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What do the Old Icelandic analogues tell us about the conservativeness
or innovativeness of the Nibelungenlied ?

Shinobu Wada

Introduction

Some parts mn the Nibelunreenlisd are sa1d to have cormectons with stones m Old Ieelandie
hiterature, hike Félsumea saga and Pidreks sapa !t Indeed, for example, the charactenstic of
S1egfined in the Nibelungenlied 15 clearly sumilar to that of Sigwrd in Falsunga saga. The
Nibshmzenlied, of course, refzins pagan elements as do other works wmitten by the Germanic
mbes, winle the texd reveals some independence i respect of 1ts prtatre soarces and analogues. In
my discussion, I seek to discuss the elements of conservativeness and innoration n comparison to
its 0ld Icelandic analognes.

First, I shall deal with the characters of Siegfiied and Sigurdr. The former 1= describad
in the Nibelumgenlied as a hero having more loman natire than the latter m Valsumga saga. Ths
distinction and development may i part be attributable to Chnstamty, which was not readily
compatible wath a pagan culfure that reflacted the nofion of superhuman power associated with
the old northesn pagan gods. Thms, the character has developed simply as a plansible real human
being, albeit one endowed wath cverahelnung sirenpth m the Nibelumgendied. Secondly, I deal with
the relafionship between Siegfiied and Brunhuld and the natwre of the two women, Brmbild and
Enemhild m the text of the Nibelumgenliod and Folnmga saga. The mlationshep between Siepfned
and Brimhild = mmch less clearky explained m the Mibelungenbied than in Félnmpa sapa, and the
rezson for this may be in the natwe of Chostan epic. Thardly, I discuss Siegfned's death as the
role connecfing the former and latter of the epie. The lafter part 1= based on the lepend of Dietrich
of Bern as zet out in Thidrek s saga. This fesion 15 important for the development of the story of the
Nibahmgerliad.

These three elements discussions show that winle the Nihshmpenliad 1= a story coloured
throuphout by Christiamaty, the characters m the epic behave m hine with faelngs that dermed
not from Chrishanity bt from earber Gemnamc tradifion. Therefiore, the scheme of the story is
mnovative m terms of 1ts adophon of 2 medeval Chnshan world wew, but the characters i that

! Edward B Haymes, "Nibehmgenlied” in Madieval Germany: 4n Encpciopedia, ed by John M. Jesp (New York:
Garland Publishing, 2001}, p. 563.
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story Ive withim the mare conservative fradition of therr earier (ermame culiure. The epic adjusts
thewr myvthelosy to 2 contemporary story from therr period. The characters” old pods may have died
o, bt the author of the NMibelinzenliad revrees theny m the story as part of the characters” 1deniity.

The physical features of Siegfried mn the Nibalmperlied and Sigurdr m Folnmea saga bave nouch
in common I terms of thesr exceptions] strength and the physical mvulnerability they senme after
slaying a dﬁm;ﬂdhihiﬂghihhlnni“ﬂﬁrmﬂdﬂnﬁngpﬂmmymﬁnimnfﬁﬁnn’s
power. However, there 15 a difference with regard to their ineages. In Palnmea saga, Sigurdr may
h@ﬂﬁﬂg&ndﬂﬂﬂdﬁhh@m?ﬁhﬂgﬂﬁﬁmﬁ’;m@,
Ebmnm&ﬂﬁmﬂlﬂp.‘%ﬁnﬂdﬂmﬁmyﬂﬂ&gmﬁrmdh&m&nm&ﬂ:m
of Ofinn, bat he must be given OBmn's power a5 2 superiuman havo by Obmn. His ancestors also
are said to enjoy O8irm's Srvowr, and thos his tribe, the Valsmes, may be believed to be descended
from Odinn * Tt is cbvious that Simmwdr wins Ofinn’s Srvour in that Sigmdr is given an advice fo
choose 2 good horse by Ofinn, who is disguised a5 an old man * On the other hand, Siegfried i the
Nibehmgenliad 15 just a lnoman prince m the Netherlands.* He is a complete buman bemng, though
he has supertwman sirength encugh to defeat twelve mants and seven bundreds of warmors m
Mibehmg land ’

