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Death and the dog

In many cultures dogs are said to be able to see ghosts and spirits or
warn of impending death. For instance, in Nigeria if a dog howls
outside a house early in the morning, someone in that household will
die, because the dog has seen their spirit (Ojoade 1990: 219). Myths of
the Kono and Mende peoples of Sierra Leone blame the dog for
thwarting divine plans to make humans immortal and so dogs were
responsible for the origin of death (Parrinder 1982: 56). Similar myths
occur elsewhere in Africa, among the Nandi of Uganda, and in Togo,
for example (Fauconnet 1968: 483, 485). Dogs are also often
associated with standing vigil over the dead – the most famous example
is undoubtedly Greyfriars Bobbie, the faithful terrier who kept watch at
his master’s grave in an Edinburgh churchyard. In ancient Iranian
funerary practice dogs guarded the dead from the demon of
decomposition. In many traditions spirits of the dead appear in the
shape of dogs. 

The phantom black dog of British and Irish folklore, which often
forewarns of death, surely owes something to such a widespread belief
that dogs are sensitive to spirits and the approach of death, and keep
watch over the dead and dying. But the black dog is surely an
expression of a more specific association of supernatural dogs (and
similar animals, such as the jackal or wolf) with the journey beyond
death and guardianship of the realm of the dead. In many traditions
from Europe, Asia and North America such creatures are not merely
harbingers of death. They are both guides to and guardians of the land
of the dead. In some places dogs are also associated with funerals and
the disposal of corpses. The habits of black dogs – which almost always
appear at night, on lonely roads, country lanes and footpaths, at
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crossroads, stiles and gates – eerily echo ancient north-western
European traditions of supernatural hounds that dwell in or about the
lands of the dead. These dogs of death are reflected in myth and
folklore from ancient Greece and Egypt to modern Siberia and Alaska,
and find further expression in the spectral black dogs of Britain and
Ireland. 

Anubis

The oldest textual references to dogs or dog-like creatures in death’s
domain are those of ancient Egypt, which tell of Anubis, the jackal-
headed deity. Anubis was patron of embalmers – and was often
depicted embalming the dead – and assists at the judgement of the
dead, weighing the deceased’s heart against the feather of Maat
(‘Truth’). Priests officiating at funeral rites wore jackal masks to
impersonate Anubis.

Anubis is sometimes shown with another jackal-headed funerary god,
Wepwawet, ‘Opener of Ways,’ who seems to have first been a war-god
before becoming a god of the dead. In their earliest forms – from the
First Dynasty, before animal gods acquired human bodies – both
Anubis and Wepwawet were depicted as wolves or dogs rather than
jackals (Emery 1961: 123, 126–127). Another early god of the dead
known from the First Dynasty period was Sed, who was depicted like
the early Wepwawet, as a wolf. Other jackal-headed deities occur as
minor war gods. In spite of the competition, ultimately Anubis became
top dog. 

From the Second Dynasty the Egyptian gods were increasingly depicted
as animal-headed humans. By the time of the Middle Kingdom Coffin
Texts Anubis was almost always shown as a man with the head of a

Anubis weighing the soul
at the Judgement of the

Dead. Funerary papyrus of
Ani, 19th Dynasty.
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jackal, an image that lasted into the early Christian era. However, dogs
were sacred to him. Mummified dogs were sometimes placed within
wooden statues of Anubis, while embalmed dogs and jackals were laid
to rest in the underground cemetery at Saqqara sacred to the god
(Spencer 1982: 209, 213).

As a judge of the dead Anubis is unique among otherworldly canines.
In that role Anubis seems to have acquired a more general juridical
aspect. There is evidence from the Coffin Texts that Anubis was seen as
a kind of post-mortem court of appeal for legal processes that failed
during a person’s lifetime (Brandon 1967: 25). The Anubis tradition has
a complexity not found in myths and legends of underworld dogs
elsewhere in the world. 

