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Before the beginning, and after 
 
Part I 
Before the beginning there was nothing—no earth, 
no heavens, no stars, no sky: only the mist world, 
formless and shapeless, and the fire world, always 
burning. 
 
To the north was Niflheim, the dark world. Here 
eleven poisonous rivers cut through the mist, each 
springing from the same well at the center of it all, 
the roaring maelstrom called Hvergelmir. Niflheim 
was colder than cold, and the murky mist that 
cloaked everything hung heavily. The skies were 
hidden by mist and the ground was clouded by the 
chilly fog. 
 
To the south was Muspell. Muspell was fire. 
Everything there glowed and burned. Muspell was 
light where Niflheim was gray, molten lava where 
the mist world was frozen. The land was aflame 
with the roaring heat of a blacksmith’s fire; there 
was no solid earth, no sky. Nothing but sparks and 
spurting heat, molten rocks and burning embers. 
 
 
In Muspell, at the edge of the flame, where the 
mist burns into light, where the land ends, stood 
Surtr, who existed before the gods. He stands there 
now. He holds a flaming sword, and the bubbling 
lava and the freezing mist are as one to him. 
 
It is said that at Ragnarok, which is the end of the 
world, and only then, Surtr will leave his station. He 
will go forth from Muspell with his flaming sword 
and burn the world with fire, and one by one the 
gods will fall before him. 
 

Ǣr þǣre nīwunge, and æfter 
 
Se forma dǣl 
Ǣr þǣre nīwunge næs nāht – nān eorþe, nāne 
heofonas, nān tunglu, nān swegel: ānlīce sēo 
mistweorold, unhīwe and hīwlēas, and sēo 
fȳrweorold, ēfre beornende. 
 
Norþweard wæs Niflheim, sēo heolstre weorold. Hēr 
ceorfaþ endleofon ātorlīcra ēa þurh þone mist, ealc 
āwācende fram ylcum cwyllan æt middan, þe wæs 
þæt geswelg Hvergelmir gehāten. Niflheim wæs 
cealdra þonne ceald, and se mircan mist þe wrāh 
ǣghwæt seomode. Þā swegel wǣron be miste 
bedīglod and þæt eord wæs be þām unhlēowum 
gesworce geþuxod. 
 
Sūþweard wæs Muspell. Muspell wæs fȳr. Hēr glēow 
ǣghwæt and bærnde. Muspell wæs lēoht and 
Niflheim wæs grǣg clūd and gēotendlic ac sēo 
mistweorold wæs gefroren. Þæt land bladesode mid 
fǣrbryne þæs īsenwyrhtan fȳres; næs ne fæste eorþ, 
ne swegel. Nāwiht būtan fȳrgnāstum and 
springendum bǣlwylme, gēotendlicum stānum and 
bærnendum glēdum. 
 
In Muspelle, æt æledfȳres ecge, þǣr bærneþ se mist 
on lēoht, þǣr endaþ þæt land, stōd Surtr, se þe lifde 
ǣr þām godum. Hēr stent hē nū. Hē gehendeþ 
beornend sweord, and þā wapoliendan stānas and se 
frēoriga mist sind him gelīce. 
 
Man āsægþ þæt on Ragnaroke, se is weoroldende, 
þȳdǣges lǣfe Surtr his stōwe. Hē sceal of Muspelle 
forþongangan mid his beornendum sweorde and þā 
weorolde mid fȳre bærnan, and ānlāpum feallaþ þā 
godu fore hine. 
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Part II 
Between Muspell and Niflheim was a void, an 
empty place of nothingness, without form. The 
rivers of the mist world flowed into the void, which 
was called Ginnungagap, the “yawning gap.” Over 
time beyond measure, these poisoned rivers, in the 
region between fire and mist, slowly solidified into 
huge glaciers. The ice in the north of the void was 
covered in frozen fog and pellets of hail, but to the 
south, where the glaciers reached the land of fire, 
the embers and the sparks from Muspell met the 
ice, and warm winds from the flame lands made 
the air above the ice as gentle and as comfortable 
as a spring day. 
 
