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The Saga of the Three Sisters 

by Sharang Biswas 

1 There was a man named Bjarvin. He was the son of Blarulf, son of Snarfa the Giant 

Killer. Bjarvin’s mother was Gyðra Ring-Weaver, daughter of Helga. Bjarvin had a farm in 

Borgafjord. He was neither strong like his grandfather, nor clever like the law-speakers, nor 

particularly skilled at any of the crafts. However, he worked hard and over time, grew very 

wealthy.  

 Bjarvin married Yngvild, the daughter of Skavelin Raven-Born. Yngvild was born in 

Ireland. At that time, King Sigtrygg Silk-Beard, son of Olaf Kvaran and Queen Kormold, was 

king of Ireland. Skavelin had spent one year in Sigtrygg’s service, and had brought Yngvild 

back to Iceland. Skavelin had then married the widow Asgerd Sigurdsson, whose first 

husband Skaldi the Clumsy had been killed in a duel. Yngvild was rather fat, but was pretty, 

had a good temper and was very good at making cheese. 

 Yngvild’s sister was named Kadlin, called Kadlin the Wise by some. She was much 

older than Yngvild, being Asgerd’s daughter from her first husband, but she got along very 

well with Yngvild.  

 Kadlin came to visit her sister the spring after Yngvild and Bjarvin got married. It is 

said that one evening, while Bjarvin was eating dinner, he was suddenly struck dumb and fell 

unconscious into his stew of pork and cabbage. Kadlin and Bjarvin shook him and splashed 

water in his face, but he would not rouse.  

 When he finally awoke, Bjarvin looked troubled. His wife was anxious and asked him 

what was wrong. 

 “I had a strange dream,” he said, “and while I know dreams mean nothing, I cannot 

help but worry.” 



The Saga of the Three Sisters  © Sharang Biswas 2012 

2 

 

 Then Kadlin the Wise said, “Only a fool ignores a message so clearly sent from the 

gods. Tell me what you dreamed and I will tell you what it might mean!” 

 In those days, not everyone in Iceland was Christian, and many people still followed 

the heathen ways. 

 Bjarvin looked serious. “You must tell me the truth, Kadlin Wise-Words,” replied 

Bjarvin, “even though it may be a painful truth.” The old woman said she would do as he 

asked. 

Then Bjarvin said, “I dreamed that I was here at the farm during a very cold winter. 

The air was icy, as though Skaði herself was breathing onto the farm. I saw a very fat ewe 

give birth to three lambs. Despite the cold, the lambs seemed healthy and happy. Then, I saw 

a wolf loping into the farm. It was a vicious-looking wolf: very big and black, very hairy and 

with teeth as sharp as spears. Its eyes gleamed blood-red and I knew this wolf was not an 

ordinary, hungry animal. It attacked the sheep and killed the ewe and one of the lambs. The 

other two lambs transformed into ravens, circled the wolf once and flew away into the 

distance. Tell me, Kadlin, what does this mean?” 

Kadlin the Wise looked long and hard into Bjarvin’s eyes and then into Yngvild’s 

eyes. “Know this, that I mean no wickedness,” she said, “but the dream I just heard is indeed 

troubling.” 

“First,” she continued, taking Yngvild’s hand, “my sister will have three healthy 

daughters. These are the lambs, and the ewe must surely be Yngvild. Next, your family will 

be visited by a terrible misfortune. It may come to pass that one of your daughters and 

Yngvild will lose their lives. As to the other lambs changing into ravens,” she concluded, 

“even I cannot fathom what that means.” 

Yngvild and Bjarvin looked very grave at this pronouncement but they spoke no more 

on the matter. That night, they had intercourse. 
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The next morning, Kadlin the Wise took her leave. She is no longer in this saga. 

2 That winter, Yngvild gave birth to a healthy baby girl named Völa. Völa grew up with 

a crooked nose, and was not as skilled at cheese-making as her mother, but everyone always 

remarked about how clever the girl was. 

 Near Bjarvin’s farm lived a widow named Þordis. Þordis had no children and had 

been married to Þröll Giant-Blood before he was killed in a raid. She had given her farm 

away to her nephew and owned only a small house at the edge of the land. Nevertheless, 

Þordis never lacked anything for she was a gifted healer and the people of the community 

made sure she was well-provided-for in exchange for her services. 

