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A Note on the Translations

All translations, where not otherwise acknowledged, are by

the present author. Other translations, and quotations, are

acknowledged in the notes beginning on page 76. Wherever

the work of other authors and translators has been used, I

have endeavoured to retain the spellings, punctuation, and

emphasis given in the cited text.

Where I have deemed it necessary, either to

demonstrate a particular usage, or to emphasise any textual

ambiguities, the original language text has been given, so

that interested readers may, if they so wish, decide for

themselves if my own renderings are accurate enough in

their context. I have also given references for alternative

translations by other writers so that a fair comparison may

be made.

I have retained the familiar Odin, rather than use the

less familiar Old Norse form Óðinn; and similarly with

some other names and terms; but nornir has been given

instead of the usual norns, purely to enhance the flavour of

the discussion. In some cases, names of persons, objects or

places have been italicised throughout this study; again, this

has been by my own judgement, rather than being due to
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any convention. For those unfamiliar with archaic northern

orthography, ð (eth) is pronounced like ‘th’ in ‘then’,

‘father’; while þ (thorn) is pronounced as the ‘th’ in ‘thin’,

‘thatch’. Only þ was used in the earlier manuscripts, to

represent both sounds. Ø is like French peur; ö as in English

‘not’; á as in ‘father’. These are a rough guide only; and I

give my apologies for those I have omitted. See E.V.

Gordon, An Introduction to Old Norse (Oxford, 3rd ed.,

1962), p. 266ff, for a more detailed guide to Old Norse

pronunciation.

Alby Stone

Walworth, London

April 2014
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I

Introduction

The future is of absorbing interest to us all; everyone has a

stake in future events, and much of our lives is spent in

planning ahead, making provision for ourselves or our

children in the years to come, looking at tends and making

forecasts of one kind or another. Even our condition after

death is of great importance to many, and we speculate

about, or try to have faith in, an afterlife. It is no wonder

that polytheistic religions have assigned specific deities to

supervise the future, or that monotheists have accepted that

their omniscient deity is also the maker of the final decision

regarding our future existence, alive or dead. Indeed, our

preoccupation with the future has led us, through recording

temporal cycles, to quantifying time and its effects, and on

to the sciences of today; along the way we have evolved

mehods for divining the future, and for influencing the turn

of fortune’s wheel. We have developed metaphors for the

process of becoming, and the events that occur during that

process. Many of these metaphors are based on the various

personifications of fate that ur cosmologies and religious

systems have produced. Somehow, we find it difficult to

conceive of the pattern of events as being due to
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mechanical interaction, chance or sheer randomness; we

prefer to believe that there is a presiding entity, one or more

beings who decide the ultimate, and weave the pattern of

life so that it is achieved. We like to think that there is

meaning, a purpose, even if it is not always to our liking.

Sometimes, we prefer to believe that we can influence the

final decision made on our behalf, by living our lives

piously, according to the dictates of religion; or by placating

the ruling powers by prayer and sacrifice; or even by the use

of magic. Equally, some of us are disposed toward the

belief that all is pre-ordained, and nothing we can do will

change things: it is written, it is laid down, it will be so. The

conception of fate, like humanity itself, comes in many

forms.

The present study addresses the question of fate

among the Celtic and Germanic peoples prior to – and

shortly after – the coming of Christianity to north-western

Europe. While particular attention will be paid to those

beings thought to have presided over the workings of fate

and destiny, how these were conceived, and how they

operatedm I shall also examine the native methods of

influencing their activities, and how – if at all – methods of

divination were used to attempt to discern what fate held in

store. It can be shown that all of these are inextricably

intertwined, and that each sheds light on the others.

It is unavoidable that the Norse traditions will be the

major are for study here. This is due to the simple fact that

much more is known, thanks to Icelandic literature in

particular, about the Norse than about any of the other

relevant traditions, and from this, along with Old English

material, much can be inferred about old Germanic beliefs
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in general. There is a reasonable amount of source material

from Ireland and Wales, certainly – but this is quite small in

relation to the extensive body of lore that can be gleaned

from the Norse sagas and poetry. This imbalance is actually

less of a handicap than might be thought: recent work

suggests that the Celtic and Germanic cultures were not

particularly dissimilar1; and a recent survey of the

dissemination of the Indo-European languages has

implications that support this, if that writer’s account has

any validity.2

While medieval material needs to be treated with

caution when it is used to aid discussion of pre-Christian

themes, it is of greater validity in this context because of the

relatively late date of large-scale Christianisation in

Scandinavia and parts of Germany; and because Christianity

in Iceland was not enforced – it was adopted deliberately

and democratically in the year 1000, and heathenism was

still largely tolerated long after that date, allowing for the

survival of folk-belief and heathen poetry with minimal

dilution. Elsewhere in the north, even some Christian

writers, such as Adam of Bremen and Saxo Grammaticus,

have preserved much that is interesting and informative,

and which has been partly supported by archaeology and

folklore studies. In Wales and Ireland, the native tradition

was lovingly preserved, even by monks, as an essential part

of their Celtic heritage, even though it was, as elsewhere,

greatly euhemerised. Even ostensibly pious Christian texts

contain ambiguities: the Old English poem The Seafarer tells

us that

Wyrd biþ swiþre,

Meotud meahtigra, þonne ænges monnes gehygd.3
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Doom is stronger and God is mightier than any

man’s conception.4

However, while meotud can mean ‘God’, it also has the

meaning ‘fate’.

In this essay, I have concentrated on the question of

fate as it applies during a person’s lifetime, and how this

idea of fate relates to the nature of the cosmos, and the

creative forces of nature, as seen and interpreted by

humanity. The belief in an afterlife is certainly connected to

the conception of fate, and a great deal is known of how the

afterlife was conceived by the pre-Christian Germans and

Celts. However, afterlife and the world beyond this are

mostly outside the area covered here. The quality and

nature of a person’s life in this world might indeed

determine their whereabouts and activities in the next, but

both are ultimately derived from the process and structure

of fate and destiny.
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II

Ordainers of Fate

…Urð hétu eina,

aðra Verðandi – skáru á skíðoi –

Skuld ena þriðju;

þær lög lögðu,

þær líf kuru

alda börnum,

ørlög seggja.5

One is called Urð,

another Verðandi – they cut upon staves –

Skuld is the third;

they lay down the law,

they decide the life

of children of men,

tell (their) fate.

These are the three nornir – Urð, Verðandi, and Skuld – the

triad of goddesses responsible for ordaining the fates of

humankind and the gods themselves, according to Norse

myth. Völuspá, the poem from which the above is taken, has

more to tell us about these three: they live beneath

Yggdrasill, the World Tree, near Urðabrunnr, the Well of
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Fate, a fount of wisdom.

In his Edda, Snorri Sturluson tells us that Urðabrunnr

lies under one of Yggdrasill’s three roots, that which is in

the sky, and that the Æsir hold a daily court of justice there;

near the well is a hall in which the nornir live. According to

Snorri, the nornir draw water from the well and mix it with

the mud surrounding the well. With this they sprinkle

Yggdrasill so that the tree will not wither. One property of

the well is that it makes everything that enters its water as

white as the skin inside an eggshell, and for this reason the

tree is white. The nornir, says Snorri, shape the lives of men

– but Urð, Verðandi and Skuld are not the only nornir.

There are many others, and they are of three different types:

Of different origins

are the Norns, I think,

not all of one kindred;

some come from Æsir-kin,

some from the elves

and some are the daughters of Dvalin.6

These nornir shape the lives of children at birth. When,

in Gylfaginning, Gylfi – as Gangleri – remarks that the nornir

are inconsistent in their bestowal of wealth, fame and length

of life, High One (Odin) replies that good nornir give good

lives, but there are evil nornir who bestow misfortune.7 The

poem Vafþruðnismál, in the Poetic Edda, adds that the three

nornir are of the race of giants, which would concur with

Völuspá 8, which states that the idyllic life of the gods after

the creation of the world was disrupted by the arrival of

three giant maids (þursa meyjar) from Jötunheim.8

The identification of the nornir with the three giant

women is open to argument. Although it would neatly tie



7

up a loose thread, the general concensus of opinion is that

the nornir were believed to be at least as old as the gods, and

probably older. Certainly, even the gods had no power over

them, and could not escape their Raganarök. The nornir

have, with some justification, been equated with the Greek

Fates, the Moirai, whose spinning and weaving determined

the quality and length of life. Like the nornir, the Moirai were

three in number: Clotho, who spun the thread of life;

Lachesis, who determined its length; and Atropos, who cut

it. The nornir also resemble the Roman Parcae, said to visit

children at birth and bestow their fates upon them. The

similarity between the nornir and Moirai is emphasised by

references in northern literature. The poem Helgakviða

Hundingsbana relates how the nornir wove the fate of the

hero Helgi from golden threads in the ‘hall of the moon’

(i.e. the sky):

The nornir came to the hall at night,

allotted to the lord his life and fate:

awarded to him greatest fame under the heavens,

to be first among heroes under the sky.

They spun his fate-thread to spread over the world

in Brálund castle;

they gathered the golden threads together,

and fastened them in the heavens’ middle.9

The ‘Lay of the Spear’, Darraðarljóð, in Brennu-Njáls

saga, tells how a man named Dorrud sees twelve women

ride to a woman’s house and, once inside, weave a cloth

from men’s intestines, using heads for weights, a sword as

beater, and an arrow as a shuttle.

Blood rains
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From the cloudy web

On the broad loom

Of slaughter.

The web of man,

Grey as armour,

Is now being woven;

The Valkyries

Will cross it

With a crimson weft.10

The twelve women describe themselves not as nornir

but as Valkyries – but the two sets of deities are closely

related, as we shall see.

The story of Norna-Gest, in the Icelandic Flateyjarbók,

tells how three women – described both as spákonur,

seeresses, and as nornir – go from house to house and

predict the future. When the women visit his house, Gest is

a baby: two of the women predict that he will have fame

and luck, but the third, after being pushed from her seat,

becomes angry and declares that the boy will die when the

candle beside him burns down. Something very similar to

this is related by Saxo Grammaticus in his Gesta Danorum,

though here the foretelling takes place at the temple of the

Fates:

It was a custom among the ancients to consult the

oracles of the Fates concerning the future lives of

their children. Fridlef intended to investigate the

fortunes of his son by this ritual, and having offered

solemn vows approached the goddesses’ temple in

prayer; here, peering into the shrine, he recognised

the three maidens sitting in their respective seats. The

first indulgently bestowed on the boy a handsome
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appearance and a plentiful share of men’s good-will.

The second presented him with abundant generosity.

The third, a woman of rather petulant and jealous

disposition, spurned the unanimous favours of her

sisters and, in a wish to mar their blessings, implanted

the fault of meanness in the boy’s future character.

That was how Olaf, when the others’ benefits had

been vitiated by the mischief of a gloomier destiny,

received a name from the two types of offering,

niggardliness mixed with liberality. So it was that this

blemish, conferred as part of the gift, upset the

sweetness of the earlier kindnesses.11

Clearly, what we have here is a tradition akin to the

fairy women of various well-known folk-tales – complete

with the ‘wicked fairy’ who sets out to undo the good work

of her sisters. The continuity of this as a living tradition in

northern Europe is only hinted at by the known fairytales –

but it is confirmed by the custom of laying three places at

table for the Parcae, recorded by Bishop Burchard of

Worms in the eleventh century.

In England, the nornir survived well into the

seventeenth century, as the ‘weird sisters’, taking their

collective name from Urð, whose name is equivalent to Old

English wyrd, which came to be used as a general word for

fate. As Brian Branston12 suggests, the idea of Wyrd as a

heathen goddess was probably consciously ignored by the

medieval writers and scribes, who were for the most part

Christian – hence the term wyrd became just another epithet

for fate. However, the tenacity of the older tradition can be

seen in The Court of Love, written around 1450, which

mentions ‘the three of fatall destine that be our Werdes’;
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and they appear in Shakespeare’s MacBeth – which follows

the earlier Chronicles of Holinshed – as the three Weird

Sisters, who foretell MacBeth’s rise to power, and his

subsequent fall.

Shakespeare’s Weird Sisters have retained not only

their original number, but also traces of other attributes.

They are active at night, and live in a cave, like the Greek

Moirai, which is probably a more primitive form of the hall

of the nornir in Norse tradition; their famous cauldron is

surely a version of the pool in the cave of the Moirai, which

resembles Urðabrunnr in that its water is white. Carl

Kerényi13 states that the white water gushing from the cave

must certainly be moonlight, and this does seem correct.

The water of Urðabrunnr, whitening whatever it touches,

appears to be the same. From this, it can be suggested that

the source of the nornir’s power is the moon – that they are

in fact lunar deities. Snorri’s assertion that Urðabrunnr lies

in the sky would seem to confirm this.

