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This memorial volume to Rudolf Simek begins with a biography of Simek’s 

life and career, and a summary of his profound contribution to the field of 

history and influence on the culture of the German speaking world. The 

title Res, Artes et Religio reflects the broad themes of the contributors’ 

research, as well as Simek’s own expertise. As these themes are often 

intertwined, the volume is not divided into sections. The essays are instead 

mixed freely, and while each one focuses more on Res, Artes or Religio, all 

include elements of all three subjects. In this review the essays have been 

approximately separated into the themes of the title. 

In his essay, Leszek P. Słupecki considers ship burials in connection 

with the concept of rebirth, supporting this theory with the similarities 

between Scyld Scefing’s advent and funeral as depicted in Beowulf. He also 

addresses the immediate questions this proposal raises; clarifying the 

conflation of Scef and Scyld, and the relationship between literary and 

archaeological evidence for ship burials in Scandinavia and Anglo-Saxon 

England (German language). Regina Jucknies emphasises that books and 

manuscripts are more than “text triggers”, but objects in their own right, 

and demonstrates the value of studying the biography of the books as 

historical items (German language). John Lindow argues that Þorvaldr and 

Þórðr’s appearance at a thing in war gear so fine that they were mistaken 

for Ӕsir was a display of pride from a family who was in a place of privilege 

in the pagan system, employed to assert their history and identity. Stefan 

Zimmer uses an array of artifacts from across the globe to correct a 

number of misconceptions which have become attached to myths and 

considers explanations for how these came to be including mistranslations 
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of obscure words and misunderstood idiomatic expressions (German 

language). Leszek Gardeła examines which aspects of the Seer from the 

show Vikings are based on history and to what extent, concluding that 

while some aspects of the Seer’s appearance and character are paralleled 

in Old Norse literature and archaeology, others were fabricated for the 

screen. Gert Kreutzer’s essay is self-conscious in its difference from the 

conventional format of academic literature. He presents brief biographies 

of six archaeological and literary curios which continue to defy 

categorisation, ranging from a stone with a bowl carved into it during the 

bronze age to exploring non-Scandinavian imagery incorporated into 

Snorri Sturluson’s literature (German language). Ana Suhr’s essay brings 

the question of identity and its expression into the twentieth and twenty-

first centuries, demonstrating that while IKEA makes a point of 

demonstrating its “Swedishness”, its styles have been influenced for 

decades by German and Austrian fashions (German language). 

Maria Elena Ruggerini examines in detail the collocational chain hat 

(hot) + heorte (heart) + weallan/wylm (surge, outburst), demonstrating the 

application of such linguistic techniques by Germanic poets to express the 

subjective experience of grief. Helmut Birkhan contemplates the Welsh 

poem Kat Godeu in which the legendary magician Gwydion enchants the 

trees of the forest to support him in battle, and he adds the possibility of 

a stylistic similarity between the bard Taliesin and Ovid to the poem’s 

variety of interpretations (German language). Peter Glasner’s essay centres 

on the instances of magic and images in Karl Simrock’s 1855 translation 

of Tristan, in which an image of a dog leaves a painting to become part of 

the physical world, another painting inflicts a deadly wound upon Tristan, 

and a third enchants him into falling in love (German language). Veronika 

Szőke’s essay discusses the turbulent historical representation of the 

Visigothic princess and Frankish queen Brynhild, and the significance of 

the descriptions of her as ‘dragonish’ to express Brynhild’s wrathful and 
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fierce character. Karina Kellerman uses the thirteenth century poem 

Parzival as a case study into European and Arabic skin colour discourse 

in the Middle Ages. The essay highlights the apparent contradiction that 

while Belakane’s blackness is described as part of her beauty and no moral 

status is applied to dark skin colour in Parzival (as is the case in later 

medieval literature), the narrator does ascribe a fear of racial inferiority to 

the black characters of the poem, and the difference between the Occident 

and Orient is marked primarily by skin colour (German language). The 

influence of classical literature upon European notions of love from the 

sixth to the twelfth centuries is the focus of Peter Kern’s essay. He 

concludes that Cupid’s portrayal as a youth driven to foolishness by desire, 

represents the view of romantic love as ignoble and a cause of foolish 

behaviour. His wings are used to show that love was considered fleeting, 

and his association with archery portrays romantic love as being 

immediate and profound in impact, but often aimed inaccurately (German 

language). Wynfrid Kriegleder’s essay stands apart from the others in this 

volume due to its distance from the medieval and is a well written warning 

concerning hasty hostility in literary criticism. Beginning with a review of 

the 2012 novel Blasmusikpop, Kriegleder proceeds to dissect the criticism 

the author received of presenting an uncritical representation of her 

homeland. Kriegleder finishes the essay by demonstrating that 

Blasmusikpop is not excessively sympathetic towards Austria but is a 

“laughing” rather than “punitive” satire, and the themes that were 

disparaged as patriotic were in fact written in irony (German language). 