Where the ice and the fire met the ice melted, and 
in the melting waters life appeared: the likeness of 
a person bigger than worlds, huger than any giant 
there will be or has ever been. This was neither 
male, nor was it female, but was both at the same 
time. 
 
This creature was the ancestor of all the giants, and 
it called itself Ymir. 
 
Ymir was not the only living thing to be formed by 
the melting of the ice: there was also a hornless 
cow, more enormous than the mind could hold. 
She licked the salty blocks of ice for food and for 
drink, and the milk that ran from her four udders 
flowed like rivers. It was this milk that nourished 
Ymir. 
 
The giant drank the milk, and grew. 
 
Ymir called the cow Audhumla. The cow’s pink 
tongue licked people from the blocks of ice: the 
first day only a man’s hair, the second his head, and 
the third day the shape of a whole man was 
revealed. 
 
This was Buri, the ancestor of the gods. Ymir slept, 
and while it slept, it gave birth: a male and a 
female giant were born from beneath Ymir’s left 

Se ōðerne dǣl 
Betwēonan Muspelle and Niflheime wæs gin, gelǣr 
dēopnes and nānwihtnesse, wiþūtan gehīwunge. 
Þanon flēowon mistweorolde ēa on þæt gin, þæt hēt 
Ginnungagap, þæt “cīnende gin”. Æfter ungemetetīde 
forheardodon lætlīce þās ātorlīcan ēa on grēate 
īsmeras, on landscipe betwēonan fȳre and miste. Þæt 
īs on gines norþhealfe wæs mid gefrorenum miste 
helmod and gicelstānum, ac sūþwearde, þǣr 
āræcedon þā īsmeras fȳresland, mētton þā glēda and 
þā fȳrgnāstas of Muspelle þæt īs, and hlēowe windas 
of līga landum wlehton þone lyft abūfan þām īse swā 
blīpe and swā mearu swā lenctenes dæg. 
 
 
Þǣr þæt īs mētte þæt fȳr þǣr mealt þæt īs, and on 
þām þāwiendum wæterum atīwede līf: sēo mannes 
līcness māre þonne weorolda, ormǣtra þonne sum 
eten þæt tōweardlīca biþ oþþe ǣror wæs. Þes næs ne 
hyse ne wif ac begen tōsamne. 
 
 
Þēos gesceaft wæs ealra etena ealdfæder, and hit hēt 
self Ymir. 
 
Ymir næs þæt ānlīce þing and līflīce þe wurde be þæs 
īses meltinge mǣgwlitod: wæs ēac hornlēas cū, 
ungefōglīcra þonne se myne mihte befōn. Hēo liccode 
þā sealtan gicelstānas tō ǣte and tō wǣte, and sēo 
meolc þe arn of hire fēower ūderum flēow swā ēa. 
Þēos meolc gefēdde Ymir. 
 
 
Se eten dranc þā meolc, and gewēox. 
 
Ymir hēt þā cū Audhumla. Þǣre cȳ rōsig tunge liccode 
folc of gicelstānum: on ðām forman dæge ānlīce 
sumes mannes feax; on ðām æfterran dæge his 
hēafod, and on þām þriddan dæge wæs mannes 
limgelecg inwrigen. 
 
Buri wæs hē, goda ealdfæder. Ymir slēp, and amang 
ðām ðe hit slēp, cende hit: ān eten and ān etene 
wōcon fram Ymires winestran ōxne, siexhēafde eten 
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arm, a six-headed giant born from its legs. From 
these, Ymir’s children, all giants are descended. 
 
Buri took a wife from among these giants, and they 
had a son, whom they called Bor. Bor married 
Bestla, daughter of a giant, and together they had 
three sons: Odin, Vili, and Ve. 
 
Odin and Vili and Ve, the three sons of Bor, grew 
into manhood. They saw as they grew, far off, the 
flames of Muspell and the darkness of Niflheim, 
but they knew that each place would be death to 
them. The brothers were trapped forever in 
Ginnungagap, the vast gap between the fire and 
the mist. They might as well have been nowhere. 
 
There was no sea and no sand, no grass nor rocks, 
no soil, no trees, no sky, no stars. There was no 
world, no heaven and no earth, at that time. The 
gap was nowhere: only an empty place waiting to 
be filled with life and with existence. 
 