 Þordis noticed very quickly the exceptional intelligence of the young Völa, and asked 

Bjarvin if Völa could come and stay with her and learn the ways of medicine. Bjarvin was 

impressed that his daughter showed such promise and quickly consented. 

 Völa stayed with Þordis for three winters and learned all the herbs, charms, runes and 

techniques to nurse a sick or wounded man back to health. She too turned out to have a knack 

for healing.  

 It is said that one day, chief Thorstein broke his leg when one of his bulls was got 

startled. He came to Þordis for healing. Þordis had so much confidence in Völa that she let 

the young girl do it alone. Völa expertly set the bone on his leg, anointed it in medicinal oils, 

applied a herb-poultice and bandaged the leg up cleanly. In a very short time Thorstein’s leg 

was as though it had never been broken. Later, the chief came to Völa and gifted her with a 

silver ring. He also said this verse: 

 

 

  

 

When the husband of cows 

struck Thorstein’s walking-staff 

and broke through,  

the life-mead wept. 

The glorious goddess of liquid-morning 

wove her charms and Yggdrasil’s gifts. 

Völa, may the Nornir weave you 

a gift of their own. 

 husband of cows: bull 

walking-staff: leg 

 

life-mead: blood 

liquid morning: gold; it’s goddess: woman 

Yggdrasil’s gifts: herbs 

Nornir: keepers of fate 
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 Völa was a modest girl and refused to boast.  While her father was very proud to have 

such a skilled daughter, he worried about Kadlin the Wise’s prophecy.  

3 The winter after the birth of Völa, Yngvild had another daughter. The birth of this 

daughter was said to be heralded by a rather unusual event. It is said that as soon as the child 

was born, an arctic fox broke into the longhouse. As soon as the new-born saw the fox, she 

gave such a mighty bellow that everyone in the farm stopped in their tracks, and the fox 

howled and scampered away. Because of this, Bjarvin decided to name his second daughter 

Berska, after the famous berserk warriors.  

 Unlike Völa, Berska was a loud and boisterous girl. She loved playing outdoors and 

was often told off by her mother for not working hard enough in the house. However, she was 

very strong. She often wrestled with the farm animals, and sometimes with Völa. Yngvild 

disapproved of this behaviour and often complained that she had such a mischievous 

daughter. 

 There was a young boy who lived in the neighbouring farm named Þröll. He was the 

son of Skatli, son of Arnfinn the Wild. Þröll would often play games with Berska and Völa 

when they were young and was as mischievous as Berska.  

One day, Þröll filled a bowl with skyr and put two fish inside. He offered the bowl to 

Berska 

“My mother knows you enjoy skyr and asked me to give you some that she made,” 

the boy told her. 

Berska took the bowl eagerly. However, when she tried taking a sip, one of the fish 

jumped out and touched her nose. Berska was angry at being tricked and punched the boy in 

the face. Berska and Þröll then started calling each other names and soon started wrestling. 

Bjarvin saw them as he passed by and pulled them apart. 
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“Berska, you are far too unruly! If you aren’t going to help your mother at home, you 

will help me instead. Let us channel your restlessness to more useful purposes!” 

He then took Berska to a big boat-shed he had built.  

“Here is a ship I’m building, with timber I bought from a Norwegian man. I will teach 

you how to use tools and you will help me build this ship. I know it is unwomanly of you to 

help me in this way, but I feel you will do a fine job, Berska.” 

Berska and her father spent an entire winter working on the boat and when they were 

done, a beautiful, sea-worthy cargo-vessel stood in the boat-house. Bjarvin was very proud of 

his second daughter’s skill.  

“Truly, you are a good mother and wife to raise such excellent girls,” he told Yngvild. 

Bjarvin’s neighbours were all very admiring of the boat, but some were worried that 

Berska had helped him. 

“It truly is a wonderfully crafted vessel, Bjarvin,” Skatli told him one evening as they 

shared cups of mead, “but was it wise to let your daughter help you with the project? Might 

she not be of better help to her mother? What if she grows up confused about her role as a 

woman?” 

“I will raise my children as I wish,” Bjarvin replied. “Do not presume to know more 

about my family than me!” 