Astrid Marner and Gottskálk Jensson use the mise-en-page of seven 

pieces of Latin to argue that Icelandic Christian centres were influenced 

by Irish Benedictine monasteries. Jiří Starý uses a change of style in two 

Old Swedish law books to frame a discussion on the various possible 

mechanisms of cultural transfer between Scandinavia and Wales. Alessia 

Bauer’s essay considers the peculiar fact that multilingualism is rarely 
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addressed in saga literature, despite border crossings and cross-cultural 

interactions being a historical reality. She concludes that instances of 

language barriers are rare in the saga literature because they were 

produced for a monoglot audience, comparing this to the large-scale 

absence of other languages in modern films produced for a predominantly 

monoglot English speaking audience (German language). Elke Brüggen’s 

essay demonstrates that a culture of “cultivated control of learning” has 

kept education in languages such as Old High German and Old English 

unavailable to the general public, thus the preserve of a few specialists. 

She argues that education in these languages is instrumental to an 

historian’s understanding of the daily lives of those who spoke them, and 

would enable increasingly informed discussion (German language). 

Kathrin Chlench-Priber examines the influence of writers and significance 

of different mediums upon legendary narratives. New ground is not broken 

by proof that authorial intentions change stories over time, however it is 

interesting to consider that some forms of written information, primarily 

books, were considered more authoritative than others in the medieval 

period (German language). In his essay, Klaus Düwel suggests that runic 

systems were derived originally from a Mediterranean alphabet. He also 

presents a solid series of examples supporting the case that, at least at 

some point in time, runes had intrinsic magical properties, making them 

symbolic as well as a functional means of preserving or conveying 

information (German language). Stefanie Gropper proposes in her essay 

that courtly aesthetics and behaviour found in Laxdæla Saga represents 

more than superficial pomp but is a demonstration that the aristocracy of 

Iceland was a soundly formed institution distinct from the country’s 

peasants. The descriptions of the beauty and wealth of the nobility in 

Laxdæla Saga reflect the political sentiments in Iceland at the time of the 

saga’s composition and suggests that the Icelandic nobility was equal in 

status to their Norwegian counterparts (German language). In his study 
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into the working method of Laxdæla Saga’s author, Rolf Heller concludes 

that the author was a “connoisseur in Heimskringla”, as several motifs and 

units of action in Laxdæla Saga are only found elsewhere in Snorri 

Sturluson’s work (German language). Arnulf Krause uses literature, art, 

and archaeology to examine allegories and metaphors surrounding 

animals in “Germanic” culture spanning from the first millennium BC to 

the Viking Age. He theorizes that from the time of Tacitus, deer were viewed 

as animals with sympathetic magic who offered protection to those who 

invoked their spirit. As late as the Viking Age, deer are associated with 

legendary heroes, and Krause suggests that an opposition between deer 

and snakes was a significant motif in Norse mythology (German language). 

The depiction of Sicily in Old Norse literature and the tradition of conflict 

between Christianity and Islam in that island forms the basis of Lorenzo 

Lozzi Gallo’s essay. He argues that language in Old Norse material on Sicily 

confirms the island’s Greek influence, and that the Norman capture of 

Sicily from Saracen government was the deciding factor in the former 

group distancing themselves from their Scandinavian heritage and 

associating themselves more closely with the Franks (German language). 

Else Mundal’s essay asserts that the Bodstikka, ‘bidding-stick’, referenced 

in medieval Norwegian laws as a means of summoning communities to 

church or to war, is evidence of complex organisational methods being 

employed in that context, as the system required both a developed royal 

authority and a reliable system of local bureaucracy subservient to the 

king (Norwegian language). Jan Alexander van Nahn uses the depictions 

of night in Egils Saga to condense Old Norse attitudes to night-time into 

five themes - uncertainty/death/murder, promise of successful 

undertakings, dejection and depression, restful sleep, a form of rhythmic 

timing - which he thinks can be applied to the broader Old Norse corpus 

of literature (German language). He concludes that the passage of night 

and day was understood in the Viking Age to be beyond human control, 
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although humans were able to use this to their benefit in magical practice. 