It was time for the creation of everything. Ve and 
Vili and Odin looked at each other and spoke of 
what was needful to do, there in the void of 
Ginnungagap. They spoke of the universe, and of 
life, and of the future. Odin and Vili and Ve killed 
the giant Ymir. It had to be done. There was no 
other way to make the worlds. This was the 
beginning of all things, the death that made all life 
possible. 
 
They stabbed the great giant. Blood gushed out 
from Ymir’s corpse in unimaginable quantities; 
fountains of blood as salt as the sea and gray as the 
oceans gushed out in a flood so sudden, so 
powerful, and so deep that it swept away and 
drowned all the giants. (Only one giant, Bergelmir, 
Ymir’s grandson, and his wife survived, by 
clambering onto a wooden box, which bore them 
like a boat. All the giants we see and we fear today 
are descended from them.) 
 
Odin and his brothers made the soil from Ymir’s 

wōc fram his scancum. Fram þissum, Ymires 
bearnum, geludon ealle etenas. 
 
Buri gewīfode of þām etenum, and sunu wæs him 
acenned, þone hēton hīe Bor. Bor hīwode Bestla, 
etenes dohtor, and þrīe suna wǣron bǣm ācenned: 
Odin, Vili and Ve. 
 
Þā þrīe Boringas gewōxon tō werhāde. Hīe sāwon, 
swā hīe gewōxon, feorlen, þæs Muspelles æledfȳr 
and Niflheimes mirce, ac hīe cnēowon þæt ealc 
ungerȳde wǣre him cwelm. Se gebrōþor wǣs 
endelēaslīce betrepped on Ginnungagape, þām 
mīcelum gine betweonan þām fȳre and þām miste. 
Hīe wel mihton nāhwǣr bēon. 
 
Næs nān mere and nān mealm, nān gærs ne clūdas, 
nān eorþe, nān trēow, nān lyft, nān tunglu. Næs nān 
weorold, nān heofon and nān eord on þissum tīman. 
Þæt gin wæs nāhwǣr: sōþlīce bād lǣre ungerȳde līf 
hit tō befyllanne and ætwist. 
 
Mǣl wæs for frumsceaft.  Se gebrōþor asēah ōþrum 
and spræc ymb hwæs wæs nīdþearf on 
Ginnungagape. Hīe cȳþdon be uprodore, and be līfe, 
and be tōweardnesse. Þā þrīe brōðor cwealdon þone 
eten Ymir. Swā sceal man dōn. Næs nān ōðer sīð 
weorolda tō scippanne. Þēos wæs frymþ eallra þinga, 
se cwealm tō þæs þe eall līf mihtlīc wurde. 
 
 
 
Hīe sticodon þone micelan eten. Blōd ungerīm āwēoll 
fram Ymires hrǣwe; blōdfontas āwēollon swā sealt 
swā se mere and grǣg swā þā gyfen on flōde þe wæs 
swā fēarlīc, swā þrȳþlīc, and swā dēoplīc þæt hit 
forswēop ealle etenas and ādrencte. (Nān būtan 
ānum etene, Bergelmire, Ymires nefan, alifde and his 
wīf. Hīe āstigedon on wuduarc, þe hīe swā bāt 
gewæg. Ealle etenas þe man sīehþ and ēgeþ tōdæg 
weorþaþ of him āwrīdod.) 
 
 
Odin worhte and his brōþor þā eorþan of Ymires 
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flesh. Ymir’s bones they piled up into mountains 
and cliffs. 
 
Our rocks and pebbles, the sand and gravel you 
see: these were Ymir’s teeth, and the fragments of 
bones that were broken and crushed by Odin and 
Vili and Ve in their battle with Ymir. 
 
The seas that girdle the worlds: these were Ymir’s 
blood and his sweat. 
 
Look up into the sky: you are looking at the inside 
of Ymir’s skull. The stars you see at night, the 
planets, all the comets and the shooting stars, 
these are the sparks that flew from the fires of 
Muspell. And the clouds you see by day? These 
were once Ymir’s brains, and who knows what 
thoughts they are thinking, even now. 
 