Icelandic and Scandmaian sources prefer to seek Germmame supermatural beings as ther
ancestors, though the author, m the preface of Spom’s Edda, adopted the concept of the nblical
Genesis.” However, the Nibehmgenlied, whose story came back to Germany after it was developed
m other areas, is re-composed just as a tale of lnman beings ® This seems to indicate that an
mmovation i Gemany 15 reflected in the story of the Nibelumgenlied. The Nibshmgenlied also
has mwch desconpbon of the scenes touched by Christian as well a5 pagan imfluence. In particular,
the conreption of chivalre, which prevails throughout the epee, 15 nmech influencad by Chostanity.
Siezfined is bamcally depacted as a koughtly wamor m the medieval age of chavalry, but he also
m battle 15 one of the most important factors for knights in the chivalne wordd, too, and therefore it

* The Nibelimpeniied, tmns. by A. T Hatto (London: Penmzin, 1865), p. 28 (ch. 3), and The Saga of the Folmmgs,
ed and trans by B G. Finch (London: Nalson, 1965), pp.30-34 (chs. 18-20).

* The Sagn gf the Foimmes, pp2-3 (ch. 1).

* The Saea of the Fodmmgs, p.3 (ch. 1L

* The Sagm of the Folmmez, p.23 (ch 13).

* The Nibeiuneaniied, p. 20 {ch. 2).

¥ The Nibeiuneeniied, pp. T7-28 (ch 7).

* Smarri Sturiuson: Eddy, trans. by Anthony Faulkes (Dent: Everyman, 1987), p. 3.

* B G. Finch, 'Pidreks sapa’ in d4n Encpclopsedio Scandinavia, ed. by Phillip Pulsiano (New Yook Garland
Publishing, 1093), p. 662
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was natural for the author of the Nibelhmpeniiad to adopt the essence of Sipurdr 2= depicted I the
Icelandic sources s a character of great physical strength

In the penod when the Mbelungenlied was winiten, Puropean people may have shil had
some residual sense of the strength of the vikngs in Scandinawia even though the attacks by the
vikings came to an end centunies earlier, and fms they may have thought that streneth such as that
of Sizudr kad been dermved from the old pagan gods in whom the Scandmanians used to believe. It
seamts to be relatively easy to seek the characters of supermmman strength m Seandmanan hterary
tradition. However, pagan gods are prevented from acting in the Christian world. Therefore,
the author of the Mibehmrenlied =t have contrived a way by which Siegfined could display
superhuman power withowt the influence of pagan gods. The imnovativeness concermng the
character of Siegfned hes in bz kenang been removed from divine ifluences and associations.

I

The mmthor of the Nibalimeaniisd hardhy tells us about the relabonship betwesn Siegfned and
Brimhild before Gumther asks for ber hand. However, m Félsumea saga, the scene 1= desenibed
m detml. Simod m Falzumea saga, 1s able to vnderstand bords" comversation and knows the fate
awaiting his meeting with Brynhild after he has hicked the blood of the dragon ™ When Sigurdr
meets Brynhild they zet alonz well with each other and promise thewr marmage m defiance of ther
fate " Thus, 1t may be natural that Sisodr retams very deep affection for Brynhild in s heart of
hearts even though he forgets ber as a mesult of the nck devised by Grimdnid who 15 Guinm's
mother." Therefore, Sipurér helps Gummnar to woo Brynhild and then loves her, though he has still
marmed Gufnm. In Faloumen saga, such behaviowr to Brynhild seems to be reasonable.