Among the pagan Celts, wells were venerated, often in

association with goddesses, and votive offerings were

placed in them; but there is little to show that there was any

direct Celtic equivalent of the nornir. However, there are two

dedications to the Parcae from the Roman period in Britain,

though any native provenance is uncertain. Of course,

triadic deities are common in Celtic tradition, particularly

triads of goddesses, usually depicted as three of a kind. One

singular goddess who may possibly be related to the nornir is

known from a number of sites in Britain. She is Rosmerta,

whose name means ‘Great Provider’. Rosmerta is often

shown with a bucket – perhaps a link with wells – or a

purse. The purse may be a version of the cornucopia
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associated with the Roman goddess Fortuna, and this

possibility is supported by the presence of motifs similar to

the ‘Wheel of Fortune’ connected with Fortuna. Rosmerta

is often pictured alongside Mercury, who was apparently

equated with Odin at a later date, which may be significant.

As it is, Rosmerta seems to have been imported into Britain

from Germany, where she had a strong presence, so her

Celtic provenance is in some doubt.

In Ireland, the triad of war-goddesses known

collectively as the Mórrígna were often intimately linked to

the destiny of the hero. It is true that these three – Mórrígu,

Badb, and either Macha or Nemain – do not bear very

much resemblance to the nornir, in spite of Macha’s

association with childbirth, and her nature as a multiple

being within another multiple being. However, the Mórrígna

do resemble the Valkyries, the warrior-maidens closely

linked with Odin in Germanic myth.

Old Norse sources describe the Valkyries as goddesses

who act as hostesses to the dead in Valhalla, and who ride

to choose the slain (valkyrja – ‘chooser of the fallen’) and

determine the course of battle. Snorri names thirteen

Valkyries – Hrist, Mist, Skeggjöld, Skögul, Hild, Thrúð,

Hlökk, Herfjötur, Göll, Geirahöð, Randgríð, Raðgríð, and

Reginleif – who serve in Valhalla, plus another three whose

duty seems to consist solely of ‘choosing the slain’: Guð,

Rota, and Skuld, the last of whom is also the youngest

norn.14 This gives us an immediate connection between the

Valkyries and the nornir; and it is significant that ‘choosing

the slain’ in this context probably means deciding who is to

die (although it may also mean choosing which of the dead

warriors is to dwell with Odin; but in view of the belief that
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death in battle would be sufficient qualification, this is less

likely). The function of the Valkyries is remarkably like that

of the Mórrígna; and like the Mórrígna, who often took the

shape of ravens – badb means crow or raven – there is

evidence that the Valkyries did the same. Not only are the

Valkyries connected with Odin (who was also known as

Hrafnaguð, ‘God of Ravens’), but the Old English poem

Exodus refers to the raven as wælceasega, ‘chooser of the

slain’. The Valkyries themselves were known to the English

as wælcyrge – the equivalent Old English word – and various

Old English manuscripts equate them with the Greek

Erinyes, the Furies, which suggests something much more

primitive than the popular image of dignified warrior-

maidens.

While the Valkyries are not the same as the nornir, the

presence of Skuld among their ranks, and their function of

determining which warriors died in combat, indicates at

least a thematic link. Another group of Norse deities

associated with the Valkyries are the dísir, who were often

thought of as guardian spirits attached to particular families.

However, the dísir appear in Brennu-Njáls saga – in a retelling

of an incident in Flateyjarbók – as nine women, dressed in

black, who fight with an equivalent number dressed in

white; and an annual festival was held in their honour at the

onset of winter, suggesting that they were more, perhaps,

than just guardian spirits. The black-clad women of Brennu-

Njáls saga are later explained as symbols of the old

heathenism, clashing with the white-clad symbols of

Christianity, so it could be argued that their battle

foreshadows the victory of the new religion over the old –

an enactment of the fate of the older tradition. The goddess
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Freyja is patroness of the dísir; and she also performs a

function very like that of the Valkyries:

…Freyja is the most renowned of the goddesses. She

owns that homestead in heaven known as

Fólkvangar, and whenever she rides into battle she

has half the slain and Ooin half, as it says here:

Fólkvangar’s where

Freyja decides

who shall sit where in the hall;

half the slain every day

she chooses

and Oðin has half.15

One other feminine deity with a say in matters of

destiny who ought to be mentioned here is that desirable

lady beloved of Irish tradition, Sovereignty. While the

theme is too great to treat fully here, some account needs to

be given, as the figure of Sovereignty has an important

function as a bestower of fortune and guarantor of destiny.

In medieval Irish tales, she appears as an extremely ugly

woman, who is transformed into a beautiful maiden when

embraced by the king-to-be. For example, when Niall of the

Nine Hostages and his four brothers were sent out hunting

to prove their manhood, they came to a well guarded by a

black hag, who would only allow them to use the well if

they kissed her. Of the five, Fiachra gave the hag a light

kiss, but Niall gave her a full-blooded kiss, and embraced

her for good measure. Immediately, the crone changed into

a beautiful young woman who revealed herself to be the

Sovereignty of Ireland, and addressed Niall as ‘King of

Tara’, promising that his offspring would rule all the clans.

Fiachra, for his kiss, was rewarded by having two of his
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progeny become kings. This theme was popular in Irish

tradition, and was to become a common theme in medieval

romance – hence the ‘loathly damsels’ of Arthurian

literature. Another way in which Sovereignty was likely to

appear was as a companion of the god Lugh. Conn of the

Hundred Battles, losing his way in a fog, came to a house

near a golden tree, in which Lugh awaited him; Sovereignty

sat near the god, in a crystal chair. Before her stood a

golden vessel, a silver vat, and a golden cup. Conn was

served meat, and red ale from the golden cup, while Lugh

foretold the future kings, and the druids who were with

Conn wrote the list of names on yew staves. When Lugh’s

recitation was finished, he and Sovereignty vanished,

leaving only the chair, cup, vat, golden vessel, and the yew

staves.

In the story of Niall, the well is a significant feature,

while the house by the golden tree in the tale of Conn

recalls the hall of the nornir by Yggdrasill. The first instance

is notable in that Niall’s destiny is a reward from the

goddess for his embrace – the Celtic institution of kingship

was seen as a marriage of the king to his realm – while

Conn’s adventure is essentially a foretelling of the future.

These stories also relate to the grail legend: the magical

vessel is associated with a maiden, sometimes magically

transformed from ugliness to beauty when the quest is

completed, and the hero is rewarded for his success with

the grail kingship. It is interesting that the German poet

Wolfram von Eschenbach, whose grail was a stone instead

of the usual vessel, gives it oracular properties: writing

appears on its rim, and tells the fate of the Maimed King

and his successor.
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Fate was not ruled entirely by feminine beings. Odin

appears often as a bestower of destinies and decider of

fates, usually in connection with war, but also in his capacity

as ancestor and patron of royal lines. As Woden, he is the

central figure in genealogies preserved in the Anglo-Saxon

Chronicle, where he also appears as Geat – an archaic form of

his name, equivalent to Old Norse Gautr and an early

German form, Guodan. As such, he is the ancestor of the

Goths, and the Geats mentioned in Beowulf.16 Descent from

Odin seems to have been desirable for a Germanic ruler,

and many royal lines in Germany, England and Scandinavia

boast him as a forebear. In Ynglinga saga and his Edda,

Snorri tells how the royal lines of Sweden are descended

from him; and the Ostrogothic royal line, the Amali,

claimed to be descended from Gapt, a variant of Gautr.

Important though Odin’s rôle as an ancestor might be, he

seems also to have had another important part to play in

Germanic kingship traditions.

As well as being an ancestor of kings, Odin is also a

king-maker. This function is depicted in various ways in a

number of Old Norse texts: in Völsunga Saga there is an

episode very much like the famous ‘sword in the stone’

incident of Arthurian tradition, where the rôle normally

associated with Merlin is occupied by a one-eyed man who

is evidently Odin. Elsewhere, Odin is said to grant fertility

to childless monarchs. This occurs in Gautreks saga, Völsunga

saga, and Saxo’s Gesta Danorum.

This can be linked to the function of the goddess who

represents sovereignty in the Irish myths: she was a

companion of Lugh, who has been identified as a Celtic

equivalent of Odin by a number of scholars. As we have
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seen, Odin was associated with the Valkyries, one of whose

number was also a norn; and he was closely linked with the

World Tree, which was characterised as his steed. Odin’s

hall, Valhalla, was situated beneath the branches of the tree,

and in it was a magical cauldron, Eldhrímnir, in which was

cooked a boar who was brought back to life each day.

Eldhrímnir’s magical properties – it could cook enough to

feed all the dead men assembled in Valhalla – are similar to

those of the grail, and the magic vessels of Celtic myth,

themselves generically allied to the cornucopia shown

among Fortuna’s paraphernalia. Given the probable

identification of Odin with Lugh, and the presence of a

number of motifs also connected with the Norse god – the

vessels, and the dwelling by the tree – it is not unreasonable

to see the story of Niall as if it were an encounter with

Odin.

Like the Valkyries and Mórrígna, Odin was noted for

his involvement in shaping the destinies of heroes. There is

a good example of this in Gautreks saga, when Starkadr is

taken by Grani Horsehair (Hrosshargrani), his foster-father,

to an island on which is a clearing where eleven men are

seated. There is one empty chair, which is taken by Grani,

whom the eleven address as Odin. There then follows a

series of ritualistic utterances, during the course of which

Odin’s making of Starkadr’s destiny is modified by Thor,

who has a grudge against the youth’s grandmother. First of

all, Thor says that Starkadr will have no offspring, a curse

which prompts Odin to say that the youth will have the

lives of three men – but Thor counters this by decreeing

that he will commit a foul deed in each life. Then Odin

ordains that Starkadr will have the finest clothes and
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weapons – but Thor then says that he will be without land.

Odin says he will have great wealth – so Thor curses him to

be dissatisfied with his possessions. When Odin says that

Starkadr will have victory in every battle, Thor states that he

will be sorely wounded whenever he fights. Odin decrees

that Starkadr will be able to compose poetry as fast as he

can speak; and Thor responds by dooming him to be

unable to remember his compositions. When Odin says that

Starkadr will be held in esteem by the noble, Thor says that

all the common people will hate him. After this, the seated

men agree that this will be Starkadr’s fate, and the meeting

comes to a close.

This episode takes place at night, when the nornir

ought to be most active; and although they are not

themselves present, the assembly of the gods to judge

Starkadr’s fate must surely mean that the clearing on the

island is the same as the place where Urðabrunnr would

normally be found. In Celtic tradition islands were

frequently portrayed as the Otherworldly abode of various

divinities; and both Celtic and Germanic paganism seem to

have particularly associated them with goddesses. The Grail

Castle, which resembles Valhalla in many respects, was

sometimes said to be an island, or at least bounded by

water; and there are points of similarity between the Fisher

King and Odin. Sometimes, too, the grail is associated with

three young women; and the relationship of the grail legend

to Celtic traditions of Sovereignty is well known.17

Odin’s rôle as god of the cosmic centre is evident from

his connection with Yggdrasill, the central tree that links

earth with the sky and the underworld. As chief of the Æsir,

the central point is both appropriate to and emblematic of
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his position. The Grail Castle is also an axis mundi, a cosmic

pivot and model of the cosmos in one: it is square – except

in Parzival, where it is round – and has a central hearth,

surrounded by four pillars; in some versions magical trees

or pillars are associated with the Grail Castle. This is

reminiscent of the pillars found in or adjacent to Celtic and

Germanic sacred sites, such as the pagan temple that once

stood at Old Uppsala in Sweden; the ‘Jupiter Columns’ of

Roman-occupied Gaul and Germany; and the famous

Irminsul destroyed by Charlemagne. Sometimes the central

point was symbolised by a stone, as at Tara – again, we have

the reference to sovereignty – and in Arthurian tradition.

The tree in Völsunga saga, from which a sword is drawn, is

patently such a symbol; as is its counterpart, the stone, in

Arthurian tales. In northern shamanism, the axis mundi

provides the shaman with a route into the Otherworld; this

can be linked to the idea of burial mounds as entrances to

the Otherworld, a motif found in Irish tradition, the Welsh

Mabinogion stories, and throughout the fairy lore of Europe.

Old Uppsala still boasts a trio of large mounds named after

Frey, Odin, and Thor – though the antiquity of these names

is doubtful, it would accord with what is known of the triple

dedication of the now-vanished pagan temple – and nearby

is a smaller mound, the Tingshögen, once used for assemblies,

which seems in this context to be an imitation of the gods’

assembly at the cosmic centre. The three larger mounds are

also known as the Mounds of the Kings, and Old Uppsala

itself has ancient royal connections. Mounds are known to

have been used for assemblies in other places, perhaps the

most familiar being the Tynwald on the Isle of Man.

In both Celtic and Germanic tradition, then, the centre
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was the place of sovereignty, which was in turn personified

as a goddess – but Odin and his Celtic counterpart Lugh,

who was replaced by Bran in the later traditions that have

come down to us as the grail legends, are the gods who rule

the cosmic axis, so they too have a vested interest in the

destiny of kings; and as patron of the Valkyries, Odin has

an interest in the affairs of warriors and heroes.

The axis mundi is one source of Odin’s power; another

is wisdom. In Scandinavian lore there are two different

versions of Odin’s path to wisdom. In one, he gains his

knowledge – that of the runes – by hanging for nine days

and nights on the World Tree, pierced with a spear, an

ordeal that closely parallels accounts of shamanic intiation.