Part III 
The world is a flat disk, and the sea encircles the 
perimeter. Giants live at the edges of the world, 
beside the deepest seas. 
 
To keep the giants at bay, Odin and Vili and Ve 
made a wall from Ymir’s eyelashes and set it 
around the middle of the world. They called the 
place within the wall Midgard. 
 
Midgard was empty. The lands were beautiful, but 
nobody walked the meadows or fished in the clear 
waters, nobody explored the rocky mountains or 
stared up at the clouds. 
 
Odin and Vili and Ve knew that a world is not a 
world until it is inhabited. They wandered high and 
low, looking for people, and they found nothing. At 
last, on the rocky shingle at the edge of the sea, 
they found two logs, sea-tossed, that had floated 
there on the tides and been cast ashore. 
 
 
The first log was a log of ash wood. The ash tree is 
resilient and handsome and its roots go deep. Its 

brǣde. Ymires bānas gehēapedon hīe tō beorgum 
and cleofum. 
 
Ūre heallas and papolstānas, se mealm and se 
cyselstān þe man sīehþ: þās wǣron Ymires tēþ, and 
bāna gebrotu þe wǣron gebrocen and geþryhten on 
þāra þrēora brōðra beadwe wiþ Ymir. 
 
Þā meras þe forgyrdaþ þā weorolda: þās wǣron 
Ymires blōd and his swāt. 
 
Āsēoþ on þæt swegel: gē scēawiaþ Ymires 
brægenpannan wiþinnan. Þā tunglu þe gē nihtes 
sēoþ, þā planētan, ealla cometan and þā wīdfērendan 
steorran, þās sind þā fȳrgnāstas þæt beflugon of þām 
fȳre Muspelles. And þā wolcenfara þe gē dæges 
sēoþ? Þās wǣron ǣr Ymires brægn, and menn ne 
cunnon hwilce geþohtas hīe þencaþ, nūhwīlum. 
 
Se þridda dǣl 
Sēo weorold is brād disc, and se mere hringeþ þā 
efes. Etenas wuniaþ æt weoroldrimum, be þām 
dēopestum brimum. 
 
Þā þrīe brōðor geworhton mūr of Ymires brūwum þā 
etenas tō bewerienne and ālecgon hīe hine emb þone 
weoroldes middel. Þone geard þām mūre innan hēton 
hīe Midgard. 
 
Midgard wæs gelǣr. Þā land wǣron wlitig, ac nǣnig 
ne fēþede þā mǣdwe oþþe ne fiscode in þām clānan 
wætrum, nǣnig ne aspyrede þā clūdigan gebeorgas 
ne starode æt þām wolcnum. 
 
Þā þrīe brōðor cnēowon þæt weorold nis weorold 
oþþæt man būde þǣron. Hīe āswifon hēah and 
unhēah, lēode āsēcende, and ne gefundon nāwiht. 
Ætnȳhstan, on þām sǣceosole æt meres ecge, 
gefundon hīe twēgen cypas, sǣupwoarp, þe ǣr 
flotodon hēr on faroþe and wǣron bescofen on 
strand. 
 
Se forma cyp wæs æsces. Se æsc is trum and wlitefull 
and his wyrttruman grōwaþ dēoplīce. Man cīerfþ his 
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wood carves well and will not split or crack. Ash 
wood makes a good tool handle, or the shaft of a 
spear. 
 
The second log they found, beside the first on the 
beach, so close to the first log they were almost 
touching, was a log of elm wood. The elm tree is 
graceful, but its wood is hard enough to be made 
into the toughest planks and beams; you can build 
a fine home or a hall from elm wood. 
 
The gods took the two logs. They set the logs so 
they were upright on the sand, the height of 
people. Odin held them, and one by one he 
breathed life into them. No longer were they dead 
logs on a beach: now they were alive. 
 
Vili gave them will; he gave them intelligence and 
drive. Now they could move, and they could want. 
 
 
Ve carved the logs. He gave them the shape of 
people. He carved their ears, that they might hear, 
and their eyes, that they might see, and lips, that 
they might speak. 
 