In the Nibelumpenlied, we do not know how Siegfried first comes to know Brunhild . bat
we may suppose that both have shll known each other within the context. The author may have
onuitted the scene m order to conceal Siegfned’s supermmranness. There 15 only a boef comment
about Siegfried’s slaying a dragon as an account of his beroic exploits m the epic.”™ So, the anly
superhuman element 15 the fact that be becomes mvulnerable when he bathes m the dragon’s
blood after the battle. In Folamea saga, Sigmdr 1s able to mmderstand birds” sinping abowst bim and
s be will also know about the hkely outeome of s mesting with Brynheld | 15 a supematural
element, and therefore ©f may oot have been deemed suitable for the conception of Christian

After Gunther loves Brunhild with Siegfried’s help, she loses her superhumen strength *

" The Saga of the Poinmes, pp. 33-34 (ch. 20).
" The Saga of the Folsumes, pp. 30-40 (ch 22).
* The Sagn qf the Folnmer, pp_ 46-47 (ch. 28).
" The Nibefungeniied, p. 28 (ch. 3)

" The Nibefungeniied, p. 93 (ciu 10).
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Unfil the event happens, Brunhild has ber vast strength. which few male wamors can match.
This seeme to show that she mamtams the character of 2 Vallkyme m Norse nyvihology. However,
the scene of loss of Brnumhild’s extraordmary strength can be sccommodated mio Chostian epic.
Indead Brumhald at first, has superluoman power, but s ultnate loss mdicates that the epec seeks
to adopt ber and the story as a chivalne episode. Fudgmg from her disappearance m the latter part
of the epic, Brunhild seems to be made use of for thas reason. Yet, Brunnld's character in the
Mibehmpenhed 1= a good exampls of the world view of old Gennanee pods and thus i preserves a

The character of Knemnld also may retain old Germame tadrhionz] elements | thowrsh the
epic 15 Chrstian m nshore. There 15 no scene i which Enembild prays to God while she attends
Mass. Furthermore, Enembild plots her vengeance for her bushand, Siepfned, as if she were
following old Germame traditon. The Bible says, "Thearly beloved, avenge nof vomrselves, but
rather give place o wrath, vengeance 1= mine; [ will repay, saxth the Lord”, but Enembild does
not seem to follow the word " Enemhild sticks to her infention. for she marmies Fizel m order
to carmy out bloody revenge for Hagen and 2= a remalt, her revenge comes to mmvolve the other
wamiors of the Bepmdian ™ Christian faith may not completely have taken over the characters m
the epic, and 1t certamnly seems to be superheial when they call the name of God Enemild and
the cthers in the epic are motrvated by the old Genmame tradition. Thevefore, 1o the Mibehmeenliad
we find a story that embraces a confhet and tersion betareen a Chnistian comtly world and an older
Germanic tradibional world ™

Im

The Nibelumgeniied and the Jeelandic analognes have the same story that Simmdr, the myvulnerable
wamor, loses s ife wathout fighting owing to s betrayal by his women. The story of Simumdc's
death play= a very moportant role m terms of the connechon between the former part of the epc
story 15 said to be related to the folklore smromdmes Dhetrich of Bam which had developed in
Scandinavia and returned to the Continent since then ™

In the latter part of the Nibehmpenlisd, Etzel and Dietrich are iportemt charseters for the
plot. The character of Bifrek m Bidrak s saga, 15 based on the lnstoric Theodenic the Great, bot be

¥ Bom. 12:10.

% The Nibeiungeniied, pp. 150-63 (ch 20).