After that there was coolness between Bjarvin and Skatli’s family, who are now out of 

this saga. 

4 The spring that Völa returned to Bjarvin and Yngvild’s house, Yngvild gave birth to a 

third daughter, Þisir. 

 Þisir was very beautiful. She had long, thick, blond hair, and a well-proportioned face 

with a shapely nose. It was soon very apparent that Þisir had no small talent in poetry.  
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 On the summer solstice of Þisir’s tenth year, Bjarvin decided to hold a feast for the 

whole community in honour of the summer solstice. Bjarvin was a generous man and decided 

to spare no expense on the feast. It was very grand and everyone remarked on the food that 

Yngvild had organised: there was a cabbage and onion soup, many roast pigs, cows and 

goats, wild birds’ eggs, whale meat in a herb sauce, tart apples cooked with hazelnuts, 

cherries and pears. There was also plenty of mead for everyone. 

 Þisir was helping her mother serve food and noticed that several of the men were 

getting very drunk, and in their drunkenness, old quarrels had started to resurface. She 

approached the men and said this verse: 

 

 

 

 

 The men were so impressed by the skill of Þisir’s verse, that they immediately forgot 

their enmity and spent the rest of the evening enjoying the food and the company. 

 The next day, Yngvild asked Þisir how she had managed to calm the men.  

 In response, Þisir recited this verse: 

 

  

 

  

 

Yngvild was very impressed by the poem and told her husband how Þisir had handled 

the men at the party. 

When honey-nectar flows 

into axe-arms’ winter-sheds 

old fires are rekindled  

and the mind visits Niflheim. 

Come let us celebrate  

the morning-flame’s hour 

with song, not sword. 

 Honey-nectar: mead 

axe-arms: warriors; winter-shed: stomach 

 

Niflheim: ‘mist-home’, realm of the dead 

 

morning-flame: sun; its hour: summer 

 

Men love to swallow 

what Oðin expelled. 

The sweetest of meads 

is the life- juice of Kvasir, 

stewed in the cauldron of dreams 

by a child of Bragi. 

What sharp death-metal cannot cut, 

blunt tongue-hammers can bend. 

  

what Oðin expelled: mead of poetry 

 

life-juice: blood; that of Kvasir: mead of poetry 

cauldron of dreams: mind 

child of Bragi: poet 

death-metal: an axe or a sword 

tongue-hammer: words or poetry 
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 “I’m not surprised,” Bjarvin replied, “given how skilled our other daughters are! You 

are a good mother to three exceptional sisters!” 

Thus, Bjarvin and Yngvild had three daughters, each gifted in their own way. Despite 

their happiness, Bjarvin and Yngvild still worried about Kadlin the Wise’s prophecy. 

5 There was a man named Skoga who lived alone in the community. He was ugly, with 

a drooping face and a pointed chin, and was known to be a bad-tempered, violent fellow, 

prone to getting drunk and picking fights with people. He was also dirty and failed to keep 

himself clean.  

 Skoga was wanting of a wife and felt this keenly. He worked alone in his small farm 

and complained to everyone who would listen about how much work it was and how he 

needed a good woman to make his longhouse liveable.  

 The stories say that one day, he spotted the beautiful Þisir outside picking flowers and 

his passion was instantly ignited. The very next day, called upon Bjarvin’s house and asked 

to see Bjarvin. 

 “He is working now in the boat-house,” Yngvild informed him, “and asked not to be 

disturbed. You should come back later.” 

 Skoga made a huge ruckus and loudly demanded an audience with Bjarvin.  

 “What kind of man refuses an audience to one who asks so graciously? It is of utmost 

importance that I speak to him immediately!” 

 Skoga was being so loud that Berska and Völa, who came over to see what the fuss 

was about. 

 “You are a rude man,” Yngvild said, “but I will do as you ask lest you disturb the 

entire neighbourhood and scare the animals!” She then sent Berska to fetch her father. 
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 Bjarvin was irritated at being disturbed when he had explicitly asked to be left alone. 

He also knew Skoga to be an unreasonable, loutish man and tried to have as few dealings 

with him as possible. 

 “What do you want, Skoga,” he asked, “that is so important that it cannot wait a little 

while?” 

 “I wish to marry your daughter, Þisir,” Skoga answered. 