Again, the axis mundi is featured prominently. It also

features, albeit in a different way, in the second version,

which tells us that his wisdom derives from a being named

Mímir.

There are two different stories concerning Odin’s link

with Mímir. In one, he gives one of his eyes in exchange for

a drink from Mímir’s Well, which lies beneath the World

Tree; in the other, Odin preserves Mímir’s severed head

with spells and herbs, and consults it regularly as an oracle.

This is a motif often found in shamanic lore in the north,

with parallels in ancient Greece – the singing head of

Orpheus – and Wales, with the head of Bran, which later

found its way into the grail stories. Mímir seems to be a

very ancient figure: his name may come from the same root

as our word ‘memory’; and it is even possible that he may

be an early version of Odin. This would tie in neatly with

Bran in the Mabinogion, who I have suggested, elsewhere, as

a Celtic version of Odin.18 In Svipdagsmál, Yggdrasill is
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referred to as Mimameiðr, meaning ‘Mímir’s Tree’; just as it is

the ‘Steed of Yggr(= Odin)’. The dual persona this suggests

for Odin is not without precedent: the account of Odin’s

acquisition of runic wisdom in Hávamál states quite bluntly

that when he was hanging on the World Tree Odin was a

sacrificial offering to himself. There is also the shadowy

figure of Mitothyn, a sinister double who takes Odin’s place

and wreaks havoc among the Æsir, according to Saxo.19

This duality may be the result of corruption in the northern

mythic tradition, or it may be due to the duality associated

with the function of sovereignty in Indo-European

tradition, as outlined by Georges Dumézil.20 Certainly, Odin

had more than his fair share of nicknames and titles21, so it

is not impossible that what we have here is simply due to

confusion.

What is particularly interesting about Mímir here is his

well. Snorri places a well under each of the World Tree’s

three roots, naming them Urðabrunnr, Mímisbrunnr, and

Hvergelmir. However, the earlier poem Völuspá seems to

have known of only one, named as both Uroabrunnr and

Mímisbrunnr. We have already seen that the Well of Urð is

almost certainly the moon, so it would naturally follow that,

in the earlier poem at least, the same is true of Mímir’s Well.

Now when Odin exchanged an eye in return for his drink at

Mímisbrunnr, that eye was hidden in that well:

…Alt veit ek, Oðinn,

hvar þú auga falt,

i enum mæra

Mímisbrunni;

drekkr mjöð Mímir

morgin hverjan
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af veði Valföðrs.22

…I know all, Odin,

where you hid your eye,

within the famous

Well of Mímir;

Mímir drinks mead

each morning

from Father-of-the-slain’s pledge.

Odin’s eye, then, is hidden in the moon.

It has sometimes been suggested, following the often

misapplied idea of the Indo-European ‘Sky Father’, that

Odin’s lost eye is actually the sun. This does not gel with

Odin’s apparent preference for operating nocturnally, nor

with the suggestion made here. Lugh, the Celtic god most

often identified with Odin, does have some attributes that

could be interpreted as solar in nature – but then again, so

do so many other gods in the Germanic and Celtic

traditions. The whole concept of the intellectual deity has,

perhaps, been coloured by the idea of the Classical Apollo:

but it is probably significant that Lugh seems to have been

identified with Mercury by the Romans, rather than their

own solar deity; and the same was later done for Odin. In

any case, the interpretatio Romana has been shown to be both

unreliable and largely misunderstood, and unable to do

justice to the polyvalent gods and goddesses of the Celtic

peoples.23 Odin and Lugh are figures far too complex for

such simplistic notions to have any real application.

However, the lunar associations of Odin do not

necessarily mean that he is a moon-god: rather, his celestial

associations are apparently to do with certain parts of the

night sky, of which the moon is one. Strong evidence exists
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for his being linked with the constellation Ursa Major,

which was seen as the driving force of the cosmos24, and is

thus compatible with his rulership of the axis mundi. The

implications of Odin’s association with the moon and Ursa

Major will be discussed in greater depth later, as they are

relevant to his rôle as ordainer of destinies.

As a god of war, it is appropriate that Odin should be

credited with controlling the course of battles. Yet this is

only part of a greater scheme of things: the Valkyries, under

Odin’s patronage, choose the warriors who are to die and

thus swell the ranks of the Einherjar, the valiant dead who

feast and fight in Valhalla until they are called by Odin to

fight at Ragnarök, the ultimate battle between the Æsir and

their allies, and the forces of chaos – the World Serpent, the

wolf Fenrir, the giants, and son – which determines the

future shape of the world. However, even Odin is, like all

the other gods, subject to the will of the nornir; like ordinary

men, even Odin cannot escape his doom, and he is

swallowed by the wolf, just as it was ordained.
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III

Concepts of Fate and Destiny

It has long been common in northern Europe to portray

the goddesses of fate as spinners or weavers. This may be

due, in part, to the spread of Greek and Roman ideas; but it

seems to be so deeply-rooted in Germanic lore that it was

more probably part of the older Indo-European tradition,

as it evolved in the north. Certainly, it has become the most

familiar image of the Fates. The Old English poem Beowulf

tells how ‘to these men, the people of the Wederas, the

Lord had granted that the web of their fate would be woven

with victories’.25 The representation of the Valkyries as

weavers in Brennu-Njáls saga is another clear example of this

imagery, and traces can still be found in more recent

folklore. The most familiar are the various stories in which

a girl is set a spinning or weaving task, apparently

impossible, that directly affects her destiny, and in which

she is aided by fairies or magically-endowed animals.

German folk customs offer further examples: one such

involves giving girls a large amount of flax to spin at

Christmas time, to be completed by Epiphany – the

procedure is supervised by the goddess Holle, who bestows

a good year for every thread worked, but a bad year for
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each thread spun after the deadline; and another goddess,

Perchta, presides over a similar custom.26 This is an

example of renewing the year, an activity often engaged in

during a twelve-day period between the end of one year and

the beginning of the next: during this period, the world is

symbolically remade, and the twelve days are prototypes of

the coming year. As Mircea Eliade notes, it is ‘because the

New Year repeats the cosmogonic act that the twelve days

between Christmas and Epiphany are still regarded today as

a prefiguration of the twelve months of the year’.27

Spinning and weaving are obvious metaphors for fate:

the creation of order and pattern from a shapeless mass of

wool or flax parallels the shaping of destiny from disparate

and complex factors. Women, who have for most of human

history been responsible for this important domestic work,

have inevitably been credited with the magical attributes

suggested by the task, and as a consequence the deities

charged with the manufacture of fate are, naturally,

feminine. The nearest masculine equivalent is the smith,

who seems to have been universally credited with magical

powers, and who is, in many cultures, closely linked with

the shaman. It would not be unreasonable to suppose that,

if smithcraft and shamanism are linked in the masculine

realm, then spinning or weaving should be linked in that of

the feminine. The same ought to be true of childbirth, not

itself a metaphor, but a real act of shaping an individual life.

That this was thought to be so can be seen from the

connection of Perchta and Holle – also known as Holda –

with fertility and childbirth, and the visits made by the nornir

to the newly-born; and midwifery was one of the main

functions of the wise woman, usually also a seeress. The
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goddess Freyja, patroness of the dísir, was closely involved

with fertility. It is significant that she was also tutelary deity

of the völur, Scandinavian shaman-women, and owner of a

cloak of feathers in which she could fly, like the animal and

bird costumes of northern shamans.

Spinning occurs only rarely as a motif among the

known traditions of the pagan Celts, although a number of

Romano-Celtic artefacts depict a goddess with a distaff –

the cleft stick used to hold wool or flax from which yarn is

spun – and, more frequently, a trio of goddesses, the Matres,

who as their name suggests appear to have been concerned

with fertility and motherhood. Also of interest are the genii

cucullati, small, hooded figures usually depicted in triplicate.

These figures are hooded and cloaked, so their sex is

difficult to determine; they often appear alongside a

goddess, and sometimes a single cucullatus can be seen with

three Matres. At Aquae Sulis, Bath, the cucullati appear with

Rosmerta, a horned god, sometimes identified as Mercury,

and also a ram; and they are particularly found at sacred

wells and springs. These hooded figures are virtually

exclusive to Britain, though a few have been found in

Germany. Their function is not easy to establish, though it

has been suggested that they were connected with fertility,

on the strength of their association with the Matres; and also

with healing. Even so, their nature is still uncertain, and it

remains a distinct possibility that they were connected with

fate in some way, as we shall see shortly.

The question of beliefs in fate and destiny among the

Celts is something of a problem. Although these concepts

do occur in various myths, it is not at all clear how the

processes were believed to operate. In the first place, there
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is the idea of destiny being bestowed upon an individual, as

in the Norse examples cited in the previous chapter. The

most interesting instance is the triple destiny allotted to

Lleu Llaw Gyffes in Math Son of Mathonwy, the fourth

branch of the Mabinogion. In this story, Arianhrod is publicly

humiliated when her virginity is tested to ascertain her

suitability for the position of foot-holder to Math: not only

does she fail the test, but she produces two sons, one of

whom, Lleu, is then raised by Arianhrod’s brother

Gwydion. When he presents the boy to her, she places a

destiny upon him, that he will be nameless until she herself

names him. With Gwydion’s help, Arianhrod is tricked into

giving the boy a name, whereupon she places a second

destiny upon him, that he will not bear arms until he is

equipped by her. Again, the wily Gwydion engineers a

situation in which Arianhrod is forced to arm the youth,

and she again swears a destiny on him, that he will not have

a wife of any race on earth. Needless to say, Gwydion –

with the help of Math – gets round this: a wife is created for

Lleu from three different flowers, and she is named

Blodeuedd (‘Flowers’). However, Blodeuedd is unfaithful to

Lleu, and she and her lover, Gronw Pebyr, plot to kill Lleu

by discovering the magical formula necessary to slay him.

After Lleu is struck down, and transformed into an eagle,

Gwydion comes to the rescue once more: Lleu is returned

to human shape, Blodeuedd is turned into an owl, and

Gronw is slain.

This story is interesting for a number of reasons, not

least the structuring of his life around the three destinies,

which relate to the tripartite Indo-European social

organisation proposed by Dumézil.28 At this point it is
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sufficient to note that the destinies were patently imposed

to prevent Lleu from becoming a king: as Bruce Lincoln29

notes, kingship must reflect the social totality, and so the

king should embody each of the three Dumézilian

‘functions’ – the magico-juridical, the martial, and the

reproductive-economic. Gwydion’s subversion of the three

destinies on Lleu’s behalf is actually a way of ensuring that

Lleu is fitted for the kingship of his land. The ritualistic

circumstances of Lleu’s ‘death’ at Gronw’s hand are

designed to literally undo his rule. In this context,

Arianhrod performs one function of Sovereignty, by testing

Lleu; and Blodeuedd, as the king’s bride, performs another.

She is made of flowers – he literally enters into a union with

the land. Lleu is the Welsh version of Lugh, and there is

more than a passing suspicion that Gwydion may be an

intrusion of Odin into Welsh myth, so we may have here

another example of the close relationship of the god of the

centre with sovereignty. Indeed, Gwydion is able to

influence the workings of fate, just as Odin does so often.

Fate, as understood from Math, is by no means an

immutable and immovable force. Rather, it seems to be a

basic framework of circumstances within which a person

may act with a degree of freedom and ambition. This

appears to be in direct conflict with the idea of fate as

something pre-ordained and unchangeable, such as that

apparently dictated by the nornir, by Lugh in the story of

Conn, and by Odin and Thor together in the Starkadr

episode. However, there is one idea from Celtic mythic

tradition that is somewhere between these two, namely the

geis.

The word geis is often translated loosely as ‘taboo’; but
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it does not seem to have been anything so simple as just an

injunction to observe or avoid certain actions and objects.

Effectively, a geis is part of a prescribed lifestyle, not so

much one that is expressly forbidden or compulsory, but

rather one that is understood to have certain consequences

if its conditions are broken. More importantly, gessa seem to

be specifically designed to be broken; the usual situation

that arises is that of two gessa coming into conflict with each

other. Cú Chulainn, for example, had numerous gessa to

contend with: one of these was to accept whatever food he

was offered if he came across a meal in preparation; another

was to refrain from eating the flesh of a dog. Inevitably, one

day he came across the Mórrígan preparing the forbidden

dish, and in accordance with one geis he accepted the meat,

and thus broke the other. In The Destruction of Da Derga’s

Hostel, the King of the Birds lays eight gessa upon Conare as

conditions for his kingship:

Your bird-reign will be distinguished, but there will

be gessa against it, and they are these: You are not to

go righthandwise round Temuir and lefthandwise

round Brega. You are not to hunt the wild beasts of

Cernae. You are not to venture out of Temuir every

ninth night. You are not to pass the night in a house

where firelight may be seen from within or from

without after sunset. Three Deirgs30 are not to

precede you into the house of Deirg. No plunder is

to be taken in your reign. A company of one man or

one woman is not to enter your house after sunset.

