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      ‘It has a wonderful, wild, manic originality, a driving story and a genuine feel of the grim realities informing the Anglo-Saxon
         myth and legend which few other fantasies possess. The inevitability of its drama, its dooms and its emotional conflicts made
         this one of the most influential fantasy novels I ever read’
      

      
      Michael Moorcock

      
      ‘This book is a stunner, and a must for every fantasy lover’

      
      Asimov’s

      
      ‘Poul Anderson wrote fantasy of harsh truth and driving narrative, imbued with the energy and the wild beauty of the old Norse
         tales’
      

      
      Robert Holdstock

      
      ‘Changeling humans become tragically entangled with the fate of the elves, in a tale full of dark savagery and lyrical magic.
         Anderson taps the authentic vein of Norse myth, but, like Tolkien, recreates it in his own unique style’
      

      
      Michael Scott Rohan
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      Introduction by Michael Dirda

‘Perhaps the finest American heroic fantasy’ – so E.F. Bleiler, the great scholar of supernatural and fantasy literature, summed up The Broken Sword.  Poul Anderson (1926-2001) himself felt that the original version of the book was too ‘savage’ and, for a revised edition published in 1971, smoothed out its sentences and slightly altered one important section. Yet most readers prefer the brutal, lyrical excess of the 1954 text and it is that which is reprinted here. In the era of A Game of Thrones, we can handle a bit of savagery.

Most critics characterise The Broken Sword as a homage to ‘the Northern thing’, as W.H. Auden called his own fascination with the Icelandic sagas and Norse Eddas. (A character named Audun actually appears in the novel.) But this simple label isn’t quite right. Yes, overall the book may be, to borrow Tolkien’s words about Beowulf, ‘a drink dark and bitter; a solemn funeral-ale with the taste of death’.  But Anderson actually recreates nearly all the primary forms of medieval literature – French romance, Celtic fairy tale, Norse myth, Teutonic epic.

The Broken Sword begins with the same kind of sentence one finds at the start of Njal’s Saga or Laxdaela Saga: ‘There was a man called Orm the Strong, a son of Ketil Asmundsson who was a great landsman in the north of Jutland’. After this brisk introduction to Orm, we follow him briefly on his Viking adventures until he decides to settle down in England:

‘He found a green and fair tract beside a little bay where he could keep his ships. An Englander already dwelt there, but Orm ringed his house with men one night and burned it. The man, his brothers, and most of his household perished then. Some say that the man’s mother, who was a witch, escaped the fire…’

Thus Anderson quietly signals the source for all the bloodshed and heartbreak that will blight the family of Orm. Later, however, he hints that there is more to the story than just an evil crone’s desire for revenge. The Aesir themselves, especially Odin, may be moving human pawns for dark purposes of their own. ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods, they kill us for their sport’. Not only that; they also manipulate our destinies.  In Wagner’s Die Walkure, Siegmund and Sieglinde must fall in love so that their incestuous union will produce Siegfried.

Shortly before his Christian wife Aelfrida is about to give birth, Orm quarrels with a priest and sends him away, then sails off to do a bit of looting in Ireland and Scotland. As a result, when a son is born, no priest resides nearby to christen the baby – which perfectly suits a sudden impulse of  light-hearted Imric, the elf-earl. In short order, the unbaptized infant is swapped for a half-troll, half-elf changeling, the product of a violent rape. The soulless Valgard will be brought up as Orm’s first-born; while the human Skafloc will join the elves.

Imric gives the boy to his sister Leea to nurse. ‘She was as beautiful as her brother, with thinly graven ivory features, unbound silver-gold tresses floating in the air under a jeweled coronet, and the same moon-flecked twilight blue eyes as he. Tenuous spider-silk garments drifted about the slender white wonder of her body, and when she danced in the moonlight it was a ripple of light and madness to those who watched. She smiled on Skafloc with pale full lips, and her milk was sweet fire in his mouth and veins’.