There is no doubt that Anubis was a popular and potent presence in
Egyptian tradition and must have been so everywhere the Egyptians had
influence. But Anubis and his fellow Egyptian dog or jackal deities were
not the original canines at the threshold of death, except insofar as their
archaic forms resemble the underworld hounds of less sophisticated
traditions. They may be counted part of the same continuum. The
distribution of such dog traditions across the Northern Hemisphere
clearly signals that the dog was imagined as an underworld guardian or
guide long before the establishment of Egyptian culture.

The Indo-European hellhound

The Greek hellhound Kerberos (Cerberus in Latin), the watchdog of
Hades, famously charmed to tameness by Orpheus, drugged by Aeneas
and wrestled into submission by Herakles, is probably the best known
of the dogs of death. According to Hesiod’s Theogony, Kerberos was
one of two monstrous dogs fathered by Typhon upon the half-serpent
nymph Echidna:

First, Orthos the dog of Geryon, and next,
Unspeakable Cerberus, who eats raw flesh,
The bronze-voiced hound of Hades, shameless, strong,
With fifty heads. 
(Wender 1973: 33) 

Kerberos is depicted with a single head on a Corinthian cup of about
580 BCE; and only ever has two heads on Attic vase paintings
(Carpenter 1991: 130). But he is more familiar as a three-headed
hound1. He is clearly a counterpart of the two dogs of Yama, king of the
dead, who guard the path to the next world in Indian myth (Rig Veda
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10.14.11. In ancient Iran two dogs protect the Cinvat (‘separation’)
bridge that leads from this world to the next (Vendidad 13.9). Other
examples are found in Armenia and pagan Scandinavia. Reconstruction
of the Proto-Indo-European myth indicates that these were originally
thought of as a dog of life and a dog of death. One carried off those
about to die while the other could restore life. Death’s watchdogs are
generally described as dark or speckled: Armenian legend names them
Spitak (‘the White’) and Siaw (‘the Black’). The Indo-European
hellhound is a ‘black dog of death’ (Lincoln 1991b: 97).

Ancient Iranian funeral ceremonies were inextricably linked to the dog.
To ward off the demon of decomposition required a rite known as the
sag-did, the ‘dog’s glance’ – this was supposed to be performed by a
‘four-eyed’ dog, or a white dog with yellow ears. As such dogs have
always been something of a rarity, this was usually interpreted as a dog
with a spot over each eye – though in practice, any dog would do.
These represented the dogs that protected the Cinvat bridge, the Iranian
hellhounds (Darmesteter 1887: lxxxvi–ii).

Dogs were important to the myth and religion of the Celtic peoples. The
animals are depicted as the companions of various deities on Romano-
Celtic religious sculptures in Britain and Gaul, and were often sacrificed
or sometimes eaten at ritual feasts. The rich iconography of the
Gundestrup cauldron – found deposited in a Danish bog, it is usually
associated with Celtic religion, although it was probably of Thracian
manufacture – includes a dog underneath a cauldron in which a man or
child is being immersed head-first in what is usually considered to be a
sacrificial act. In the Roman period many dogs were deposited in pits
and wells, which Miranda Green believes points to a strong connection
between dogs and the underworld. Some dog deposits are clearly
sacrifices to chthonic powers. For instance, at the Romano-British town
of Caerwent, tribal capital of the Silures, five dog skulls were placed in

1. The heads of Kerberos vary in number, from one or two on the vase
paintings to three in (for example) Sophocles’ Women of Trachis and fifty
in Hesiod. It seems probable that the two-headed Kerberos represents a
Greek rendering of the two dogs of Indo-European proto-myth. The three
heads may have come about through Kerberos’ later association with
Hekate. The fifty-headed version appears to be a conflation of the dog of
death with groups of fifty (warriors or hounds) found elsewhere in Greek
tradition, such as the hounds of Actaeon. The original pair in Greek
tradition was probably Orthos (who is also two-headed) with Kerberos –
the two are sometimes shown as a pair. Orthos is spoken of in dual form
in Pindar’s first Isthmian Ode. 
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a well near a circular shrine. Numerous dogs were deposited in a deep
well associated with a first century shrine at Muntham Court in Sussex.
The remains of sixteen dogs, together with a complete Samian bowl,
were placed in a second-century well at Staines near London. Seven
pups and an adult bitch were buried in urns at Upchurch Marshes in
Kent. Green observes that dogs ‘seem to have a particular association
with sacred sites which have an aquatic connection’ (Green 1992:
111).

