simply reflect a stable cultural archetype but instead embody shifting
negotiations of gender, power, and identity across textual and historical contexts. Future
research may further explore how such transformations of female figures across linguistic and
cultural boundaries illuminate broader patterns in the construction of gendered power, both in

premodern societies and in contemporary interpretations of myth.
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