As in Tolkien’s Fellowship of the Ring, which was first published the same year as The Broken Sword, the elves are long-lived and perennially youthful. Anderson’s Alfheim – the Other World of Imric and Leea – is a summer realm of sensual pleasure, of love-making and music and poetry. Compared to the hard-scrabble Iron-Age mortals, the graceful, heartless elves are as coolly elegant and amoral as 18th-century French aristocrats. In one of several daring developments in the novel, Leea’s feelings for the grown Skafloc will be anything but maternal.

Soon after Imric brings his new foster-son home, a messenger of the Aesir appears, bearing a present from the gods: a broken and rusty sword. ‘The day will come’, says the rider, ‘when Skafloc stands in sore need of a good blade, and this is the Aesir’s gift against that time’.  He also explains that only the giant Bolverk, who originally forged the sword, can make it whole again. Since the elves cannot touch iron, they order two dwarfs to wall up the weapon, then mark the spot with rune signs.

So, two babies, two halves of a sword, two realms of being (faerie and the world of men), two religions (Norse paganism and Christianity) – these and several other dualities run through the novel. Skafloc soon grows up more elf-like than the elves, showing the triumph of nurture over nature; but Valgard proves the opposite, as his brute self overwhelms any tender family feelings. And yet Valgard isn’t merely a berserker killing machine: he is prey to tears, regret and even existential angst. When not swinging his axe on the battlefield, he invariably turns inward, brooding on his shattered life and the nature of things. No matter what he accomplishes, it seems hollow. ‘What am I’, he asks himself in agony, ‘but the shadow of Skafloc?’ As for gaining power or even a throne: ‘What use is that? What use is anything?’ At times, Valgard resembles and sounds like his near contemporary, Macbeth.

Skafloc, by contrast, is no deep thinker; he’s merry and light-hearted, happy in his skin (or even the skins of animals when he transforms himself into a wolf or eagle). To convey the sensual dream-like ambiance of faerie, Anderson abandons the hammer-blow prose of the sagas for a Lord Dunsany-like lyricism. The growing Skafloc plays with gnomes and brownies, and one afternoon even encounters a lonely faun exiled by Christianity from his sunny Mediterranean groves. Other signs of a pagan world on the wane are hinted at in the sea-faring adventures of Imric and his fosterling:

‘Sailing north and then east through a weird white land of mist and cold and drifting icebergs, Imric and Skafloc and their men at last rounded the cape and went south. Here they fought dragons, and harried among the demons of the land. They followed the continent westward again, until it turned south, and then north anew. Their hardest fight was on a desert island with a troop of exiled gods, grown thin and shrunken and mad in their loneliness but still wielding fearsome powers. Three elf ships were burned after the fight, there being none left to man them, but Imric was the victor.’

Meanwhile, back in our harsh world, a green-eyed beauty with lips as red ‘as new-spilled blood’ has completely enthralled the now-grown Valgard.  She readily persuades him that he will rule all England and revenge himself on Imric if he unites with the trolls in their war against the elves. Of course, he will first need to win King Illrede’s favor with gifts. Such as? The trolls are lustful, whispers the temptress, and  Valgard’s two sisters are not really his sisters.  Lovely Freda, especially, will do quite nicely for the troll-king’s insatiable appetite.

Revenge may be the driving force in The Broken Sword, but Anderson never overlooks its bigger brother, politics (including sexual politics, at which Leea excels). When war approaches, both elves and trolls seek allies. Who will side with whom? And when? At the same time, the gods are playing a desperate game of their own, one that involves their ancient enemies, the giants of Jotunheim.  The broken sword is obviously a crucial element in some long foreseen design.

When that mysterious gift is finally reforged, the blind giant Bolverk tells Skafloc, in suitably archaic diction: ‘Many heroes have owned this sword, because it brings victory to the wielder. There is naught on which it does not bite, nor does it ever grow dull of edge. Venom is in the steel, and the wounds it gives cannot be healed by leechcraft or magic or prayer. Yet this is the curse on it: that every time it is drawn it must drink blood, and that in the end, somehow, it brings the bane of him who uses it’.  It will, in short, turn on its owner.

No matter.  By this time, a desperate Skafloc is as weary and broken-hearted as Valgard: despite his elfin upbringing, he has been undone by love, by deep human love, and cares little whether he lives or dies. When Skafloc grasps the evil weapon a strange energy flows into his arm and body. ‘The sword’, says Bolverk, ‘is loose and the end of the world is nigh’.