Other Celtic dog burials fit well with literary traditions of dogs as
otherworld guardians or psychopomps. A row of dogs’ teeth, perhaps a
magical protective device, was found ‘set as though in a necklace’ in
the ditch of a ritual site with a sacred pond at Ivy Chimneys (Witham,
Essex). Similar burials and ritual deposits are found on the Continent,

Two-headed Kerberos
with Herakles, Athena,
Hades and Persephone.

Attic black-figure
amphora from Cervetri, c.

520 BCE.

Three-headed Kerberos.
Laconian cup, c. 560 BCE.
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where there is also evidence for dogs buried to accompany humans to
the Celtic afterlife (Green 1992: 111–13). A dog skeleton was recently
discovered buried at the entrance to an Iron Age ritual complex on a
hilltop in south Leicestershire (Priest, Clay and Hill 2003; Bob
Trubshaw, pers. comm.). 

Ritual dog burials predate the Iron Age in Britain. A clear example from
British archaeology of the dog’s function as a guardian to the spirit
world is the two dogs found with an impressive alignment of wooden
posts at the Flag Fen complex near Peterborough, in use in the
Neolithic and Bronze Age. The dogs appear to have been ritually killed
to serve as spirit-guardians, at a site that was evidently a major focus for
funerals and other rituals over many centuries. At Caldicot in Gwent
another Bronze Age site provides evidence for a dog buried in a manner
which strongly suggests it was intended as a ritual guardian. (Green
1992: 111). 

Detail of the
Gundestrup cauldron.
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The Indo-European hellhound did not pass from view following the
triumph of Christianity. On the contrary, Cerberus was adopted by
Christian writers and given a prominent place in Hell, probably thanks
to the popularity of Virgil’s Aeneid. For instance, Cerberus (‘Cerbere’) is
the gatekeeper of Hell in the fifteenth-century mystery play Passion
d’Arras, in which he also narrates the Crucifixion, and in Arnoul
Gréban’s Mystère de la Passion. In the hands of Christian writers,
Cerberus was transformed. In the twelfth-century Roman d’Eneas, an
anonymous adaptation of Virgil’s epic into French,

… his legs and feet are shaggy, with hooked toes and claws
like those of a griffon; his back is sharp and bent, with a
hump on the spine, while from his narrow shoulders hang
massive arms with hands like hooks; on his three sinuous
necks are manes of serpents, and three dog-like heads
complete the hideous picture. No longer is he a monstrous
dog, but rather a dog-like demon with arms and hands instead
of legs and paws… we see a stage in the process of
degeneration of figures from Classical myth that took place in
the Middle Ages. In the case of Cerberus, this process was to
continue until he was able to figure on the stage as one of the
principal devils in the mystery plays. 
(Owen 1970: 143)

The underworld guard dog also survived in recent Celtic folklore. A
Gaelic tale collected on the island of Barra in 1859 tells of a fairy
woman who would come each day to borrow a cauldron from a
herdsman and his wife on Sandray, returning it with flesh and bones
still in it as payment. One day when the wife was away the fairy woman
came as usual but the husband became afraid and forgot to say the
words his wife usually spoke, which bound the fairy to returning the
vessel filled with food, and it was not returned. The wife went to the
fairy mound to fetch her cauldron, but found only an old man at home.
As she took her pot, the old man set two dogs on her (‘Loose the Black,
and slip the Fierce’). However, she stopped the dogs by upending the
pot so that they stopped to eat the meat and bones it held (Westwood
1985: 515–16). 

The Germanic hellhound

The Indo-European hellhound also survived until relatively recently in
northern Europe. In the medieval Icelandic poem Baldrs draumar the
god Baldr has bad dreams, so Óðinn rides down to Niflhel on his eight-
legged horse Sleipnir to find out their meaning. 
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Up rose Óðinn, the ancient god of sacrifice, 
and on Sleipnir laid the saddle. 
Downward he rode to Niflhel; 
he met a hound that came from Hel.

