Beyond Saga and Stage: Brynhild in Fantasy Literature
SLIDE 1:
Valkyries exist in countless spheres and mediums of society and culture in the 21st Century. Their roles, abilities, and most significantly visual representations, exist on an ever lengthening spectrum of interpretation and understanding.
Today I have the pleasure to be speaking to you about just one valkyrie, one whose name has transitioned from ancient storytelling to saga pages, to the operatic stage, and as I hope to demonstrate, into twenty first century popular fiction. 
Slide 2: 
I am of course speaking about Brynhild.
It is with significant thanks to Richard Wagner’s Ring Cycle of operas in the 19th century that her story has shocked and delighted audiences for over one hundred years. Vast audiences still attend performances to witness her fall from grace as a valkyrie of Odin, her daring rescue from an enchanted sleep, her betrayal by Sigurd, leading to her bloody revenge upon him, ending with her dramatic death. 
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I choose to use the word story with Brynhild and not history as she is a character. Albeit a character from a story so old, so often retold, reinterpreted and re-presented that the author of this tale has been lost from record, memory and time.
What makes Brynhild so special as a character is that she features in more than one narrative, more than one text. The extant texts which name her are the Old Norse Poetic Edda, the Old Icelandic Saga of the Volsungs and the Germanic Nibelunglied.
The very fact that these texts exist, with different geographic origins, in an age where “old stories” were recorded by scribes and set down in compilations – is a strong indicator of how long oral narratives can circulate within society and culture. 
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Of course, we are all here today because it is the Icelandic narrative, the Saga of the Volsungs, which has granted Brynhild a unique legacy of identity, that she is, or more accurately WAS, a Valkyrie.
If you were to look a bit deeper, beneath the surface of the vast ocean of valkyrie-themed content, mostly visual, in today’s society you will discover Brynhild’s name, presence and visual representation. Her name alone can indicate something has or portrays valkyrie-like qualities.
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As a character Brynhild is presented as more mythological, supernatural, fantastical than historical, as is the valkyries character type as a whole. This is because the mythological partners successfully well with the genre of Fantasy. The Fantasy genre enables authors to write stories inspired and influenced by original characters and contexts. Authors can give voices to new narrators and realign these ancient stories with themes and issues in the 21st century. 
So how are modern fantasy authors presenting Brynhild? How significantly have they retained her status as a valkyrie? What creative choices have they made in their re-telling?
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Before we move on, I want to pause with a contemporary and creative reflection on the nature of retellings and the theme of legacy. This short monologue from Old York Theatre, written by Charlie Blanshard and performed by Oliver Strong, illuminates a core consideration when studying Brynhild and her story. That identity, meaning, and understanding, is shaped and revised by others, over time and beyond the control of the subject. Whether it is a person’s reputation in memory, or in Brynhild’s case, a story who has outlived their author.
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Old York Theatre - Legacy monologue.mp4
Slide 8:
The speaker, in this monologue, confronts the reality that legacy is not self-authored. It is sculpted, embellished, and sometimes transformed into myth by those who retell the story. This dynamic lies at the heart of Brynhild’s narrative and character reception. It is precisely what we see when we look at 21st century narrative retellings of myths and legends focused on individual characters. 
Slide 9:
This special quality of stories to grow and change beyond their original author is recognised by Siren Findahl in her master’s thesis from 2019 titled “Brynhildr in the Volsung Storyworld: Valkyrie, Shield Maiden and Maiden-King: A narrative analysis of Brynhildr from the legend of Sigurdr Fanfnisbani”. She introduces a new theory to utilise when studying texts and society, a new alternative approach to intertextuality. She named it “Storyworld”.
“Imagine a story shared by many people across class and country borders and bridging perhaps several generations in a time when writing was for the elite few. By nature, this story would warp and change, and it would mean different things to different people. This is our storyworld, and in it exist Brynhildr and all the other characters as beacons of reference.”
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I feel it is particular important when we remind ourselves that Brynhild’s story and character originate from the age of oral storytelling. Where storytellers, skalds and poets would travel to share such stories, acquire new ones and make “narrative choices” at each recital and performance, as the monologue earlier shows. Findahl too realises this and creates a fictional context to demonstrate how and why Brynhild’s narrative has such variety.