The two logs stood on the beach, two naked 
people. Ve had carved one with male genitals, the 
other he had carved female. 
 
The three brothers made clothes for the woman 
and the man, to cover themselves and to keep 
them warm, in the chilly sea-spray on the beach at 
the edge of the world. 
 
Last of all they gave the two people they had made 
names: the man they called Ask, or Ash Tree; the 
woman they called Embla, or Elm. 
 
Ask and Embla were the father and the mother of 
all of us: every human being owes its life to its 
parents and their parents and their parents before 
them. Go far enough back, and the ancestors of 
each of us were Ask and Embla. 

wudu ēaþ and hē ne clīefþ ne cracaþ. Æsces mæg 
man gōdne lōmahelfe cræftan, oþþe heresceaft. 
 
 
Se ōþer cyp þone hīe gefundon, be þām forman on 
þām strande, swā gehende þām forman cype þæt hīe 
lytelne gegrāpiende wǣron, hē wæs elmes. Se elm is 
swancor, ac his wudu is gearwe heard tō tōhestum 
bordum and bēamum tō wyrcanne; man mæg lofsum 
hūs getymbrian oþþe heall of elme. 
 
Þā godas fēngon þā twēgen cypas. Hīe rǣrdon þā 
cypas on þām ceosele tō manna lengðe. Odin 
gehende hīe, and ānlāpum onblēow hē hīe mid līfe. 
Nā mā wǣron hīe dēade cypas on brimstæþe: nū 
wǣron hīe lifigende. 
 
Vili geaf him ingeþanc; him geaf hē understanding 
and ellenwōdnes. Nū cūþon hīe āstyrian, and cūþon 
hīe friclan. 
 
Ve cearf þā cypas. Hē worhte hīe tō manna 
gehīwunge. Hē cearf hiera ēaran, þæt hīe mihton 
gehēoran, and hiera ēagan, þæt hīe mihton sēon, and 
hiera lippan, þæt hīe mihton maþelian. 
 
þā twēgen cypas stōdon on brimstæþe, twēgen bære 
menn. Ve cearf ānne mid mannes getawum, ōþerne 
mid cwēne gesceape. 
 
Þā þrīe brōðor worhton þǣre cwēne and þǣm were 
clāþas hīe tō wrēonne and tō wirmanne on cōlan 
meresdrypan on þām brimstæþe æt weoroldes ecge. 
 
 
Lætemest nemdon hīe þā bēgen þe hīe ǣr worhton: 
þone wer nemdon hīe Ask, þæt is Æsc; þā cwēn 
nemdon hīe Embla, þæt is Elm. 
 
Ask and Embla wǣron mennisces fæder and mōdor: 
sceal ǣghwilc manna geþēon his līf of his ældrum and 
hiera ældrum and hiera ældrum ǣr him. Gif man 
wiþtreme on gēardagum, þonne wǣron Ask and 
Embla ǣghwæs fōrecynn. 
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Embla and Ask stayed in Midgard, safe behind the 
wall the gods had made from Ymir’s eyelashes. In 
Midgard they would make their homes, protected 
from giants and monsters and all the dangers that 
wait in the wastes. In Midgard they could raise 
their children in peace. 
 
That is why Odin is called the all-father. Because he 
was the father of the gods, and because he 
breathed the breath of life into our grandparents’ 
grandparents’ grandparents. Whether we are gods 
or mortals, Odin is the father of us all. 
 

 
Embla and Ask belifon on Midgarde, gehealdfæst 
wiþhindan þām mūre þone þā godu worhton of 
Ymires brūwum. On Midgarde woldon hiera hūs 
timbrian, wiþ etenum gewarod and fīfelum and 
eallum brōgum þā gesetnien on þām mōrum. On 
Midgarde ōlen hīe hiera bearn on friþe. 
 
Forþæm þe hāt Odin eallfæder. Forþæm þe wæs hē 
se goda fæder, and forþæm þe blēow hē feorhgifu 
intō ūrum fiftafædrum. Bēoþ wē oþþe godu oþþe 
menn, Odin is ūre fæder. 
 

 
 