You are not to interfere in a quarrel between two of

your servants.31

As might be expected, Conare broke all eight gessa, and



29

thus helped to bring about his own end. The interesting

thing about the geis is that it seems, on the one hand, to

offer liberty of movement within its parameters but, on the

other, to be carefully structured so that its observance will

be broken. It does, however, give some leeway to the

individual. Alwyn and Brinley Rees32 have noted that quite

often a hero’s gessa are deliberately arranged so that there is

a likelihood of two or more of them coming into direct

conflict. Essentially, gessa are the rules of a person’s

individual life-game, and by breaking those rules one must

either pay a penalty or forfeit the game altogether,

depending on the seriousness of the particular ‘code

violation’.

These two views of fate, as either mutable or fixed,

may seem contradictory, but the disparity is both superficial

and misleading. To explain how much the two ideas actually

have in common, we must look at the cosmology from

which they developed. In so doing, we shall see that not

only can the dichotomy be reconciled, but that it is also

possible to see how the mechanism of fate was perceived to

operate.

In cosmic terms, the nornir have their abode at the root

of the World Tree, the axis mundi, where it is possible to

gain access to each of the three realms – sky, earth, and

underworld; a point of access exploited by gods, spirits, and

shamans. The Grail Castle is another axis mundi, as is, for

instance, the gorsedd or throne-mound at Arberth in Pwyll

Prince of Dyfed, the first branch of the Mabinogion. The cosmic

axis is not only associated with acess to other worlds, but

also with kingship – a king’s rule of his people is a social

equivalent of the cosmic centre’s rulership of the cosmos.
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Odin’s connection with Yggdrasill is patently on both

levels. However, the nornir are not in the same position,

despite their acknowledged dominion over gods and

mortals. The Well of Urð has been identified as the moon,

which is a problem, as its path never takes it to the centre

of the turning night sky, or to its terrestrial equivalent. At

first sight it is difficult to see why the moon should be

associated with deities who are specifically linked with the

cosmic centre. In fact, the answer is quite simple. Snorri has

this to say about the World Tree:

…its branches spread out over the whole world and

reach up over heaven. The tree is held in position by

three roots that spread far out; one is among the

Æsir, the second among the frost-ogres where once

was Ginnungagap, and the third extends over

Niflheim, and under that root is the well Hvergelmir;

but Níohögg gnaws at the root from below. Under

the root that turns in the direction of the frost ogres

lies the spring of Mímir, in which lies hidden wisdom

and understanding; Mímir is the name of the owner

of the spring. He is full of wisdom because he drinks

from the spring out of the horn Gjöll… The third

root of the ash tree is in the sky, and under that root

is the very sacred spring called the Spring of Urð.33

The Finnish epic Kalevala tells of a magical object, the

Sampo. that resembles the tree in some respects. Forged by

the primeval smith Ilmarinen, the Sampo seems to be a kind

of grinding-mill; it is divided into three parts, which grind

out corn, salt, and coins respectively. In other words, it

gives prosperity, like the grail and Fortuna’s cornucopia,

and the otherworldly vessels so common in Celtic legend.
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The Sampo has a bright, ‘pictured’ cover, and three roots:

[There] it struck its roots around it,

Fathoms nine in depth that measured,

One in Mother Earth deep-rooted,

In the strand the next was planted,

In the nearest mount the third one.34

The forging and destruction of the Sampo are two focal

points of the poem, paralleling the creation and destruction

of the world, the beginning and end of a cycle. The Sampo’s

cover is the sky – and although the pictures on it would

suggest the constellations, it is made plain that the Sampo

only performs its grinding in the daytime. It is placed within

the Mount of Copper in ‘the rocky hills of Pohja’,

connecting it with the axis mundi, which in Finno-Ugrian

shamanic tradition is sometimes said to be a mountain or

pillar of copper or iron. As a symbol of the cosmic axis the

mill is found in a number of Scandinavian sources. The

Eddic poem Grottasöngr tells how King Fróði of Denmark

was given a mill, Grotti, that would grind out whatever its

owner wanted, so he set two giant-women to turn it; but

they also ground out an army to defeat him. Mysing, Fróði’s

conqueror, appropriated the mill, and made the women

grind out salt. At midnight, they asked for a rest, but

Mysing made them work on; but his ship became

overloaded and sank, leaving only a whirlpool and a now-

salty sea.35 Another magic mill is that of Amlóði, an early

version of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which lies in the sea and

grinds out sand. However, the most significant reference is

to Mundilfari, alluded to in the poem Vafþrúðnismál:

Mundilfari is called the moon’s father,
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and the sun’s as well;

each day they must wander about the heavens,

to tell the time for men.

His name, according to Branston36, is a compound of

möndull, meaning the handle of a mill, and -fari, from the

verb fara, meaning to move or travel; it means, therefore,

the motion of a mill-handle, and refers to the daily turning

of the heavens. But in Old Norse, mund means ‘time’, and

so, as the poems indicates, the turning of the cosmic mill

represents time, night and day revolving around the world.

There is a remarkable episode in Göngu-Hrolfs saga where,

after a fierce battle, a sorcerer named Grímr (another of

Odin’s nicknames, as it happens) tries to raise the dead, but

he is unable to do so because of the actions of a dwarfish

magician called Möndull, who had previously circled the

dead ‘widdershins’ while making spells. Möndull carries a

yellow bag, from which gale-force winds emanate, and

wears a black cloak. The two magicians then engage in

battle, three times firing arrows that meet point to point,

then both disappear into the ground, locked in combat.

This incident seems to be clearly cosmological, and is

directly related to our present theme.37 The sun and moon,

of course, are the markers of time in most cultures, the sun

being especially concerned with the seasonal cycle. The

moon, though, is particularly associated with another cycle,

that of menstruation in women; which also links it to

childbirth and fertility. Fate can be seen as the effect of time

upon human beings, so the nornir are also goddesses of

time, connected as they are with both the moon and the

axis mundi: and as lunar beings they are naturally associated

with childbirth.
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This is why the moon is so important to the World

Tree – it is kept from decay by the fertility brought by the

moon, the mixture of mud and water poured over it by the

nornir; it is regularly renewed, just as the world is saved from

death by new birth. The roots of Yggdrasill – and those of

the Sampo – are at the limits of the world: Yggdrasill’s are in

the sky, the edge of the earth, and the underworld; the roots

of the Sampo go to the sea-shore, the nearest mountain (i.e.

the horizon), and into the earth. In astronomical terms, this

represents the apparent path of the moon at the horizon

and through the ecliptic, which is at an angle of five degrees

to the moon’s orbit.

The moon, then, is inextricably bound up with time,

fertility, and fate. Mircea Eliade, noting that lunar goddesses

are often either famous weavers or are supposed to have

invented the craft, agrees that this is due to the moon’s

dominion over fertility and death. He goes on to remark

that in mythic terms weaving has a threefold function: to

predestine, to link separate realities, and to create. The

moon is the ‘inexhaustible creator of all living forms… like

everything woven, the lives thus created are fixed in a

pattern: they have a destiny’.38

The moon is in this way also linked with magic, which

is where we return to Odin. Through his association with

Yggdrasill, Odin is automatically linked with the nornir; and

his relationship to the axis mundi is entirely appropriate to a

god who has many features that are found in the shamanic

lore of various Finno-Ugrian peoples. He was said to be an

exponent of seiðr, ‘seething’(i.e. frenzy), a magical technique

also practised by the völur, seeresses who seem to have been

of a distinctly shamanistic nature, and which was the
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particular domain of Freyja. Seiðr was deemed to be a

peculiarly feminine practice, and was believed to be

shameful for men to engage in. Just why this should be so is

only obliquely revealed by the Norse texts, as we shall see

later; it will suffice for now to say that, given the frequency

with which various types of male sorcerer crop up in the

sagas, without any apparent abnormalities being remarked

upon, it must have been a technique that could normally be

used by women, and women alone. This would rule out

most kinds of magic – spells and charms, runecraft and

sacrificial workings, shape-shifting and so on; the accounts

of völur at their work, such as that in Eiríks saga Rauða39,

seem to depict straightforward shamanistic techniques.

Something much more fundamental seems to be implied in

seiðr’s ‘shamefulness’: and if it is neither the techniques nor

their effects that are meant, then it is almost certainly the

very source of the völva’s power that is being referred to. In

effect, seiðr is ‘moon-magic’, its source deriving from the

völva’s very femininity, her menstrual cycle. One does not

need to elaborate upon the fear and distate which

menstruation has provoked in men throughout history,

imbuing this perfectly natural phenomenon with an aura of

superstitious dread out of all proportion to its

manifestations. In this context it is easy to understand how

a utilisation of the perceived power of menstruation would

be seen as shameful by medieval men, particularly those

clerics who would happily describe all manner of atrocities

without turning a hair, but who would be disgusted beyond

measure by the female body and its natural secretions.

Odin’s nickname Jálkr, ‘gelding’, could refer to the way in

which he acquired the ability to practice this kind of magic,
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as we shall see. No legend survives that may account for

this epithet, and it has exercised the minds of even the most

eminent scholars of Norse myth. One suggestion is that the

name refers to Odin’s connection with a horse cult, but that

is pure speculation, based on very slender evidence indeed.

I suggest that it can be related to the many Asian legends

that tell how women were the first shamans, and that men

either learned or stole the ability from women; and to

traditions of homosexuality and transvestism in a number

of shamanistic cults. Also of possible relevance here are

those traditions that account for circumcision and

subincision of the penis as masculine attempts to gain the

natural powers of women, by specifically imitating the

genital bleeding of menstruation.40 In the grail romances,

the Fisher King – who can be equated with Odin – is

wounded in the genitals: this is made most explicit in

Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, where the king’s

unhealing wound is in the scrotum. What is more, his

wound becomes more painful according to the cycles of the

moon, and the planet Saturn41:

We knew from the wound and the summer snow that

the planet Saturn had returned to its mark. Never

before had the frost caused your dear uncle such pain

as then. They had to place the Lance in the wound –

one pain relieved the other – and so it was reddened

with blood. The advent of certain planets which

stand so high one above the other and which return

at different speeds, gives the denizens here great

sorrow; and the change of the moon, too, is bad for

the wound. At these times which I have named, the

King can find no peace.42
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In some romances the grail itself is seen to spill blood

– in Diu Crône43 and Perlesvaus44, for instance – a clear image

of menstruation; and it is used to collect the blood that

drips from the lance that wounded the king. Odin’s ordeal

on Yggdrasill, which earns him the knowledge of the runes,

includes his being pierced with a spear. We are not told

where he was wounded, but in the light of this it is quite

plausible that the spear was thought to have struck him in

the genitals. As an interesting aside, Wolfram gives the grail

king a sinister ‘shadow’, the sorcerer Clinschor, who bears

some resemblance to Odin’s alter-ego Mitothyn; and it just

so happens that Clinschor is a eunuch, a factor that led him

to take up the art of magic.

In Völuspá we are told that Odin’s lost eye is hidden in

Mímir’s Well, which is undoubtedly the moon. From this

we can draw a simple conclusion: that Odin can draw

inspiration and knowledge from the (lunar) well of wisdom

because he has undergone an ordeal common to all women,

but denied, by and large, to men – he has ‘menstruated’. In

this way, he can have a share in the feminine domains of

fate, lunar time, and the granting of children to the

childless. These can be added to his ordinary masculine

concerns of war and kingship – though we have seen that

these, too, are also encompassed by the realm of the

feminine.

In England, the word wyrd came to be used as a word for

‘fate’ – indeed, it came to epitomise the whole concept,

both as the diminished deity and as the process itself.

However, wyrd is the English rendering of the name of Urð

– while she has given her name to fate, her sisters’ names

have been forgotten. The three nornir are Urð, Verðandi,
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and Skuld: these names are usually glossed as ‘past’,

‘present’, and ‘future’; but in fact they mean nothing of the

sort. Skuld actually means ‘debt’ or ‘tax’, and seems to

suggest the idea of death as the payment for life. Verðandi is

less easy to translate, but the name is derived either from

verð, ‘worth, price’, or from the verb verða, ‘to happen, to

occur, to become’. Urð could be from an alternative form of

verð; but the word also means a heap of stones, probably

with reference to a burial cairn or mound. One attractive

theory derives it from a supposed Indo-European root

*uert, ‘to turn’45, which would certainly concur thematically

with the analysis thus far. But the common thread here is

the idea of debt and worth. Certainly, there is word-play in

evidence here, which is only to be expected in the cultural

context; the most evocative being verða, which is the only

direct reference to destiny as we might expect it to be from

the popular interpretations. It is clear that the central idea is

that of worth, of the value that a life has come to have by its

finish. It is not whimsical to suggest that the reference in

Völuspá to the nornir cutting on wooden staves might mean

that they keep a tally to help them in their work; but it may

be that another idea is meant altogether. In Old English,

wyrd is cognate with wyrð and weorðo, which also have the

meaning of ‘value’ or ‘price’, the forerunners of modern

English ‘worth’. Old English wyrd combines all the qualities

found in the names of the three nornir: it means ‘worth’;

‘death’; and that which will happen or come to be. It is not

known when the nornir’s qualities all came to be embodied

in the one word, and it may even be that the names of

Verðandi and Skuld are relatively late additions to an earlier

tradition of three goddesses with a single name, similar to
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the triune goddesses of Celtic tradition. The important

thing here is that the Weird Sisters are primarily concerned

with the ‘worth’ of life, and the eventual payment of the

debt incurred, merely by living, at the end of that life.