There is much more in Anderson’s magnificent, fast-paced novel: diabolical pacts, the depiction of a seemingly endless winter, a moving love story, the resurrection of the dead (an episode derived from the eerie Norse poem known as ‘The Awakening of Argantyr’), a perilous voyage into a land of ice and mist, the gathering of the Irish fairies (the Sidhe), a sea battle as thrilling as those of Patrick O’Brian, scenes of seduction and torture, and finally …

When Poul Anderson ended The Broken Sword he hinted strongly at the likelihood of a sequel. Alas, he never wrote it. But, as I said, he did later revise the novel and rework one scene. At one point a witch summons the Devil, who grants her the power she needs to set up what crime writers call a honey-trap. Such an encounter isn’t out of place, given that major plot developments turn on the opposing ethics of paganism and Christianity.  But in this instance Anderson neatly reconfigures the implications of the scene, while also tying it in more tightly with the rest of the story: when the Devil leaves, the witch peers out her window ‘and what she saw departing was not what she had seen within. Rather the shape was of a very tall man, who strode swiftly albeit his beard was long and wolf-gray. He was wrapped in a cloak and carried a spear, and beneath his wide-brimmed hat it seemed he had but a single eye. She remembered who also was cunning, and often crooked of purpose, and given to disguise in his wanderings to and fro upon the earth; and a shiver went through her’.

But then Odin – if it is indeed he – is soon gone and, of course, it might all have been just ‘a trick of the starlight’.

Poul Anderson, as prolific a writer as any in science fiction and fantasy, was once asked to name his five favorites among his books. He didn’t choose this one. As a minor character in another fine, albeit quite different fantasy – William Goldman’s The Princess Bride – was wont to exclaim: ‘Inconceivable!’  The Broken Sword is a masterpiece, as bleakly beautiful as the northern landscape in winter.

Michael Dirda is the author, most recently, of Classics for Pleasure and the 2012 Edgar Award-winning On Conan Doyle. He is at work on a book about late 19th and early 20th-century popular fiction.
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      There was a man called Orm the Strong, a son of Ketil Asmundsson who was a great landsman in the north of Jutland. The folk
         of Ketil had dwelt in Himmerland as long as men remembered, and were mighty landowners. The wife of Ketil was Asgerd, who
         was a leman-child of Ragnar Hairybreeks. Thus Orm came of good stock, but as he was the fifth living son of his father there
         could be no large inheritance for him.
      

      
      Orm was a great sea-farer and spent most of his summers in viking. When he was in his twentieth winter, he went to his oldest
         brother Asmund and said, ‘Now you have been sitting in Himmer-land and having the use of the farm for some years, and your
         brothers grow restless for a share. But it is plain that if we divide it five ways our family will sink from great landsmen
         to smallholders, and soon be lost and forgotten.’
      

      
      ‘That is true,’ replied Asmund, ‘and if you will not yield the inheritance it were best we steered it together.’

      
      ‘I will not be fifth man at the rudder,’ said Orm, ‘and so I will make you this offer: give me three ships, and outfit them,
         and supply arms to all who will follow me, and I will find my own land and quit all claim on our father’s.’
      

      
      Asmund was well pleased with this, the more so since two more of the brothers said they would go with Orm, and ere spring
         he had bought longships and all their outfit and found many of the younger and poorer men of the neighborhood who would be
         glad to fare westward. On the first clear day of spring, when the seas still ran high, Orm took his ships out of the bay,
         and that was the last Asmund ever saw of him.
      

      
      The dragons turned their tails to the low gray moors and the high cloudy sky of Himmerland. With wind piping in their riggings and sea-gulls screaming about the mastheads and the strakes
         foaming, they pointed their heads westward. Orm made a verse:
      

      
      White-maned horses

      
      (hear their neighing!),

      
      gray and gaunt-flanked,

      
      gallop westward.

      
      Wild with winter

      
      winds, they snort and

      
      buck when bearing

      
      burdens for me.

      
      By starting thus early, Orm reached the western islands ahead of most other vikings and had a good plundering. With this he
         bought more ships and gathered a following while he lay in Ireland over the winter.
      