 “That is nonsense,” Bjarvin responded. “Skoga, you should have more sense than 

that!” 

 “I am very serious, Bjarvin,” Skoga growled, “and am insulted that you call my words 

nonsense.” 

 “It is out of the question,” Bjarvin replied. “You are not a suitable match for any of 

my daughters! Leave now, Skoga and trouble me no further!” 

 Skoga looked very angry but said nothing as he left.  

 “We should be careful about that one,” Völa said as Skoga walked away. “He has the 

look of a wild animal. I foresee that he will do us little good and may bring much 

misfortune.” 

6 That night Skoga returned to seek vengeance. He crept up to Bjarvin’s longhouse late 

at night when everyone was asleep, splashed whale oil all over the walls, and set it on fire. He 

then planted himself near the doorway with his weapons ready.  

 Soon, there were loud noises inside as the family rushed out in confusion. First, the 

women all ran out, not noticing Skoga in their haste. Then, Bjarvin appeared in the doorway. 

Skoga bashed Bjarvin’s head with his shield, and the blow was so mighty that Bjarvin was 

knocked onto the ground. Skoga then gave a feral scream and drove his spear through 

Bjarvin’s heart.  
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 Yngvild was driven so angry by this that she rushed towards Skoga who easily 

knocked her down and drove his shield through her throat, cleanly severing her head from the 

rest of her body.  

 The three sisters were too shocked to move. Skoga then forced himself upon the 

women and when he was done, he speedily took off.  

 The sisters fell unconscious and did not wake for the rest of the night. 

 At dawn, Berska was the first to rise and she quickly shook Völa awake. They then 

tried to wake Þisir, and when she did not rise, Völa burst into uncontrollable tears. 

 “Calm yourself Völa,” Berska said, “this is not the time for tears. We must seek 

revenge.” 

 “How can we?” Völa replied. “We are but women. And Skoga the Despoiler is too 

strong for us.” 

 “We cannot let the murders of our parents and our sister go unavenged,” Berska 

parried. “We must seek retribution, for the honour of our family!” 

 It is said then, that Völa suddenly stopped crying, stood up, faced the rising sun and 

said this prophecy in verse: 

 

  

  

  

 

 “We must return in three winters’ time, Berska,” Völa said. “Only then can justice be 

done. I heard it in the wind.” 

 “But where shall we go, Völa?” her sister asked. “We have nowhere to go and no 

means by which to get us anywhere.” 

 “We must separate and seek out our fate,” Völa replied. “That is the only way.” 

The Fenrir-kin 

that defiles the butter-goddess, 

in three winters’ time, 

will another goddess meet: 

the half-corpse collector of tears. 

The two cousins of Fenrir will dance 

to the music of the three sisters 

And another three will be the judge. 

Fenrir-kin: wolf, (beast)  

butter-goddess: woman 

 

 

half-corpse collector of tears: Hel 

cousins of Fenrir: the wolf and Hel 

 

another three: the Nornir, the fates 
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 “If that is what is required to bring honour back to my family, then I will do it,” 

Berska answered. “Farewell, Völa. I will see you in three winters’ time.” 

 “Farewell Berska. I will give our family the proper burial rites. You must go.” 

 And the two sisters thus separated. 

7 This is how Berska came to seek out her destiny. 

There was a Norwegian called Grisly Gisli. Gisli was known to be a fearsome fighter 

and had hacked off first the arms, then the legs, and finally the head of a man who had 

insulted his daughter Gyda.  

Gisli had sailed to Iceland with Gyda a few months earlier to trade timber, soapstone 

and spices he had brought over from Norway for Icelandic woollen cloth, fox-fur and cheese. 

Unfortunately, many of his crew had died of disease in Iceland, and since it was harvest time, 

Gisli had trouble finding replacement crew members. A recent storm had also damaged his 

ship and he was in desperate need of help in order to get back to Norway in time for an urgent 

business affair that needed handling. 

 Berska happened to chance upon Gyda while picking berries. The two women started 

talking and very soon, Gyda had told Berska about her father’s predicament.  

“I can help you,” Berska said. “My father taught me a lot about ship-building and I 

am sure I can help repair your ship in time.” 

Gyda looked doubtful at these words but agreed to take Berska to see her father. 