Ørlög is a less familiar term. In Völuspá 20 we read that

the nornir ørlög seggja, ‘tell [men’s] fate’. Again, the simple

rendering into English is misleading: ørlög is a compound

word, combining the prefix ør-, ‘out of, from’, and lög, ‘law’.

Ørlög then means something like ‘that which is of the law’.

This suggests that there are various cosmic laws that come

into play as determining factors in human fate. On the

other hand, it could just as easily mean that each person has

a unique set of laws or conditions that govern his or her

destiny – which brings us very close to the Irish geis – which

may, perhaps, reflect those laws that operate in a general

way at the cosmic level.

Another word that presents difficulties in translation is

metod, which also occurs as metud and meotod. It is often

rendered as ‘God’ by translators, but also as ‘creator’ and

‘fate’. Branston46 has suggested that it is connected with the

modern English verb ‘to mete’, meaning to measure or

apportion. He further speculates that it may originally have

been the Old English name of Verðandi, who would thus

be the ‘Measurer’; but his argument is not very convincing.

It has also been suggested that the word is related to the

name of Odin’s malicious double, Mitothyn.47 Whatever,

metod seems to have been almost as powerful and enduring a

concept as wyrd, occurring in many Old English texts as a

by-word for the Christian god. In the introduction to this

study, I have noted that metod has been translated as

‘Ordainer of Fate’, which could refer to wyrd or to God;
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either is appropriate to that particular context.

So far, three distinct but closely-aligned concepts have

emerged: worth, law, and measurement. It is easy to see

how all of these fit into a general idea of fate and destiny,

and how they can operate more or less simultaneously in

order to ensure that a fate is fulfilled in a ‘correct’ way. This

may be what lies behind another term used in relation to

fate, Old Norse scöp – [ge]sceapu in Old English. This term

means exactly what it suggests, ‘to shape’. Jacob Grimm48

sees this as confirming an ancient notion of an

unchangeable fate, predestination. It can, however, argue

for precisely the opposite – a framework of pre-determined

themes or events in which there is room for personal liberty

and choice, limited indeed, but still available for use. In the

Starkadr episode, the term used most often by Odin is ‘I

shape this…’ Plainly, Starkadr’s destiny was not laid down

either before or at his birth. This is in accordance with the

visit to the temple of the nornir described by Saxo

Grammaticus, and is, once again, close to the geis. Sceap

occurs in various forms in a number of Old English texts.

The opening passages of Beowulf, for instance, tell how Scyld

died ‘at his destined hour’ – literally, ‘at the hour shaped for

him’.49

Evidently, the conceptualisation of fate in the pagan north

is far more complicated than is generally acknowledged.

Although there was never, so far as we know, a codified

theology to explain and justify its workings, it is still

possible to build up some kind of overall picture; and in

stark contrast to the Christian philosophy that was to push

native myth and religion firmly into the background, the

pagan conceptualisation seems fundamentally humanistic,
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taking as its starting-point the nature of humanity, rather

than the nature of God. Wyrd does not ask men and women

to strive toward a pallid imitation of divinity – which in

Christian terms is always in vain, and often in vanity – nor

does it use a carrot-and-stick attitude to ensure properly

moral behaviour. It simply sets the pattern, measures its

dimensions, then demands the fee at the designated

moment. Within this basic framework, people can act more

or less as they wish, judged only – with certain exceptions –

by their peers.

The most striking idea is that of framework. This is the

underlying theme of ørlög, and also the geis. Put simply, these

laws can either be obeyed or disobeyed: but they are laws

nonetheless, and their observance is rewarded with

prosperity, fame, or longevity, while a failure to observe

them is penalised, by dissolution, disgrace, and death.

Unlike the Christian system, there is no moral undertone,

and certainly nothing to suggest that the will of the gods is

of paramount importance. For the most part, the gods only

directly intervene in human affairs while they are about

their own business; otherwise, their interest is tutelary,

rather than paternalistic. The exceptions to this rule are the

Fates themselves, and those gods like Odin, who are

associated with them. But once again, their rôle is quite

different from that of the god envisaged by Christianity.

Although he is a creator, Yahweh-Christ (as we may term

him) demands absolute obedience, total and unconditional

fidelity, and stringent moral standards. The creative nornir,

on the other hand, are responsible only for their own

handiwork: they are amoral, detached, and without further

interest in their creations – until the time comes for
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payment to be exacted. Perhaps all this helps to explain why

the old terminology lasted so long into the Christian era: the

underlying themes were more humane, and far less exacting

than what came after. No moral stance is found in the geis,

for example: that which is prescribed is so because it is

advantageous to the individual, not because it is intrinsically

‘good’; and that which is discouraged is not seen as ‘bad’ –

it is genuinely dangerous. The gods do not punish the man

who breaks his gessa, nor do they save him if he should

repent; the consequences are fixed, and impartial. They are

of the very fabric of the cosmos itself.

It is easy to see how the idea of scöp fits in with these

other ideas, and how the image of the spinning Fates came

to encompass them all. As we know, fate is often described

as a ‘web’ or a ‘weaving’, like that of the Valkyries in Brennu-

Njáls saga. The main idea, to labour the point, seems to refer

to a network or pattern, which allows for a reasonable

amount of free movement, as long as the essential laws are

adhered to. The inspiration for this probably came from the

northern perception of the cosmos – the structure of the

world is that of the World Tree itself, which has a share in

the rule of fate; allotted time is governed by the goddesses

of the moon, which rules fate because it is part of the

machinery for generating time. Within a person’s lifetime

many things are possible, just as many things are possible in

a social context, so long as the basic rules are followed. Cú

Chulainn could conceivably have avoided confronting one

geis – he need not have stopped to partake in the Mórrígan’s

meal, by turning back or making a detour – and could thus

have avoided breaking the other; but his pride and sense of

personal destiny forbade it.
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The shaping of destiny did not stop at birth. This is

graphically illustrated by the case of Starkadr, and it is

implicit in the various examples of gessa. How otherwise

could a person already some years old be present at a

ritualistic scene in which his destiny is constructed as he

waits? The example of Lleu supports this. His destiny is

shaped by his mother – ostensibly little more than a series

of angry curses – and then modified by Gwydion, his uncle

and foster-father. Clearly, fate was perceived as a steady,

ongoing process, only fully completed at the end of a

lifetime. While the spinners of fate are supposed to be all-

powerful, these instances indicate that their monopoly of

fate is not absolute. Of course, the beings who manipulate

the destinies of these characters are gods and magicians,

and their powers far outstrip those of ordinary mortals; but

we are told in Norse myth that even the gods are powerless

against the nornir.

A clue to the answer to this conundrum lies in the

names of the nornir. As we have seen, their names have

connotations of worth, value, and debt. As the ‘Weird’

sisters, they came to be identified with fate per se, and as wyrd

the name of one norn also became synonymous with fate.

However, it seems clear from Old English sources that, in

England at least, wyrd came to mean fate in one particular

sense, that of doom, ending. In The Battle of Maldon, for

instance, we read

There was a splintering of shields

in war-whetted anger. Again the spears

burst breast-lock, breached life-wall

of Weird-singled men.50

Another example, this time in the pagan-tinged
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Christianity of The Dream of the Rood, adds poignancy to the

idea of being singled out for death by wyrd; here, the

Germanic concept of fate gives an extra dimension to the

cosmology inherent in the Crucifixion story:

Yet we three, weeping, a good while

stood in that place after the song had gone up

from the captains’ throats. Cold grew the corse,

fair soul-house.

They felled us all.

We crashed to the ground, cruel Weird,

and they delved for us a deep pit.51

When Old English poets write that wyrd is inevitable,

what they are effectively saying is that death comes to all,

and there is no escaping it – even, ultimately, for the gods.

As we have observed, wyrd did not, it would appear,

originally mean death at all, but worth. This may be

explained by referring to the social context. Celtic and

Germanic society were markedly war-like, and both had

developed clearly-defined warrior aristocracies,

characterised by a chain of obligations and alliegance from

which feudalism later evolved. For Germanic warriors, the

reward for dying in battle was to join Odin or Woden in

Valhalla, there to feast and fight everlastingly until they

were called upon to engage in the final battle that was to

decide the shape of the world in the next cosmic cycle.

Another way to join Odin, if death in combat was not in

prospect, was to be marked with a spear at death – in other

words, to simulate a violent death using Odin’s own

favoured weapon, a form of sacrifice. Such a death would

patently be considered to have ‘worth’, perhaps even being

followed by burial beneath an urð, a mound of stones, like



44

the great burial mound at Kivik in Sweden. While this is

admittedly speculative, it should not be dismissed out of

hand: it fits in with what is known of Celtic and Germanic

warrior cultures on the one hand, and the Celtic and

Germanic love of word-play on the other. A noble death in

battle would certainly be one of great worth, to comrades,

tribe, and war-god. Conversely, a man without worth could

be one whose life has ceased to have value according to

normal standards. An outlaw could be killed without the

usual wer-gild, ‘man-price’, being claimed by his family – he

literally ceased to have any worth in the eyes of the

community. The term uroar-maor was sometimes applied to

an outlaw, meaning, it seems, a ‘fated man’; here the notion

of uro appears to be cognate with death.

Another possibility, already touched upon above, is

that the ‘price’ of life is death. This is hinted at by skuld,

‘debt’, and the idea of wyrd itself. This may refer to a belief

in a simple, three-fold system of fate, either superimposed

upon or running parallel with the concepts discussed above:

worth is given to every man and woman at birth, and what

happens to them in life determines the price exacted by the

nornir. Again, the events and deeds of a life are determined

by the particular laws laid down by the nornir. All this would

be in accordance with the Völuspá stanza describing the

nornir and their function. The conceptualisation is multi-

layered and complex, and often built upon word-play and

linguistic reflexes. The essential structure of northern beliefs

in fate and destiny is beginning to become clearer, but there

are still a number of things to resolve.



45

IV

Fate, Divination, and Magic

In the preceding chapters, we have arrived at a conception

of fate that differs radically from the popular notion. The

terminology used and structures perceived by the pagan

northerners suggests a belief in something much more

flexible and worthwhile than the rigid, impersonal and

implacable force that fate is commonly expected to be. One

thing at odds with this analysis is divination. In various

forms – prophetic dreams, the taking of omens, and

foretellings – divination is a common motif in the northern

traditions; is it possible to reconcile the conclusions so far

with the idea of predetermination implicit in the practice of

divination? After all, it can be argued that divination is a

theoretically pointless exercise unless the future and its

events have been shaped in advance, and thus unalterable.

How is it possible to foresee the future if fate is a

continuing process of becoming, with all factors in constant

– if limited – flux? Let us begin by taking a look at Celto-

Germanic divinatory methods, their practitioners, and the

ways in which they relate to the powers of fate.

The divinatory practices of northern Europe are

interesting enough in their own right, but deserve careful
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scrutiny in the context of early beliefs in fate and destiny.

For the most part, they seem to have consisted of more or

less straightforward techniques for looking into the future,

and discerning the patterns of fate. In Ireland, the class of

druids known as filidh had a special interest in divination.

The word means, aptly enough, ‘seers’, and is related

etymologically to Old Norse völva – the female practitioner

of seiðr – and to the name Veleda, recorded by Tacitus as

the name of a deified prophetess. The filidh used a

technique known as imbas forosnai, which appears to have

involved the sacrifice of an animal and the chewing of its

raw flesh, with incantations. In the Táin bó Cúailnge we read

of Fedelm, a seeress who claims to possess the imbas

forosnai:

She had yellow hair. She wore a speckled cloak

fastened around her with a gold pin, a red-

embroidered hooded tunic and sandals with gold

clasps. Her brow was broad, her jaw narrow, her two

eyebrows pitch black, with delicate dark lashes

casting shadows halfway down her cheeks. You

would think her lips were inset with Parthian scarlet.

Her teeth were like an array of jewels between the

lips. She had hair in three tresses: two wound upward

on her head and the third hanging down her back,

brushing her calves. She held a light gold weaving-

rod in her hand, with gold inlay. Her eyes had triple

irises. Two black horses drew her chariot, and she

was armed.

‘What is your name?’ Medb said to the girl.

‘I am Fedelm, and I am a woman poet of

Connacht.’
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‘Where have you come from?’ Medb said.

‘From learning verse and vision in Alba,’ the girl

said. ‘Have you the imbas forosnai, the Light of

Foresight?’ Medb said.

‘Yes I have,’ the girl said.52

Among her paraphernalia is a weaving-rod, which she

uses as she prophesies. This parallels the weaving of the

Valkyries in Brennu-Njáls saga. It is also noteworthy that she

wears a tunic with a hood.