      
      Now for some time Orm harried the western lands and had a great booty. But he wished for land of his own, and so one summer
         joined his fleet to the great one of Guttorm, or Guthrum as the English called him. For some time he was with Guthrum ashore
         as well as at sea, and when peace was made with Alfred, Orm went into the Danelaw to seek land.
      

      
      He found a green and fair tract beside a little bay where he could keep his ships. An Englander already dwelt there, but Orm
         ringed his house with men one night and burned it. The man, his brothers, and most of his household perished then. Some say
         that the man’s mother, who was a witch, escaped the fire – for the burners let all women and children and thralls that wished
         leave first – and laid the curse on Orm that his eldest son should be fostered beyond the world of men, while Orm should in
         turn foster a wolf that would one day rend him.
      

      
      Now Orm built a great house and other buildings on his newly gained land, and with the wealth and fame he had he was accounted
         a mighty chief in the Danelaw. When he had sat there a year, he felt it were well if he had a wife. He rode with a great following
         to the English ealdorman Athelstane and asked for his daughter Aelfrida, who was said to be the fairest maiden in England.
      

      
      Athelstane dared not refuse, but Aelfrida said to Orm’s face: ‘Never will I wed a heathen dog, nor indeed can I. And while
         it is true you can take me by force, you will have little joy of me – that I swear.’
      

      
      She was small and slender, with soft ruddy-brown hair and flashing gray eyes, while Orm was a huge bulky man with face burned
         red and hair nearly white from years of sun and sea. But he felt she was somehow the stronger, so after thinking for a while
         he said: ‘Now that I am in a land where folk worship the White Christ, it might be well if I made peace with him as well as
         his followers. Indeed, most of the Danes have already done so. I will be baptized if you will wed me, Aelfrida.’
      

      
      ‘That is no reason,’ she cried.

      
      ‘But think,’ said Orm slyly, ‘if you do not wed me I will not be christened, and then, if we may trust the priests, my soul
         is lost. And you will have to answer heavily to your God for losing a human soul.’ He whispered to Athelstane, ‘Also, I will
         burn down this house and throw you off the sea-cliffs.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, daughter, we dare not lose a human soul,’ said Athelstane very quickly.

      
      Aelfrida did not hold out much longer, for indeed Orm was a not ill-looking man, and he was known to be rich and powerful.
         So Orm was christened, and the next day he wed Aelfrida and bore her home to the Danelaw. They lived together contentedly
         enough, if not always peacefully.
      

      
      There were no churches near, so at Aelfrida’s wish Orm kept a priest on the land, and for atonement of his sins he paid the
         priest well. But being a careful man with no wish to offend any of the Powers, Orm continued to sacrifice to Thor in midwinter
         and to Freyr in spring for peace and good harvests, as well as to Odin and Aesir for luck before each sea-voyage.
      

      
      All that winter he and the priest quarreled about this, and in spring, not long before Aelfrida’s child was born, Orm lost
         his temper and kicked the priest out the door and bade him begone. Aelfrida reproached him greatly for this, until he cried that he could stand no more of that woman-chatter and now would have
         to flee it. A few days later, earlier than he had planned, he left with his ships and spent the summer harrying in Ireland
         and Scotland.
      

      
      Scarce were his ships out of sight when Aelfrida was brought to her bed and gave birth to a child. It was a fine big boy who
         after Orm’s wish she called Valgard, a name old in that family. But now there was no priest to christen the child, and the
         nearest church lay a good two or three days’ journey away. She sent a thrall there at once.
      

      
      Meanwhile she was proud and glad of her son, and often she sang to him as her mother had to her—

      
      Lullaby, my little bird,

      
      of all birds the very best!

      
      Hear the gently lowing herd.

      
      Now the sun is in the west

      
      and ’tis time that you should rest.

      
      Lullaby, my little love,

      
      nodding sleepy on my breast.

      
      See the evening star above

      
      rising from the hill’s green crest.

      
      Now ’tis time that you should rest.

      
      Lullaby, my little one.

      
      You and I alike are blest.

      
      God and Mary and their Son

      
      guard you, who are but their guest.

      
      Now ’tis time that you should rest.
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