“This is very irregular,” Gisli said. “I have never known a woman to be good at or 

fond of shipbuilding. I worry that letting you help me may give the community the wrong 

idea.”  

“You may be right,” Berska replied, “but your daughter Gyda tells me that you are 

desperate for help. I am an excellent ship-builder and my help would be invaluable.” 
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“Perhaps, father,” Gyda remarked, “we can find a way after all. You know that Thor 

dressed up as a woman once to recover his stolen hammer. Perhaps Berska can dress as a man 

while working on the ship? No-one need know but us.” 

Gisli was somewhat surprised and anxious at this idea, but he finally agreed to it. 

“Gyda, help Berska dress up. There is little time we can afford to waste.” 

Gyda helped Berska cut her hair, bind her breasts and dress up in a tunic and breeches 

with a cod-piece. Berska had always been a rather plain woman, and she made a very 

convincing man. She also took the name Berskir. 

With Berska’s help, Gisli’s ship was very soon sea-worthy again.  

“I cannot thank you enough Berskir Beardless,” Gisli told Berskir. “Tell me, what can 

I offer you as payment for this task?” 

“I understand you’re having crew-shortages as well, Gisli,” Berskir replied. “I would 

like to join your crew and sail with you to Norway.” 

“Of course, Berskir,” said Gisli. “You would be a valuable asset to our crew!” 

And so it came about that Berska Bjarvindottir became a man: Berskir Beardless. It is 

not known exactly what Berskir did in Norway, but it is known that he learned to fight like a 

warrior from Grisly Gisly and earned much wealth through trading and raiding. He was so 

wealthy, that within three winters, he had built himself a ship and filled it with valuables to 

take back to Iceland. 

“I wish to revisit my home,” he told Gisli. “I do not know how long I will be away or 

if I will ever come back. I wish to thank you for all your help and hospitality in case I do not 

see you again, for I fear that may come to pass.”  

“You have become an accomplished man, Berskir,” Gisli told him. “Good luck on all 

your endeavours.” 
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And so, Berskir made his way back to Iceland to meet his sister and fulfil the 

prophecy. 

8 And now, the saga returns to when Völa and Berska parted to see how Völa sought 

her destiny. 

 The morning after the death of her parents and the assault on her and her sisters, she 

sent Berska off and then buried the remains of her family. Next, she removed the silver ring 

she had received from Chief Thorstein during her apprenticeship, cut her hand and reddened 

the ring in her own blood. Among the remains of her farm, she swore an oath to the 

landvættir, the spirits of the land, that her family’s honour would be avenged against Skoga 

the Despoiler. She then sat down on the grass, to think on what her next steps would be. 

 It is said that a strange, old man arrived at this time and hobbled to Völa. He was the 

height of a child, but had a long greying beard and equally long hair. He also had only one 

eye. 

 “Child,” he said to Völa, “why do you look so upset?” 

  Völa explained his predicament. 

 “And what is it that you wish?” 

 Völa told him that she wanted to take revenge on Skoga. 

 “Tell me, child, would you like to learn the ways of true magic, of seiðr?” 

 Völa said that she already knew some charms for healing. 

 The man spat onto the ground. “Those are paltry tricks, the basest form of seiðr that 

any unskilled lout can perform. True seiðr requires much study, knowledge and skill. Would 

you like to learn?” 

 Völa said that she would. 

  “First, you must prove worthy. The landvættir do not give up their secrets easily. 

Child, can you answer me this riddle?”  The man then said this verse: 
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Völa thought for a few moments before responding: “The answer is knowledge.” 

 “That is correct,” the old man said. “And now you must beat me in a game of 

hnefatafl.” He produced a board and a set of very fine playing pieces made of whalebone.  

 Völa and the old man played for a very long time before Völa finally won the game. 

 “You played very well,” the old man said, “and you have proven yourself worthy of 

the knowledge of seiðr. Come, child, let us begin your apprenticeship.” 

 How Völa spent her time among the landvættir is not known, but after three winters, 

the old man released her from her apprenticeship. 

 “You are now a competent sorceress, and have learned well over these years,” the old 

man told her. “The nine worlds are a mystery to you no longer. Take the knowledge and use 

it well, child.” They say that at this point, the old man turned into a great eagle and flew 

away. 