Gerald of Wales, writing in the late twelfth century,

mentions a kind of prophesying by individuals known as

awenyddion, who gave their oracular utterances in an ecstatic

state:

…they immediately go into a trance and lose control

of their senses, as if they are possessed. They do not

answer the question put to them in any logical way.

Words stream from their mouths, incoherently and

apparently meaningless and without any sense at all,

but all the same well expressed: and if you listen

carefully to what they say you will receive the

solution to your problem. When it is all over, they

will recover from their trance, as if they were

ordinary people waking from a heavy sleep…53

Awenyddion, says Gerald, have the impression that

something sweet, or even a sheet of paper with writing on

it, is pressed against their lips; but he also tells us that it

seems as though they are seeing visions in their dreams.

The ecstatic trance, from which the seer speaks of the

future, is implicit in Baile in Scáil, ‘The Phantom’s Frenzy’,

the story in which Lugh foretells the generations of kings to
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descend from Conn, cited above. The ‘frenzy’ here is a

prophetic ecstasy, baile, which is again related by etymology

to filidh. Awenyddion is derived from awen, a term for poetic

inspiration. Imbas forosnai, on the other hand, is sometimes

associated with incubation, divination through dream-

revelation while sleeping in a sacred place or under ritual

conditions. We shall return to dreams shortly, but let us first

digest the implications of these examples.

The common factor here is trance, or ecstasy; although

it is not stated in the extract from the Táin, we may hazard a

guess that Fedelm was indeed a trance-worker, as some

clues are afforded by her clothing and her weaving-rod.

Firstly, it may be that trance was a condition associated with

weaving or spinning, rhythmic, monotonous activities that

may be expected to induce a light trance in a worker; and

secondly, her cloak has a hood. The hood itself can, of

course, be interpreted as a practical accessory, or perhaps a

fashionable item; but it is too close to the hoods of the

cucullati, and of Odin – one of whose nicknames means

‘hooded’ – not to be of possible significance to us here.

Also, various völur and sorceresses in the Norse sagas work

wearing hoods, such as the völva Thorbjorg in Eiríks saga

Rauða, who wore a hood of black lambskin lined with white

catskin. These are analogous to the ritual hoods and masks

worn by typical northern shamans, which have a practical

value in aiding the development of ecstatic trances by

means of partial sensory deprivation; wearing a hood may

also have functioned as a symbolic descent into the

darkness of the underworld. Odin, of course, was associated

with both the realm of the dead, Valhöll (‘Hall of the Slain’),

and with ecstatic states: his name relates to óðr, ‘mad’,
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‘frantic’ (as well as ‘mind’ and poetry’); his Old English

form, Woden, is connected with wod, ‘mad’, and Adam of

Bremen said of the German Wodan, ‘id est furor’.

Another type of seer found in Norse tradition is the

þulr, usually translated as ‘sage’, which also occurs in Old

English as þyle, glossed as ‘orator’. The word is derived from

the verb þylja, ‘to chant’ or ‘to murmur’, and in Hávamál

14254 it is used to denote Odin, fimbulþulr, ‘mighty sage’. The

title is not only used of gods; it seems to have been an

important position in royal households, if Beowulf is to be

trusted on the matter. This parallels the influential positions

held by druids in the royal courts of Ireland. The function

of the þulr was simply to seek out hidden information and

tell what was seen, apparently with the assistance of an

interpreter, much like the Delphic oracle. This is the

chanting or murmuring denoted by þylja, which seems to be

much like the utterances of the Welsh awenyddion. Hávamál

111 tells us more:

Mál er at þylja

þular stóli á

Urðar brunni at;

sá ek ok þagðak,

sá ek ok hugðak,

hlydda ek á manna mál;

of rúnar heyrða ek doema

né um ráðum þögðu

Háva höllu at,

Háva höllu í,

heyrða ek segja svá…55

It is time to chant

on the þulr’s seat
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by the Well of Urð;

I saw and was silent,

saw and was thoughtful,

I listened to men speak;

I heard them discuss mysteries

nor was advice restricted

to the High One’s hall,

in the High One’s hall,

I heard it said thus…

As we might expect, Odin, þulr of the Æsir, has his seat

by Urðabrunnr, at the root of Yggdrasill. The þulr’s seat

seems to be related to the seats of the gods mentioned in

Völuspá 6:

þá gengu regin öll

á rökstóla,

ginnheilög goð,

ok um þat gættuz…56

then all the gods went

to seats of fate,

the most holy gods,

and considered it…

The word rökstóla is here translated ‘seats of fate’ (cf.

Ragnarrökr), but rök could also mean ‘rule’, ‘origin’, or

‘wonder’; and there is a possible play on rokkr, ‘distaff’. The

last would then give us ‘spinning-seats’, which would accord

with the idea of the spinning fates, and the gods’ court of

judgements by Urðabrunnr; in turn, the distaff is yet

another symbol of the axis mundi, the pillar at the world’s

centre which supports the sky and about which the cosmos

turns. The þular stóli mentioned in Hávamál is probably
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identical with Odin’s seat Hliðskjálf, from which he is able

to see all over the world. In Skírnismál, we read how Frey

looked out on the world from Hliðskjálf one day, and was

smitten with love for a giant-maiden he saw; subsequently,

his visions and dreams were confided to his friend and

servant Skírnir (probably derived from the verb skírna, ‘to

make clear’), who then advised him on the matter.

Hliðskjálf is situated in Asgard, at the centre of the world;

the name means, roughly, ‘window-shelf’, which accurately

describes its purpose. In Parzival, the castle ruled by

Clinschor houses a marvellous pillar, from which Gawan

sees the world turning about him57, another example of the

mantic properties of the axis mundi. Northern shamans

frequently perform their feats on raised platforms, as does

the völva Thorbjorg in Eiríks Saga Rauða, with the women of

the household in a circle around her. In Laxdæla saga the

Hebridean sorcerer Kotkell and his sons also perform their

magic on a platform, and on the roof of a house; and in

Friðþjófs saga a pair of sorceresses work their magic likewise.

Veleda, the German prophetess mentioned by Tacitus, was

also associated with a high place:

…any personal approach to Veleda or speech with

her was forbidden. This refusal to permit the envoys

to see her was intended to enhance the aura of

veneration that surrounded the prophetess. She

remained immured in a high tower, one of her

relatives being deputed to transmit questions and

answers as if he were mediating between a god and

his worshippers.58

Not only is Veleda associated with a tower, which

must represent the axis mundi, but her utterances require an
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intermediary, possibly a misunderstanding on the part of

Tacitus. As the other examples indicate, it is more likely that

her mode of speech required the services of an interpreter,

if not for practical considerations, then as a ritual element.

The cosmic axis, in its local representations as the

main supporting beams of domestic dwellings and sacred

buildings, was also involved in the taking of omens. Several

Icelandic texts tell how these roof-beams were cast into the

sea from ships approaching land – the landing-place of a

beam would determine the first landfall proper, where a

settlement would then be based. These beams, known also

as ‘high-seat pillars’ were often carved with an image of a

god. Again, word-play is present: áss means both the main

beam of a house, and, as a general term, one of the gods.

Odin, too, is often referred to simply as Ass, ‘[the] god’.

Images of the axis mundi are also associated with

prophetic or ominous dreams. The Eddic poem Baldrs

Draumar tells how the Æsir meet at their Thing to discuss the

terrible dreams afflicting Baldr; Odin rides off on his eight-

legged steed Sleipnir to seek an answer in Hel. There, he

raises the shade of a völva from her mound, and she foretells

the fate of his son. Hálfdanar saga svarta, in Snorri’s

Heimskringla, informs us that Thorleif the Wise advised the

Norwegian king Halfdan the Black to sleep in a pig-sty if he

wished to have prophetic dreams – the pig-sty seems to be

an ironic reference to a burial mound, and Thorleif’s advice

can be construed as a recommendation to practise

incubation in the traditional manner. Halfdan’s wife

Ragnhild also dreamed, of a great fruit-bearing tree whose

branches spread out over and beyond Norway, which

symbolised the power and influence of their descendants.
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Once more we see the parallel symbolism of the tree as

cosmic axis and image of Sovereignty, this time in the

context of a prophetic dream. The vision of Frey in

Skírnismál, mentioned above, and his subsequent search for

the maiden he falls in love with, has correctly be seen as

being in the same tradition as the Irish Dream of Oengus, to

which it bears a marked resemblance, a genre of tales where

the central figure falls in love while dreaming and then

searches for his beloved. In this context, Odin’s seat

Hliðskjálf replaces the dream as the vehicle for the vision;

or are the two really one and the same? If Yggdrasill is the

steed of Odin, then we might reasonably think that the

horse Sleipnir is actually an aspect of the tree; it is on

Sleipnir that the god travels to the underworld, and the axis

mundi is the ideal point of entry to the realm of the dead, as

it is for other worlds. In Siberia, the eight-legged horse is

also used to travel between the worlds, and the shaman’s

drum is a similar vehicle: as the shaman drums, the

instrument assists the inducement of trance, and it is

believed that he rides it to the realm of the spirits. Among

the Lapps, the most prominent feature on the decorated

drum used by the noai’de, the Lapp shaman, is the World

Tree, structured according to the picture that can be

gleaned from Norse myth. The tree is found on the

majority of these drums, which also function as models of

the cosmos, often having zodiacal motifs and orientation-

points; also found are three goddesses of destiny – Sarakka,

Juksakka, and Uksakka, who are also associated with

childbirth – at the roots of the tree.59 Sleipnir has been

linked with the eight directions used by Viking navigators,

and also with the winds, as well as the funeral bier carried
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by four men – hence the eight legs – which would also

relate to Yggdrasill as a gallows-tree; while these

interpretations are dubious, it seems that they do, at least,

spring from the same cosmological tradition. The

underlying theme is that of an equation of horse, tree, and

drum; each of these is a valid means of travel between the

worlds, but in each case the traveller – the shaman – must

be in the requisite condition, either in trance or in the

dreaming state.

Not all prophetic dreams are of this kind. The most

common seem to be dreams in which the dreamer is visited

by supernatural men or women, particularly the latter, who

bring news of the dreamer’s impending death or disaster.

This occurs in Gísla saga, where the woman is said to be the

Fulla of Odin, who is mentioned as a goddess by Snorri in

the Gylfaginning section of his Edda. Many similar dreams are

found in Irish tradition. In this type of dream, it seems that

the makers of fate actually visit the dreamer to bring tidings

of what is to come – in Norse lore, these dreams are

sometimes associated with the dísir. Other dreams are

simply premonitions of death or danger, with no discernible

cosmological element, and without the appearance of

supernatural beings. However, dreaming is itself a magical

process, and a mode of entry to the otherworlds. It is the

one ordinary activity that connects us with supernatural

themes as a matter of course, and which has, as C.G. Jung60

recognised, its own cosmological structure. Dreaming is in

itself an inherently shamanic act; in dreaming, a person is

automatically linked to the axis mundi, and can thus

participate in its mysteries.

Völuspá describes the nornir as cutting on wooden
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staves. This may refer to a tradition in which they are

thought to keep a tally of some kind, but it also brings to

mind the use of runes in spell-making. It is questionable

whether runic letters were used in divination, but Tacitus, in

his Germania, describes what may indeed be an early form of

divination using runes.

They cut off a branch of a nut-bearing tree and slice

it into strips; these they mark with different signs and

throw them completely at random onto a white cloth.

Then the priest of the state, if the consultation is a

public one, or the father of the family if it is private,

offers a prayer to the gods, and looking up at the sky

picks up three strips, one at a time, and reads their

meaning from the signs previously scored on them.61

It is quite possible that the signs scored on the wooden

strips were substantially the same as those of the runic

scripts known from texts and monuments throughout the

Germanic world, and the date would concur with those

assigned to the earliest runic inscriptions. It is more likely,

though, that they were magical signs akin to or derived

from the hällristningar, the symbols found in rock-carvings

throughout Scandinavia, dating from the Bronze Ages,

some of which appear to have been incorporated into the

runic scripts. The wooden strips are probably an early form

of the blótspænir (literally, ‘blood-chips’), wooden chips used

for divination, also known as hlautviðir, ‘lot-twigs’,

mentioned in a number of Norse texts, notably Hervarar saga

ok Heiðreks, Völuspá, and Landnámabók. Hlautviðir have also

been identified with hlautteinar, twigs used for sprinkling

sacrificial blood, which are mentioned in a divinatory

context in Hymiskviða.