It was bloody about the breast, 
and at the Father of Spells 
he howled long. Forward rode Óðinn, 
the earthen path thundered, 
at last he came to the house of Hel.

Another encounter with underworld guardian canines occurs in the
thirteenth-century Gesta Danorum of Saxo Grammaticus (8.240). Saxo
tells of a Danish expedition led by King Gormo and guided by one
Thorkillus. After crossing a river spanned by a golden bridge, ‘a natural
boundary between the human and the supernatural worlds,’ the Danes
arrive at a place that is surely a realm of death:

… a gloomy, decayed town, looking most of all like a misty
cloud. Stakes raised at intervals along the battlements
displayed the severed heads of men. Before the gates [the
Danes] saw dogs of uncommon savagery keeping vigilant
watch over the entrance. 
(Saxo Grammaticus 1979: 264–5)

In another Norse poem, Fjölsvinnsmál (part of a longer poem,
Svipdagsmál), we learn of two hounds who keep ceaseless watch – one
sleeps by day and the other by night – at the otherworldly hall Lyfjaberg
in Jötunheimr. Svipdagr asks the watchman Fjölsviðr (in other poems
this name belongs to Óðinn) what they are called. He is told 

One is called Gífr, 
and the other Geri, 
if you want to know that; 
very ancient guardians 
and they keep guard 
until the gods are torn apart.

The hall, surrounded by a wall of flame, is the abode of Menglöð,
whose name (‘Necklace-Glad’) may identify her as the goddess Freyja.
But although she is described as a sun-bright maiden there is good
reason to believe that here Menglöð is the underworld goddess Hel
under another name, and Lyfjaberg is a realm of the dead.2 The dog
Geri shares its name with one of Óðinn’s wolves – the other wolf is

Infernal Watchdogs, Soul Hunters and Corpse Eaters  

    43 



called Freki – with whom the god shares that other well-known abode
of the dead, Valhalla.

Garmr is another dog often mentioned in connection with Óðinn.
According to Grímnismál (44), Garmr is ‘the best’ of dogs. In Völuspá
(43, 48, 57)

Garmr howls mightily before Gnípahellir
Breaks his chains and runs loose.

According to Smorri Sturluson’s Gylfaginning (51), when Garmr breaks
loose at Ragnarökr and the gods confront demons and monsters, he and
the god Týr will destroy each other.

Garmr is an enigmatic creature. Rudolf Simek (1993: 100) thinks there
are ‘no grounds’ for identifying Garmr with the bloody hound of Baldrs
draumar, but suggests he might actually be the wolf Fenrisúlfr, ‘a case
further supported by the dog’s fetters’. Turville-Petre (1964: 281)
agrees. However, Simek also observes that the Gylfaginning snippet
about Garmr and Týr is probably Snorri’s work rather than an authentic
tradition. This means that the chain is the only thing that argues for
Garmr having been the same as Fenrisúlfr prior to Snorri’s
rationalisation of Norse myth. It is just as plausible that Garmr is a
chained watchdog. Furthermore, Garmr howls outside Gnípahellir,
‘cave of the steep (or ‘overhanging’) mountain,’ or perhaps ‘peak of
Hel’ (Lincoln 1991b: 104), a name that suggests nothing less than an
entrance to the underworld. When the underworld guardian leaves his

Stone

2. In some ways Svipdagsmál resembles the Sleeping Beauty story, but it
has a distinctly sinister feel. Svipdagr is given an impossible task – to find
and wed Menglöð – by his stepmother. From the beginning, it is clear that
Svipdagr is doomed to succeed. He starts by consulting his dead mother
in her burial mound. From that and his subsequent conversation with
Fjölsviðr we learn that there is absolutely no way into Lyfjaberg – except
for someone called Svipdagr, who is welcomed in as soon as he reveals
his identity. There is none of the heroic action or magic we might expect
from such a tale – indeed, the poem seems to drip with macabre irony.
Although it suggests a link with Freyja, Menglöð’s name might equally be
a reference to death by hanging or strangling. This idea is supported by
the name given to a clay wall surrounding the hall – Gastropnir, ‘Guest
Strangler’. Ellis (1943: ch. 7) has convincingly identified Menglöð with the
goddess Hel, on the grounds that there are enough significant parallels
between Niflheimr and Lyfjaberg to suggest that the rulers of the two
places were also probably meant to be one and the same.
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post nothing can prevent anyone getting into – or out of – the land of
the dead. The image of Garmr unchained smacks of the Christian Day
of Judgement, a theme that has clearly influenced Völuspá. Although
Simek (1993: 114) remarks that it is ‘pure speculation that Gnípahellir
is situated at the entrance to Hel,’ there seems little reason to suppose
otherwise. 