 And so, Völa made her way back to where she had once lived, in search of her sister 

Berska. 

9 At the end of the three winters, Berskir and Völa met near where they had once lived. 

The longhouse had been rebuilt by this time, and had been seized by Skoga the Despoiler. At 

first, Völa did not recognise Berskir, but after a few moments, she realised that this man had 

once been her sister.  

I could tell you who I am 

but the answer is hidden in itself,  

in the underground well and in the ash, 

I could tell you what I am 

but I give more power than smith-stew, 

than any spear-tree’s weapon or shield. 

I am known to all who know it. 

Do you still seek to know? And what? 

 

 

well: Mimir’s well;  ash: Yggdrasil 

 

smith-stew: iron 

spear-tree: warrior 

 

Famous line from the “Voluspa” 
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 “I have indeed changed, Völa,” Berskir said. “I am now called Berskir Beardless, as 

strong and as capable as any man you might meet. But you too have changed. Why do you 

squint so with your left eye?” 

 To this, Völa simply replied, “We must all make sacrifices in order to gain 

knowledge.” 

 Berskir did not fully understand, but she was impatient and said, “Come, Völa, let us 

go find and kill Skoga. Too long have we waited to enact vengeance!” 

 “Not yet, Berskir,” Völa said. “We are missing someone. Give me some time to make 

preparations and then we can go.” 

 Völa then asked Berskir to help her raise a wooden platform. Next, Völa marked the 

entire platform with runes, stepped onto it and bade Berskir to do the same. She then began to 

chant a spell, and when she was done, in front of the platform stood the ghost of Þisir. 

 “It has been a while since I have seen you both,” Þisir said, “but come, let us not tarry. 

We have work to do.” 

 Völa, Berskir and Þisir stepped off the platform and headed to Skoga’s longhouse. 

Berskir banged loudly on the door and Skoga answered. He still looked dirty, ugly and bad 

tempered. 

 “Who are you?” he asked, “and why do you disturb me so rudely?” 

 Berskir laughed. “He does not recognise us, and thinks us rude? Let us remind him of 

his own rudeness!” 

 Völa then sang a brief chant. At the conclusion of the chant, a large black wolf stood 

by the sisters. It had vicious teeth and red eyes, and yet it looked thin and starved. 

 “This is your fylgja, your guardian spirit, Skoga,” Völa said. “See how weak it is? 

And do you know what it means when you see your own fylgja? It means your fate has come 

upon you.” 
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Skoga looked shocked. He did not move. 

 Þisir now laughed. She then spoke this verse: 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Berskir then drew a very fine sword. “Defend yourself, Skoga,” he cried and attacked 

the man.  

 The battle lasted a long time. While Berskir had learned a great deal from Grisly 

Gisli, Skoga was very strong. The sun had moved to the other side of the sky when Berskir 

managed to land her first hit. Her sword stabbed Skoga’s foot and he fell onto the floor. 

 “You cannot even remember your crime, so wicked you are,” Berskir said to the 

wounded man. “You are utterly without honour. Let it resonate through the ages, through the 

tales of the great poets, that Þisir Honey-Tongue, Völa Dead-Caller and Berskir Beardless put 

an end to the murderer Skoga the Despoiler.” 

 She then cut off Skoga’s head with one swift stroke. 

 It was no loss for the community that such a brutish, uncivilised murderer be killed. 

10 It is said that Völa once again listened to the wind, and once again told a prophecy to 

separate the three. Þisir went back into her grave, and gained peace. Berskir built himself a 

ship, and sailed so far into the west that he was never heard from again. And Völa changed 

herself into a giant eagle and flew high into the air, until she could be seen no more. 

 And here ends the saga of the three sisters. 

 

 

Skoga thinks he matches Þorr in might 

yet he pounces during star-hour 

and touches helpless tunic-weavers. 

Now those shields of the war-sisters 

return to dance with Jörmungandr’s kin.  

The blood-eagles call. 

This wretched, rotted ash; 

Now he will sink. 

 

star-hour: night 

tunic-weaver: woman 

war-sister: Valkyrie;  its shield: woman 

Jörmungandr : world-serpent, Thor’s archenemy  

blood-eagle: raven 

ash: reference to the first man on Earth 

Now he will sink: echoes the last line of the 

Voluspa 