56

According to Scandinavian myth, the runes were

obtained by Odin as a result of his ordeal in the branches of

Yggdrasill, as told in Hávamál. After hanging on the tree for

nine nights, pierced with a spear, Odin saw the runes, and

took them, screaming as he did so. Perhaps this account is

meant to suggest that the runes were conceived of as being

in some sense the fruit of the tree; in which case, the

Germania description of the divining-strips being from a

nut-bearing tree would be significant, pointing to the great

antiquity of elements of rune-lore. There is also a possible

connection with the Irish story of the nine hazels of

wisdom that grow over the Well of Segais, source of the

major rivers of Ireland – that is, at the island’s magical

centre – also called Connla’s Well, in which guise it was

thought to be situated beneath the sea. These trees drop

their nuts into the waters below, where they are eaten by the

salmon that live in the spring, hence the salmon is called eó

fis, ‘salmon of wisdom’. It is while cooking one of these fish

that the hero Finn mac Cumhail accidently scalds his

thumb; putting the injured digit into his mouth, he is

immediately gifted with great wisdom, including the imbas

forosnai, and his dreams are often precognitive. The only

people allowed to go to the Well of Segais were Nechtan

and his three cup-bearers, another reference, perhaps, to the

presence of the god at the centre and his attributes. The

fruits of the World Tree contain wisdom and

foreknowledge; indeed, like any other fruit, they are the tree

in miniature, and have the same potential. Similarly, the

divining-strips used in the account given by Tacitus may

have been believed to share in the properties of the great

tree itself, especially if the tree they were taken from was
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also bearing fruit. Those properties might then be expected

to extend to the World Tree’s other ‘fruit’, the runes.

A connection between runes and the tree seems to be

behind the Old English Nine Herbs Charm’s reference to the

nine ‘glory-twigs’, wuldortanas, used by Woden to destroy an

adder; and the god’s ordeal on Yggdrasill is suggested by an

ostensibly pious Christian reference to ‘the wise Lord, holy

in heaven’ who ‘wrought these herbs while he hung on the

cross’.62 An Old English tradition of Woden hanging on the

World Tree is also indicated by apparent references to tree-

climbing as an initiatory or mystical experience63 – and this

would agree with the ideas discussed above.

I have already suggested that Odin may be viewed in

the context of a shamanic tradition of token transsexualism;

that he is, to judge from his nickname Jálkr, among other

things, a man who has entered the world as it is known to

women, by undergoing a surrogate menstruation. With this

in mind, it is significant that Norse texts constantly describe

how the runes are ‘activated’ by reddening them with blood,

a practice that may also be related to the marking of trees

with blood in druidic and ancient Germanic sacrificial rites,

as reported by a number of Classical writers. In Egils saga

Skallagrímssonar we read that the eponymous Egil,

suspecting that he had been given a poisoned drink, used

runes to divine if that was the case:

Egil drew out his knife and stabbed the palm of his

hand, then took the horn, carved runes on it and

rubbed it with blood. After that he made this verse:

‘Carve runes on the horn,

Rub them with red blood…’64

Another example can be found in Grettis saga. An old
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woman, Thurid, makes a cursing rune against Grettir in this

way:

When they reached the shore she hobbled on by the

sea as if directed to a spot where lay a great stump of

a tree as large as a man could bear on his shoulder.

She looked at it and bade them turn it over before

her; the other side looked as if it had been burned

and smoothed. She had a small flat surface cut on its

smooth side; then she took a knife, cut runes upon it,

reddened them with her blood and muttered some

spells over it. After that she walked backwards

against the sun round it, and spoke many potent

words.65

These two examples show different ways in which the

runes were used. In the first, the runes correctly tell Egil

that his drink has been poisoned; the drinking-horn splits,

and the liquid pours away. Really, this is not divination, as

Egil learns nothing at all from the runes themselves – what

he has done is to make a charm that splits the horn if it

contains a toxic substance, in much the same way as a

chemist would test a chemical with litmus paper. It is, like

the curse laid against Grettir, a positive act in its own right.

Egil is a devotee of Odin, so his use of blood may be

related to seiðr; the old woman’s circling of the tree-stump

may be compared to the circling of the moon about the

cosmic axis, which may – although we are not told how she

extracted her own blood, it may be presumed that she was

supposed to be post-menopausal – have helped, along with

her incantations, to activate the runes by imitative magic. In

this context, it might be significant that one Old Norse

term for a sacred tree was blót-tré, and a similarly-
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constructed term, blót-stöpull, was applied to a pillar

supporting an idol. The question is, if the woman had been

young, would she have needed to cut herself, or would she

have used her own menstrual blood? It is, in all probability,

unanswerable; but it is a question worth posing

nevertheless.

The use of menstrual blood is an important issue here.

Lunar goddesses – and gods – of northern Europe should

have at least some association with menstruation, as they do

elsewhere. Yet there is a virtual absence of direct references

to menstruation in northern mythic tradition. One such is

to be found in the Táin, in an amusing episode in which

Medb begins to menstruate (her ‘gush of blood’) just as the

final battle for the Brown Bull of Cuailgne is about to take

place; much to the chagrin of Fergus, she insists on going

off to relieve herself, her menses gouging out three great

hollows. This tale, however, is exceptional. For the most

part, references to menstruation are obscure, and

inferential. The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel, which has a

remarkable sequence of ‘seeings’ by the one-eyed Ingcél –

including many references to triadic groups, blood, redness,

monocularity, and so on – tells how three war-goddesses

perch on the ridge-pole of the hostel, ‘their jets of blood

coming through them and the ropes of slaughter on their

necks’.66 These ‘jets of blood’ seem to be taken as

understood by the redactor, so we may presume that they

were recognisable to an Irish audience as motifs associated

with the Mórrígna. The ropes about their necks recall Odin’s

rôle as god of the hanged, as well as Roman reports of the

sacrificial habits of the Celts and Germans, reports borne

out by recent finds in the bogs of Denmark, Britain, and
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elsewhere in the north.

In Scandinavia, the dísir were given a festival of their

own at the beginning of winter – that is, in early October –

known as the dísa-blót. The dísir are usually thought to have

been female guardian spirits, minor goddesses, attached to

particular families, rather like the banshee in Ireland.

Sometimes, the dísir of one family would fight with those of

another. They were associated with luck, and misfortune

was said to be a sign that one’s dísir had deserted or died.

dísir were often attached to one individual, and this was seen

as a kind of marital or sexual relationship, just as some

shamans are believed to have spirit wives or husbands –

sometimes of the same sex, thus introducing an element of

homosexuality not found in Norse traditions of the dísir.

Some accounts of sacrifice to the dísir seem to imply that

these deities were represented by idols, wooden cult-images

held by a family or settlement. References to the ‘hall’ of the

dísir – dísarsalr – suggest that they were venerated in formal

temples; but this is almost certainly a development of an

earlier idea. One text refers to the place in which the dísir

were venerated at a hörgr, a word used during the Viking

Age to denote a small shrine, but which originally meant a

heap of stones on a mountain-top, probably an altar. This

fits in well with what we have seen so far, especially when

we read in one manuscript that the hörgr was reddened with

blood at night during the dísablót. The word dísir means

‘sisters’ or ‘maidens’, and it may be conjectured that the

dísablót originally had something to do with a menstrual

ceremony of some kind. The mountain-top hörgr would

seem to be an uro associated with the cosmic axis in its guise

of World Mountain. I would suggest that, far from being
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ancestral deities or simply guardian spirits, the dísir were

once the goddesses of fate attached to a family or clan.

Certainly, they were thought of in terms of luck, and in

several cases they became actively involved in assuring the

destiny of a particular family or individual.

It remains uncertain if these and other references in

myth to the magical properties or sacrificial use of blood are

indirect hints at the phenomenon of menstruation, or even

references that would have been understood by a

contemporary audience. If they are, then they would fill a

gap not found in the traditions of most other cultures,

where the terror or worship of menstruating women or

goddesses is well attested, such as those of the Middle East.

In this respect it is mildly surprising that the relative

absence of menstrual lore in Celtic and Germanic paganism

has gone unremarked; but this may be due to selective and

unconscious ‘blind spots’ induced and reinforced by long-

established attitudes towards menstruation, which is usually

referred to in euphemistic or derogatory terms when it is

mentioned at all.

Menstruation may seem to be over-stressed here: yet it

is clear that a constant factor in northern divination and

magic is the imitation of the deities associated with fate and

destiny, accompanied by an attunement to that point in the

cosmos where the forces of fate are at their most powerful.

Thus, seiðr is performed on platforms analogous to the

World Tree; Fedelm, the seeress of the Táin, bears a

weaving-rod, just as the Valkyries in Brennu-Njáls saga weave.

The use of runes in itself refers to back to the World Tree

as a home of wisdom, headquarters of Odin and the nornir.

And, as the moon is intimately connected with both Odin
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and the nornir, would it not be sensible to make one more

such link, between the use of blood for runic and other

magic, and the menstrual association of the moon?

The art of divination, whether through seiðr, imbas

forosnai, awen, hlautviðr, or þular, is like magic performed by

means of runes or blood-sacrifice; both processes depend

on harnessing the very forces of creation, by a form of

imitation that places the operant in the rôle otherwise

occupied by the cosmogonic powers. Menstruation is the

sign of the creative potential of woman, and is thus assigned

to the divinity associated with creation, fertility and renewal,

fate and the unfolding of events. The essential equation

between finding out what is going to happen, and actively

making things happen, is hinted at in Hávamál, when Odin

asks a series of rhetorical questions concerning runecraft:

Veiztu hvé rista skal?

Veiztu hvé raða skal?

Veiztu hvé fá skal?

Veiztu hvé freista skal?

Veiztu hvé biðja skal?

Veiztu hvé blóta skal?

Veiztu hvé senda skal?

Veiztu hvé sóa skal?67

Do you know how to carve?

Do you know how to read?

Do you know how to paint?

Do you know how to test?

Do you know how to ask?

Do you know how to curse?

Do you know how to send?

Do you know how to destroy?
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While some of these questions are straightforward,

others are ambiguous. The verb raða, translated here as ‘to

read’, can also mean ‘to counsel’, ‘to interpret’, ‘to devise’,

or ‘to punish’; biðja means ‘to ask’ in the same sense as

prayer – to ask that something be done. I have rendered

blóta as ‘to curse’, but it also means ‘to sacrifice’, as can sóa.

In my opinion, the above translation is satisfactory in view

of what is known of medieval runecraft; but the alternative

readings emphasise the intertwining and correspondence of

meanings so often found in magic. Of particular interest is

blóta. Which is, like so many sacred terms used in Old

Norse, allied to blóð, ‘blood’, and parallels blóðga, ‘to make

bloody’ (i.e. to smear with blood). Interestingly, the term

blóta-maðr was used to denote an effeminate man, and a

similar term, blót-maðr, denoted a heathen worshipper.

Several accounts of druidic sacrifices emphasise the

extremely bloody nature of their rites, and both Celts and

Germans engaged in rituals involving the smearing of blood

upon sacred trees. Some accounts tell how victims were

hanged from trees and stabbed, or shot with arrows. In

these ceremonies, blood was the most important factor:

when, during the Roman occupation of Gaul, druidism was

abolished, the sacrifices were modified, and a chosen victim

was only cut, not killed outright or bled to death as before;

but we do not know what still went on away from the eyes

of the Romans.

Effeminacy here seems to be cognate with a certain

type of heathenism. In medieval Scandinavia, only passive

homosexuality – the ‘female’ rôle – was regarded as a

criminal offence. The common term for this was ergi, a

word used to mean nymphomania when applied to women
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– that is, ergi is ‘unnatural lust’ in females. In Ynglinga saga

this word is specifically applied to Odin’s use of seiðr, and is

said to be the reason why seiðr is shameful for men to

indulge in. The Eddic lay Hyndluljóð calls the first

practitioners of the art seiðberendr, the second element of

which means a female animal, a term used as an insulting

obscenity. 68 Again, this can be linked to Odin’s nickname

Jalkr, ‘gelding’; and to transvestite and homosexual elements

in the non-Indo-European shamanic traditions.

The interlinking of symbolism is complex, and often

obscure, but it is possible to make some sense of it.

Basically, the north European concept of fate is linked to

magical creativity because they both involve the feminine

power of creation, itself a mirror of the cycles of life and

time, closely associated with the very structure of the

cosmos. Magic, as a creative activity, and divination, the

foretelling of future occurrences, are one and the same

thing: to foretell is to assume the mantle of the Fates, and

thus to create the future. In this way, the constant process

of creation is maintained, and although the future has

indeed already been written, its shape is constantly being

redrawn. Magic is, in effect, the means by which this is

done; through the use of magic, a man or woman may have

a measure of control over destiny.

Thus, the Old Norse term spá – as in spákonur, a

seeress – denotes both foreknowledge of the future and

that which shapes the future, a spell or charm, like the

vigspá, ‘battle-spell’, mentioned in Völuspá 24, and óþarfaspá,

‘cursing-spell’; as Nordal69 remarks, it is often virtually

impossible to distinguish between the two meanings when

spá occurs in the context of Völuspá. It seems clear that the
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mutual source of the two processes was known and

understood by whoevee was responsible for the final

redaction of the poem; and, by extension, it can be assumed

that the expected audience would also have been so

informed. In Ynglinga saga, Odin’s mastery of the magical

arts is descrobed in terms that leave little doubt that this

same identification of divination with creative magic is an

underlying factor:

Odin understood also the art in which the greatest

power is lodged, and which he himself practised;

namely, what is called magic. By means of this he

could know beforehand the predestined fate of men,

or their not yet completed lot; and also bring on the

death, ill-luck, or bad health of people, and take the

strength or wit from one person and give it to

another.70

The ‘magic’ referred to here is seiðr, with its

accompanying ergi.