In the tenth-century Scandinavian poems Eiríksmál and Hákonarmál
dead kings are described as entering the hall of Óðinn after their last
battles. When they arrive at Valhalla they are welcomed by valkyries,
one of who greets them with a horn of ale. Similar scenes are depicted
on stone sculptures from Gotland: one, from Alskog, appears to show a

Alskog Stone.
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stylised hall resembling a burial mound and a dog which 'could be the
dog mentioned in mythological poems as guarding the road to the land
of the dead' (Davidson 1993: 33).

The Old English epic poem Beowulf describes the monster Grendel and
his mother in terms that leave little doubt as to their lupine nature.
Among the words used to describe them are werga, werhðo,
heorowearh, brimwylf, grundwyrgenne, all of which contain elements
denoting the wolf (wearg/wearh and wylf). Grendel and his mother are
haunters and guardians of a burial mound in marshland. This brings to
mind the bodies of water – usually rivers, but sometimes a lake or sea
– that typically have to be crossed to reach the Indo-European
underworld, and those of some non-Indo-European cultures.

Grendel is also called a scucca (‘demon’), from which the second
element of the name of Black Shuck, the supernatural dog encountered
by nocturnal travellers in East Anglian folklore, is derived. It is also said
of Grendel that, 'from his eyes shone a fire-like, baleful light' (him of
eagum stod ligge gelicost leoht unfæger) (Newton 1993: 6).

The underworld dog may be traced back quite a long way in Germanic
tradition. It is associated with the goddess Nehalennia, whose name
occurs on numerous votive remains dating from the second and third
centuries in the Netherlands and the north-west of Germany, along the
Rhine from its mouth as far as Cologne. 

Nehalennia’s name has been subjected to several etymological studies,
of which two in particular stand out. One sees the middle element -hal-
as the most significant and links it to the Germanic names Hel, Holda,
Holle and so on, and Greek Kalypso, which come ultimately from
Proto-Indo-European *Kolyo ‘the one who conceals’, a chthonic death-
goddess associated with hanging or strangulation (Lincoln 1991b: 78).
The other interpretation prefers to connect the first element neh- with
the Latin verb necare ‘to kill’ and Greek nekus ‘corpse’, which leads
toward much the same thing, a goddess of the dead (Simek 1993: 229).
Objects associated with Nehalennia frequently show the goddess
enthroned, with cornucopias, loaves and baskets of fruit or grain on her
lap, and frequently with a dog by her side. She is sometimes shown
with one hand on a ship, or an oar. The foodstuffs have swayed various
writers, who see Nehalennia as a goddess of fertility and prosperity, but
bearing in mind the frequent appearance of ships in Germanic funerary
contexts, the remaining iconography – including the dog – and her
name suggest a mortuary role. 
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Death’s watchdog in Eurasian and North American myth

The hound that guards the gate of hell is not confined to Indo-European
tradition. Finnish tradition also has an infernal watchdog. Louhi, the
Mistress of Pohjola (the land of the dead), lives on a cold, gloomy
island of a river at the edge of the world, guarded by a fiery dog. The
dog’s role is defined in a Karelian variant of the Song of Vipunen:

… the mistress of Pohjola
Bid her serving maid go see,
What the watchdog was barking at,
Why the island’s dog was frantic:
No watchdog barks for nothing,
Nor should the island’s dog be frantic. 
(Siikala 2002: 161)

In the Kalevala (12) Lemminkäinen employs a demon to ‘block the
barker’s mouth’ so that he can slip unnoticed into Louhi’s house. When
he is noticed the Mistress of Pohjola sarcastically remarks: 