“A clergyman gets the job of writing down the legend of Sigurðr. He does so with much zeal, except in the version he has grown up with Brynhildr does not kill herself after Sigurðr's death, so he does not include this. This makes the most sense to him and feels the most correct. There is now a written version where Brynhildr does not die, and this version is read aloud to an audience somewhere else. They now also have a version where Brynhildr does not die. So, the clergyman's local variant has now become a part of the larger storyworld. Is it more or less, correct? Neither, of course, it is just a variant, but it allows us an easier grasp of such polarizing interpretations of the character Brynhildr.”
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In the twenty-first century, narratives and images are permanently linked together. We live in a world where stories inspire art and art inspires stories. This is why there is now a Museum of Narrative Art, built by famous film director George Lucas. 
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Acknowledging the immeasurable quantity of visual narrative mediums we each engage with, the “storyworld” of creatives such as authors, and audiences, including readers, strongly influence each other’s responses, both directly and indirectly. This establishes a continuous cycle of interpretation of valkyries and of Brynhild. The visual stereotype of a valkyrie from any media will influence how a fantasy author chooses to describe their own valkyrie character within narrative fiction. Equally, the description in a text-based form such as lyrics, poetry, song, and fiction, may inspire creative visuals from artists to game designers, as well as advertising.
This is highly relevant and explains the impact of Richard Wagner’s nineteenth century opera and Colin Emil Doepler’s costume design of setting the standard model of Brynhild being a valkyrie and what a Valkyrie does and looks like. It is a highly successful brand aesthetic, now permanently established in public minds when they imagine a valkyrie.
And so, using the approach of Findahl’s “Storyworld” I analysed three modern fantasy novels featuring Brynhild, to identify the types of narrative retelling applied and to determine if there is an identifiable narrative model. 
I will give you a summary of the context for each of the novels, and then explain the spectrum of narrative retelling I have found:
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The Strange Maid by Tessa Gratton (2014) Context: Brynhild the Valkyrie Remembered
The Strange Maid is the second novel of a trilogy set in an alternative present, where the Norse were successful in settling across North America, forming the United States of Asgard. The Norse gods and the valkyries are corporeal and active in society, politics, and religion. The protagonist, Signy Valborn, is the first unproven valkyrie for a hundred years.  In this narrative world, Brynhild is part of the cultural history of the valkyries, and that of the alternative present society. The legend of Brynhild has lasted throughout this timeline through the retention of its oral form as cultural poetry. Brynhild’s presence as a character, albeit of the past, is minimal within the novel, primarily because it is a detailed exploration of the legend of Beowulf. 
This is a retelling that reinforces the source narrative: 
Brynhild remains a figure of shame and fear in this alternative present narrative world. No insight is provided into Brynhild’s choices before or after her exile. It is just accepted as historical and canonical knowledge. This grants readers a unique, albeit prejudiced, viewpoint from within the remaining valkyries. Memory of Brynhild’s fall is firmly fixed by collective disgrace at her disobedience. References to Brynhild from the Saga of the Völsungs and other sources form a historical backdrop and grounding for the corporeal valkyries.

***
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The Valkyrie by Kate Heartfield (2024) Context: Brynhild the Valkyrie Reformed
The Valkyrie uses the Saga of the Völsungs as its main background context and expands the story of Brynhild including an entirely new retelling of Brynhildr’s Ride to Hel which goes far beyond what is known canonically. Many of the traditional Saga events are retained, yet there are many differences. An important one is that the story is a dual narrative between Brynhild and the Princess Gudrun. Heartfield adds deeper context to the set of abilities Brynhild possesses in the original saga, such as runes and her special chainmail. She enhances this representation with magical flight, her connection to Grani the horse and bird language. 