" Susann Samples, “The Germoan Heroic Namatives™ in German Lieraiure of the Hieh Midde dees, ad. by Will
Hasty (New York: Camden Houss_ 2006), p. 167,

" Edward B Haymes, ‘Dietrichepis” in Medieval Germany- An Encycigpedia, ed by John M. Jesp (New York:
Gartand Publishing, 2001), pp. 167-68.
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had not tndergone such an expenence as he exled himself to the palace of Athla, who was the lang
of the Funs ™ Furthermome, Eing Attila Etzel in the epic, died a year or two before Theodenic was
bormn, for the story about Prdrek may have developed winle the story had been introduced from the
Contment miv Scandmania. However, the oodrhed story enables Dheinch to join the epie and play
an mmportant role parficularky in the scene of the fall of the Mibehmg= m the last part of the epic.

a great king of the Huns, he just watches the forre hattle betorean the Homs and the Burpmdians
in his court. Therefore, he seeme to be a relatvely weak kmp m the epic. In Félnmga saga, Ath =
described as a mean and preedy character ™ The Nibehmganlied also adopts this weak character as
opposed to the bravery that had tradisonally been associated with him One of the reasons may be
that Bizel iz a heathen king ' In Félnmen saga, Afh 15 doomed to destroy himself and his family,
and bkewize, m the Nibshmeenliad, be loses his vassals in the baitle agamst the Burgmmdians and
lament= for them even though he survives after the battle ™ The author of the Nibalmgenliad may
have regarded the heathen king as 2 wesk person from the Chsfian perspective.

The furst part of the story and the latter in the Mibehmpenhed had already beconse wnited
Icelandic literature, Skaldskaparmal m Soom’s Edda, though these motifs are different from each
other™ The reason why Pifirek is connected with Ftzel may be that saza writers in Iceland may
not have known mmch about the seography of the Confiment amd that they may have regarded the
legend of the Mibelungs and that of Dhetnch as the stones of the same repon and age. Therefore,
these lepends conld bave become co-mmgled The co-mmnpled stories refumed to the Contiment,
and then the stones are pressrved as the Genman hterature.

Conchision

The Nibelurgenliad 15 a Iiterahore much influenced by the medieval Christizn world view:, and thos
the erec noy not have easiby accommodated elernents of pagen eulhore. However, pagan culture has
mmzmy examples of beric menstnves, which are entirely compatible with the chevalne stories of the
Chnshizn world The awthor of the Nibslumgenbiad slallfully adopted and adapied the stonies from
pagan cubfvre and then he may have toned down fo some extent the superlnmen prowess of the
heroes m case it was perceived to confradict or challenpmy the Chnstan world. Epie super-heroes
and super bermesm seem to have kept o 2 morenmm m crder to adapt it fo the Clristian chivalne
hiteratere. This represents an immovative element m the epac

* Edward B Haymes. ‘Diietrichepik”, pp. 167-68

* The Sagn qf the Folmumes, pp. §1-66 (chs. 34-5).

* The Nibefungeniied, p. 150 (ch. 30).

* The Sagm qf the Folsumes, pp. 72-74 (ch. 40) and The Nelunseniied, p. 201(ch. 39).
* Snorri Sturiuson: Edda, pp. 102-104.
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Besides the physical strength of heroes, the prominent roles of women 1o the
Nibelungenlied were also a disinchive feature of old Germame tradition, which 15 inherited
from Old Icelandic smalogues. Enembnld’s plot fo wreck vengeance on Hapen 15 a charactenshe
example of old Genmame custans. The characters m the Nibelunmgenlied shll maintain elements
of old Germanic tradiion m a story, winch 15 strongly colowed by Christian cowrtly wordd I is a

The structure of the epie 15 also strongly mflvenced by the Ieelandic analogues. The
Nibelungenlied may have been composed by two sagas, which are different from each other.
However, the two siories were mmgled fogether m Iveland or Morway. In this reconfimmed state the
story rehoned to the Continent. and has remained largely the same wmti] the present day. This may
showr that the mvthology in northern Furope 1= fomly tied to Germame beroae identity, and that
the author mmst thus bave reworked the Old Ieelandic anslopues m order to adiust the stores o a
medeval Chrstan nundset

The Nibelumgenlied balances the mnoative elements with the conservative features from
its Ieelandic analopues. Though the epae has 2 Chostian ethes, 1 employs old Germanie tradibions,
shll serviving in Old Icelandic hiteratare. for showmg Germanic heroae identrty:
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