Seiðr, then, appears to have involved some form of

activity that was considered extremely unmanly, and this

was characterised as ergi, a term that certainly denotes

passive homosexuality. This jars slightly with Odin’s rôle of

‘All-father’, a term one would expect to denote an excessive

masculinity. However, this may square with his name Jálkr,

in a context of Indo-European cosmogonic traditions,

which generally see the creation of the universe as a reflex

of the construction, or dismemberment, of a primal being,

and the appearance of living creatures as a by-product of

the cosmogonic act. In Greek myth, for example, life is

spawned from the severed genitalia of Uranus, castrated by

Cronos. The castration implied by Jálkr may be derived
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from the same source in early Indo-European myth, which

would thus resolve this apparent dichotomy. This would

give us yet another link between the creative forces of the

cosmos and genital mutilation, a link implicit in the (male)

shaman’s imitation of woman, and the pubertal rites of

passage in which male genitals are mutilated specifically for

the purpose of gaining the magical powers naturally

associated with women. It remains to be seen if such genital

wounding accompanied the art of seior, and indeed,

druidism, as well as other early magical activities practised

by men; by its very nature, such things would usually be

beyond the powers of archaeology. On the other hand,

transvestism and homosexuality, both natural and ritual, are

known to have been a part of shamanism among the Finno-

Ugrian tribes and those with common cultural roots, in

more recent times; and perhaps we can draw some

inferences from that.

One idea that might be of some value in our

understanding of the processes involved here is what may

be termed ritual marginalisation. Mary Douglas71, discussing

the idea of ritual purity in cultures as widely-separated as the

ancient Hebrews and the tribal societies of modern Africa,

observes that taboos are frequently concerned with the

avoidance of things that are in some way marginal

according to the standards of the cultures in question. That

is, persons or objects that are ‘neither one thing nor the

other’ are perceived as dangerous, in that they do not

occupy a single place in the local cosmology, and thus

threaten the very fabric of the cosmos and the well-being of

the persons therein. Witches, she notes, occupy just such a

marginal position in the cultures she examines. This
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marginality is a source of great power; it means a witch can

exploit any situation in which the stability of another

person’s place in this world becomes uncertain, and can

explore the possibilities inherent in his or her own position.

In northern shamanism, the state of marginality occurs

once the shaman experiences the ritual death and rebirth –

classically, being dismembered and reforged in a stronger

form by an otherworld smith – and becomes initiated into

the mysteries of the otherworld. In this way, the shaman is

simultaneously both dead and alive, or, to be more accurate,

neither alive nor dead; from that point on, existence is on

more than one plane. The same idea lies behind the

transvestism or transsexuality of shamans: the shaman,

generally male, adds to his power by occupying the world of

men and that of women at the same time. It is a curious fact

that, in the late Middle Ages and early modern period in

Europe, male homosexuals were frequently accused of

witchcraft; and male ‘witches’ and heretics were accused of

sodomy as a matter of course. This is almost certainly allied

to the pattern of witchcraft accusations made against

women: the overwhelming majority of the accused were old

women, usually widowed. Thus, the victims laboured under

a dual marginality – they were post-menopausal, and so

neither sexual (i.e, fertile) nor without sex; and, if widowed,

they were neither married nor unmarried. Male

homosexuals, particularly passive homosexuals, were in a

similar position, being neither women nor ‘real men’. Their

marginality ensured that, quite apart from the reality or

otherwise of their witchcraft, they were seen as socially

dangerous. Our cultural conditioning means that, even in

these supposedly enlightened times, many heterosexually-
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inclined men feel uncomfortable and obscurely threatened

in the company of known homosexuals; in the theocratic

Middle Ages, when homosexuals were deemed to be

damned in the eyes of God, such homophobia must have

been considerably more harrowing, and resulted in a close

identification of homosexuality with diabolism and heresy.

We can assume that the Church, always vigilant and alert

for backsliders and recidivists, would probably have been

tacitly aware of some of the less desirable aspects of the

preceding native religions, and the constant fear of a

resurgence of heathenism may have led to this obsessive

homophobia and strengthened the desire to stamp out what

were considered to be unsavoury activities. Native north

European magical associations may also be one reason why

the Judaic custom of circumcision was one that was never

taken up by Christianity, and why, when it was done to male

children, it was almost always apologetically so, with

hygiene for an excuse.

This marginality helps to explain just how the male

shaman or seer is able to gain access to other worlds, and to

the flow of fate, with a relative ease. He has become a

denizen of this world and the next, either by initiation, the

typical death and rebirth scenario, or by a method involving

an identification of the shaman with the cosmic process, as

discussed here; or by means of a combination of the two, as

with a number of known examples. The natural cycles of

women mean that, for them, no such mutilations or rôle-

playing are necessary; indeed, in a very real sense, all women

are ‘fates’.
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V

Conclusion

This discussion has necessarily been wide-ranging and, at

times, digressive. We can, indeed, reconstruct a putative

theoretical framework for ancient Celto-Germanic beliefs in

fate and destiny, divination and magic, a framework that is

both self-referential and consistent with the evidence of

myth and folklore, as well as having some support from

archaeology, and parallels in modern anthropology; but we

must search far and wide for our reference-points. Much of

the structure discerned here is rooted in linguistic analysis

and comparative mythology, two disciplines that are now

acknowledged to be closely related and often mutually

illuminating. However, any conclusions drawn from the

kind of sources available – particularly when using such

methods as those employed here – must inevitably remain

essentially tentative. The extant native texts and

contemporary reports cannot give a full picture, and suffer

in varying degrees from distortion and bias; and of course,

the archaeological record is far from complete.

However, what evidence we do have is very revealing

indeed, once it has been drawn together, analysed

comparatively and in context, and slotted carefully into
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place. What is more, we do know that the efficacy of the

magical and divinatory methods discussed here was taken

for granted. It is sometimes easy to forget that such things

were once, and still are in some quarters, part and parcel of

everyday life; it is one thing to intellectually analyse

concepts and ideas from the dim and distant past, and

another to bear in mind that they were once living beliefs.

Thurid’s cursing rune in Grettis saga may seem like a

sinister, if quaint, literary device; but there is absolutely no

doubt that such curses were once really laid – and,

conversely, so were runes for protection, against bad luck,

harmful magic, and the malevolent dead. Numerous

examples of ‘curse tablets’ dating from the Roman

occupation have been discovered in England, particularly at

Bath. One tablet discovered at Moorgate in London reads:

‘I curse Tretia Maria and her life and mind and memory and

liver and lungs all mixed up together her words, thoughts

and memory…’72 From the evidence, such curses were used

as much by the native Celts as by the Romans.

These and other instances suggest that, far from

believing in a fixed and unalterable fate, the Celts and

Germans believed that they were truly able to personally

have some say in future events, the fates of themselves and

others. What, otherwise, would have been the point of

charms, runes, and curses? One Old English poem, The

Second Dialogue of Solomon and Saturn, makes this very point:

Wyrd bið wended hearde, wealleð swiðe geneahhe;

heo wop weceð, heo wean hladeð,

heo gast scyðeð, heo ger byreð,

and hwæðre him mæg wissefa wyrda gehwylce

gemetigian, gif he bið modes gleaw
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and to his freondum wile fultum secan,

ðehhwæðre godcundes gæstes brucan.

Fate is hard to alter, it surges up very often; it causes

tears, it piles up sorrows, it injures the spirit, it carries

the years along. And nevertheless an intelligent man

can moderate all the things that fate causes, as long as

he is clear in his mind and is prepared to seek help

from his friends, and moreover enjoy the Holy

Spirit.73

The overwhelming conclusion, in the present author’s

view, is that there is very little to suggest that the northern

Europeans had much of a belief in an inexorable and

predetermined Fate. Inexorable perhaps, but certainly not

fixed and beyond appeal. Virtually all the evidence points to

a belief in a fate that could be manipulated by a person with

the right qualifications or knowledge. A basic outline of the

mechanics of such manipulation has been suggested here,

although it is admittedly far from complete, a situation

resulting largely from a dearth of information about certain

aspects of the traditions.

I realise that this analysis contradicts the usual view of

the alleged fatalism of our ancestors in this part of the

world. For instance, in his monumental study of Germanic

tradition, Jacob Grimm is adamant that everything that

happened was seen as pre-ordained and beyond the power

of humanity to change:

For individuals then, as well as for whole families and

nations, length of days and happiness were ordained

beforehand. But the decrees of norns and gods lay

shrouded in an obscurity that disclosed its secrets
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only to the glances of wise men and women. The

people believed in a predetermining of fates, as they

did in the certainty of death.74

Grimm goes on to list a number of phrases from Old

Norse and German texts that appear to support his

opinion. But he does not stop for one moment to consider

the implications of magic with regard to human attitudes

towards fate and destiny; nor does he attempt to place the

mechanisms of fate into their cosmological context. If he

had only done so, perhaps he would have modified his

view; but his mind seems to have been made up in advance.

This is all the more galling when, within a few pages, he

looks at traditions of wishing, and the idea of luck, still

insisting that his examples prove the fatalistic philosophy of

the ancient Germans.

I have omitted certain types of divination from this

study – haruspicy and augury, for instance – either because

there is so little information available that no useful

conclusions can be drawn, or because they are simply

variations on one theme or another that has been examined.

Classical sources tell us much about the multiple talents of

the druids, for instance, but little detail is given where it

would be most appreciated. One intriguing example of

divination in a Celtic context is that of Boudicca, who let

loose a hare prior to her final, fateful battle with the forces

of Rome, in the belief that its movements would reveal the

course of the coming battle, in which the Celts were

defeated. As it happens, the hare was associated with the

moon by the Celts, so its use fits well with the picture

drawn here. I suspect that most instances would fall into

this same pattern, if only more was known of their practice
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and the beliefs associated with them. For example, Strabo

and Diodorus Siculus both accuse the druids of taking

auspices from the victims of ritual stabbings, the omens

being taken from either the victims’ death-throes or the

flow of their blood.

Also ignored by this study are texts that appear,

superficially, to be about fate and destiny, but which are in

reality nothing of the kind. For instance, the Old English

poem Fortunes of Men75 is actually an expansive list of the

abilities men are born with, the different courses lives may

take, and some of the ways in which a person might die.

While this is most certainly useful as an illustration of the

diversity of life and death, there is no discussion of fate or

destiny as concepts, nor of the rules by which they are

made.

What we are left with then, is a set of motifs that

ought to be taken as a series of equations: the creative

potential of woman; the determining structure of the axis

mundi; the perception of time; the laws that govern the

cosmos and humanity; travel between the worlds; the art of

divination; the art of magic; man’s imitation of woman; and

so on. All of these together constitute the framework in

which the forces of destiny, and those who would influence

its course, operated.This framework seems to have been

tacitly understood by the pre-Christian Celts, Germans, and

Scandinavians, just as it was understood by the Finno-

Ugrian shamans, and their fellow-practitioners in other

cultures. The great antiquity of this tradition is indubitable,

if we only go by the cosmological features of Celto-

Germanic religion unearthed by archaeologists; and

analogues are to be found in other Indo-European
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traditions, for example the old Slavic divinatory method

involving a horse walking along a row of crossed spears,

also found in ancient Iran and among the Balts. Compare

also the following extract from Herodotus:

There are many soothsayers in Scythia, and their

method is to work with willow rods. They bring great

bundles of them, which they put down on the

ground; then they untie them, lay out each rod

separately, and pronounce their prophecy. While they

are speaking it, they collect the rods into a bundle

again as before. This is the native mode of divination

in Scythia; but the class of effeminate persons called

‘Enarees’ use a different method, which they say was

taught them by Aphrodite: these people take a piece

of the inner bark of the lime-tree and cut it into three

pieces, which they keep twisting and untwisting

round their fingers as they prophesy.76

Similar ideas are to be found in the traditions of

neighbouring language-families, going back several

millennia. What is more, the persistence of the tradition is

remarkable. Nearly a thousand years elapsed between the

German method of divination recorded by Tacitus, and the

casting of ‘lot-twigs’ in the Icelandic sagas; between the

prophetess Veleda in her high tower, and Thorbjorg on her

platform in Eiríks saga Rauða; and between the German and

Celtic blood-rites reported by Strabo, Lucan and others, and

the ‘reddening’ of the altars of the dísir in Hervarar saga ok

Heiðreks. Indeed, a number of the shamanic techniques

mentioned here were – and are – still being practised in

Siberia and Lappland well into this century. William

Shakespeare knew of the Weird Sisters in the sixteenth
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century, and also some of their ways; and the Germans still

honour their old goddesses Holda and Perchta annually, at

mid-winter, the turning-point of the year, to determine the

fortunes of the community during the coming year. We still

speak of Lady Luck and Dame Fortune, fickle ladies both,

but invoked by gamblers – that most superstitious of breeds

– and optimists everywhere, with varying results, as befits

their demeanour.

Is seo forðgesceaft digol and dyrne.

One’s future fate is dark and hidden.77
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