Nehalennia and her dog.
Stone relief from

Colijnsplaat, Netherlands.
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There used to be a dog here
A cur iron-hued
That ate the flesh, gnawed the bones
Lapped the blood of someone new. 
(Bosley 1989: 143) 

This dog is also known as a traditional helper (though it can also be an
adversary) of the tietäjä, the cunning man of modern Finnish folklore,
relic of a vanished Finnish shamanism. Tietäjä songs name it ‘Blacky,
the black dog, cur with iron fur’:

I had a black dog long ago
A cur the colour of iron,
Its mouth a hundred fathoms wide,
Its jaws as broad as six axe-handles… 
(Siikala 2002: 107)

The supernatural beast is also known as the Dog of Pohjo (i.e. ‘the
North’), the dog of Tuoni, or the Hound of Manala, or the ‘Dog of
Lappland, iron-toothed, the runner of the eternal shore’ (Siikala 2002:
107, 119, 235). Tuonela and Manala are other names for the Finnish
underworld, which was believed to lie in the far north or in Lappland.
Rota, a Saami god of the dead, is also a master of hounds (Pettersson
1957:159).

Death’s watchdog is a widespread theme in other circumpolar
traditions. The Chukchi of eastern Siberia believe that the dead must
pass through the ‘country of dogs’ to reach the otherworld (Bogoras
1904: 143). When a Yukaghir shaman follows the road to the
underworld he finds a house where an old woman lives, with a barking
dog outside (Jochelson 1924: 205). Dogs guard the entrance to the
Koryak underworld (Jochelson 1904: 103). In Altaic shamanism fierce
dogs guard the subterranean yurt of Erlik Khan, king of the dead (Eliade
1964: 202).

In North America, the underworld watchdog is widely distributed. In
Greenland Inuit myth, Arnagnaksak the queen of the dead is guarded by
dogs (Pettersson 1957:167). In another Inuit tradition a dog with bared
teeth guards the entrance to the undersea home of the goddess
Takánakapsâluk (Eliade 1964: 295). The last is not strictly a mortuary
realm but it has clear parallels to lands of the dead in other traditions.
Ojibway myth has ‘the dog with the bloody mouth that devours the
souls of those who have tormented dogs’ standing guard on the
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underworld road – a post-mortem punishment also found in, for
example, Menomini and Shawnee belief (Hultkrantz 1957: 80), and
which occurs in Siberia among the Chukchi and Koryak.

Guide dogs to the other side

The vast Indian epic Mahabharata (17.3) tells how Yudhisthira, king of
the Pandavas, sets off on a tortuous journey to the Hindu sacred
mountain Meru with his five brothers, their joint wife and a dog. One
by one, Yudhishthira’s companions die of exhaustion but he survives
and 'enters heaven in his mortal body, not having tasted death'. The
devoted dog survives too, but when it enters heaven with him the gods
are horrified. It is then revealed to be Dharma (the cosmic order) in
disguise. In another story Dharma inhabits a cremation-ground in the
guise of a hideous, black-skinned man wearing funeral garlands,
holding a skull and thigh bone, and surrounded by a pack of dogs.
Although these and other features mark the incarnate Dharma as an
outcast his appearance also has the ring of a death-god about it.
Moreover, when the long-suffering Hariscandra – an Indian equivalent
of Job – goes to work for Dharma at the cremation-ground he has a bad
dream in which he visits first hell then heaven (White 1991: 84–5). 

Another seeker of heaven is conducted to a paradisal realm by a dog in
the tenth-century Navagatio Sancti Brendani – better known as the
Voyage of St Brendan. The very first island the saint and his crew of
monks come to is a rocky island with steep cliffs. The monks eventually
find a landing site and disembark.

Then a dog appeared there, approaching from a small path…
the brethren followed the dog until they came to a large
mansion, in which they found a spacious hall laid out with
couches and seats and water for washing their feet. 
(Gardner 1989: 87) 

This is a typical Irish otherworld: a rich and hospitable hall on an
island. As the isle is Brendan’s first landfall after leaving Ireland, and the
first of many otherworldly islands he visits, it is fitting – if ironic – that
the clerics should be led to its fine hostel by a canine guide straight out
of pagan tradition.