Daniel Sӓvborg examines how historical information is transformed over 

time and space, with a case study of bishop Sigfrid and particular focus 

on the relationship between oral and written methods of transmission. He 

ends the essay with the pessimistic conclusion that there are “strong 

reasons” not to trust Snorri and comparable authors as reliable sources 

on the Viking Age (Swedish language).  

Ásdís Egilsdóttir addresses the relationship between Icelandic saints 

and ship imagery in Saints and Ships, noting that while prayers to these 

maritime saints went out of fashion after the Reformation, they remained 

a part of culture and superstition is fishing communities.  

Karen Bek-Pedersen ponders the question of how Loki extracted 

information about Baldr’s vulnerability from Frigg, concluding that it is 

likely that Loki forced the knowledge from the goddess, and Snorri 

deliberately left aspects of the myth out of his work. Matthias Egeler’s 

study of giant-based place names in Iceland demonstrates that giants were 

regarded there as local protective deities and were sacrificed to in worship 

indistinguishable from cultic or religious practices (German language). 

Frog posits that the Ӕsir (singular Áss) were not as distinct from the 

Varnir as Snorri leads us to think, and the word likely had an original 

meaning of a divinity which resided in the known landscape rather than 

the familial group of gods known to us today. Terry Gunnell has an 

interesting theory that the distinction between the Ӕsir and the Varnir 

came about as the latter were distinguished by having originated in 

Southern Sweden. Gunnell also suggests that pre-Christian 

Scandinavians understood seasonal change to be caused by the 

movements and interactions between supernatural entities embodying 

opposing forces of nature. Annette Lassen posits that the description of 

Oðinn’s abilities may have been inspired by Theodore of Seville’s 

description of a maleficus. She also theorises on the depiction in Snorri’s 
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Edda of Oðinn as a human skilled in magical arts, comparing the legend 

of Oðinn keeping Mímir’s head to stories of mechanized heads in later 

medieval literature. John Mckinnel examines in detail the giant ancestry 

attributed to six generations of Norwegian kings. He concludes that this 

legend of giant ancestry was connected to a contemporary Icelandic 

attitude towards Norwegian kings and was an oblique commentary on their 

aggression. Jakub Morawiec’s essay argues that Snorri considered the 

episode in which Haraldr Haðráði opened St Óláfr’s tomb without 

permission to be one of several omens of his defeat at Stamford bridge. 

Jens Peter Schjødt’s essay argues that the interpretation of Oðinn 

as queer or gender-divergent should be discounted. He supports this with 

the argument that ergi does not necessarily have a sexual usage and 

makes a point to mention the homophobia present in Viking Age society. 

Sabine Heidi Walther examines the representation of the ritual of 

Wasserweibe by Greek authors. She concludes that it was understood by 

the Greek-speaking authors as a medicinal practice rather than religious 

ritual. Matthias S. Toplak’s investigation of dwarves in Old Norse literature 

comes to two main conclusions. The first is that there appears to be two 

forms of dwarf in the literature, the elder was a part of the traditional Norse 

mythological beings, and the more recent depictions were based more on 

European courtly concepts of dwarves. The other conclusion is that there 

is no evidence that the older type of dwarf was short in stature, and it was 

the influence of ideas from European courts which made short height a 

central aspect of dwarves in later Scandinavian thought. Judy Quinn 

applies a post-human approach to Norse mythology, claiming that 

examples of cryonic preservation, biotechnological experimentation, 

biologically modified products, genetic engineering, cybernetic control of 

animals, and trans-species enhancement are present in the literature. 

The essays in this volume are diverse in subject and methodologies, 

yet the collection is unified by a modern and interdisciplinary approach. 
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The range of topics covered by the contributors means that the volume 

cannot present a single thesis, however there is a commonality in the 

desire to push the boundaries of historical thoughts which makes the 

collection feel like something whole. As a memorial volume for Rudolf 

Simek, Res, Artes et Religio is successful, and a sense of profound and 

warmly felt respect for the esteemed scholar is evident in the essays. Each 

of these thirty-nine essays either challenges an established motif in 

historians’ conversations on the Viking Age or invites the reader to 

consider a novel methodology, making this volume a fitting memorial to a 

scholar renouned for asking new and difficult questions, and whose name 

will continue to be known by scholars of the Early Medieval world.  
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