This is a retelling that revises the source narrative: 
Brynhild transforms from a traditional figure of tragedy and grief into a woman who is strong enough not just to defy Odin once, but twice. Heartfield explores the consequences of what may occur when Brynhild meets Hel and is reunited with Sigurd in her bold version of Brynhildr’s Ride to Hel. The strongest influence comes from the theme of women representation. This is achieved by repositioning Brynhild, alongside Princess Gudrun, as the protagonists, granting readers an alternative view of the Saga. Most of the narrative is experienced directly or indirectly with female characters, such as Gudrun’s mother, goddesses Hel and Freya, other valkyries and Disir spirits who are also feminine, even Loki appears in a female gendered form. In contrast the primary male characters of Sigurd and Odin are depicted as antagonists, instead of hero and wise god. Providing a dual cause for Brynhild to lead a revolution with her sister valkyries against Odin’s extreme and excessive manipulations of war. This reimagining is a feminist framed version of Brynhild’s individual experience in events and challenges and questions what has been told before.
***
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Dead Radiance by T.G Ayer (2012) Context: Brynhild the Valkyrie Reborn
Dead Radiance breaks most dramatically and distinctively from all known texts and traditional narrative settings. Firstly, by setting her narrative world in the twenty-first century, Bryn is the teenage protagonist and the narrator of this novel. She discovers that she is in fact part valkyrie due to her geneticist father blending the ancient valkyrie DNA, sourced from the discovery of a winged woman in a boat burial in Sweden, with that of his wife through in vitro fertilisation treatment. Secondly, the few references to the known narrative of Brynhildr are presented adversely, for example, one character remarks that it was Gunnar whom the original Brynhild loved, not Sigurd as expected. Modern Bryn goes on to prove she is a near perfect replica of the original Brunhilde, in terms of appearance and abilities, as witnessed by other characters and shown through events in the narrative. 
This is a retelling that replaces the source narrative: 
Dead Radiance is a dual tale of two Brynhild’s, each unique and much changed from what is known by readers of any source texts. Historical Brynhild is found buried, not burned on a pyre, and retains her supernatural wings. This historical Brynhild did not live on Midgard as punishment, this narrative aspect is replaced with a quest for Freya who had lost Brisingamen. However, Historical Brynhild did choose to remain on Midgard out of love, and it is that reason which is why she never returned to Asgard, not because she was being punished. 
Future Bryn is a genetic hybrid, she is a young teenager to facilitate empathy with the young adult readership and like them, is entirely ignorant about Brynhild or Valkyries generally. This difference in context enables Bryn to act as a genuine singular character, free of any shame and tragedy set by more traditional narratives. Bryn is a character representing and mirroring the socially acceptable norms of the same era as the reader. Through Bryn’s own self-discovery and re-education of valkyrie roles, abilities and rights, the reader also adjusts their perceptions.

Slide 17:
#Conclusion:
In each of these modern fantasy novels, Brynhild and her story have been reimagined, the authors choosing to retain, adapt or even re-arrange, if not challenge directly, what has been told before, using viewpoint and alternative contexts within their fantasy narrative worlds. The Strange Maid by Tessa Gratton (2014) presents Brynhild as a figure of cultural valkyrie heritage, reinforcing her as a figure of taboo for angering Odin and thus not deviating from the Völsung storyline. The Valkyrie by Kate Heartfield (2023) presents Brynhild as a revised heroine figure, shedding previous perceptions of tragedy by most significantly making Brynhild the protagonist and narrator of her own story. Dead Radiance by T. G. Ayer (2012) presents Brynhild reborn and removed beyond her original timeline and dramatically replaces the Völsung storyline with an alternative Old Norse legend connected with Freya, not Odin. 
Slide 18:
Until recently, research on valkyries had a strong focus on the historical manuscripts. By applying Findahl’s “Storyworld” theory to modern literature, we can better include the medium of fiction as a contributor to the evolution of understanding, meaning and design, not just of Brynhild but valkyries as a whole.
For it is Brynhild the valkyrie, not the shield-maiden, nor the Icelandic Queen, who has been successfully transferred and updated for the twenty-first century. Who can tell how the society of the future will reshape her character’s relevance and how future authors will retell her story.
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Thank you for listening and watching me today.