The late twelfth-century De Nugis Curialium of Walter Map tells of a
little man who turned up at the wedding of Herla, an ancient British
king, riding a goat. Herla agreed to attend the diminutive stranger’s
wedding in a year’s time. When the day came, the little man led Herla
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to a cave and they came at last to a palace illuminated by many lamps.
When the wedding was over, Herla and his retinue were laden with
gifts, including a small bloodhound that had to be carried. They were
told not to dismount until the dog jumped down. When they emerged
they found that centuries had passed and when some of Herla’s men
dismounted they turned to dust. The king warned the rest not to
dismount before the dog left his arms. The story continues: ‘The dog has
not yet alighted’ (Westwood 1985: 307). Since then Herla’s company
has often been seen in its ceaseless wandering.

Herla’s story has something in common with the Wild Hunt. However,
the dog is clearly associated with the boundary between the fairy world
and this one. Unusually, it is not simply a guide to and from the spirit
world – rather, it keeps Herla and his people alive in liminal
timelessness until they leave its sphere of protection, a perverse gift that
brings immortality but allows the recipient no peace. 

There is some evidence that in Anglo-Saxon England dogs were
occasionally sacrificed to accompany dead humans to the afterlife. At
Illington (Norfolk) a child was buried with a dog, the only animal
remains found at the site (Owen 1981: 87). A woman was buried with
a small dog at Minster Lovell (Oxfordshire), while men and dogs were
buried together at Foulden (Norfolk), Mitcham (Surrey), Cookham
(Berkshire) and in two graves at Loveden Hill (Lincolnshire). There are
indications that some of these dogs were pets, as we would understand
the term today, while a few elderly beasts may have been retired
hunting dogs. All seem to have been killed to accompany their
deceased owners into the next world (Wilson 1992: 100–1). 

Turning to Finland, a dog appears to act as a psychopomp in an episode
from the Kalevala (36), in which the hero Kullervo returns home after a
long absence and seduces his sister, who afterward drowns herself. The
distraught Kullervo goes off to war but returns home to find that all his
family have died. As he weeps over his mother’s grave, he hears her
voice:

‘Well, I’ve left Blackie the dog
so that you can go hunting:
take your dog with you
go hunting yonder
up into the wilds…’
Kullervo, Kalervo’s son
took his dog with him
trudged off up the road
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up into the wilds
and he went a little way
stepped a tiny bit of road
and he came to that islet
he happened upon the place
where he had ravished the wench…
(Bosley 1989: 494) 

When he comes to the place where he made love to his sister Kullervo
is overcome with despair and throws himself upon his own sword. The
dog’s presence in this episode seems quite irrelevant, a trivial detail,
until we think of the black dog of the Finnish underworld, and the
mother’s advice takes on a grim tone. 

The Kullervo story should perhaps be seen in the context of the practice
of killing dogs as funerary companions in the customs of other Uralic-
speaking peoples and their neighbours in Siberia. For instance, at Evenk
funerals a reindeer and a dog are sacrificed – the deer is eaten but its
bones, together with the dead dog, are bound to a tree or post
(Czaplicka 1914: 155). The Golds sacrifice a dog by the graveside
(Baldick 2000: 142).

The psychopomp dog has also become embedded in Christian
tradition. The Eastern Orthodox churches usually depict St Christopher
as a dog-headed giant. This image was used as early as the fifth century
in a Coptic text telling of Reprobos, a cynocephalic savage renamed
Christian upon his conversion – clearly an early version of Christopher.
In later legend, Christopher was said to be a member of a race of dog-
headed eaters of human flesh who could only communicate by barking.
Christopher was first given the gift of speech by an angel to demonstrate
the power of God, then was converted to Christianity when he carried
the infant Christ across a river. Christopher was originally black but his
skin became white when he was baptised.

David Gordon White (1991: 35) notes that the saint is rarely portrayed
as dog-headed in Western Christianity. However, two Old English
sources describe him in canine terms. According to the Old English
Passion of St Christopher, se wæs healf hundisces mancynnes, 'he was
of the race of mankind who are half hound'. The Old English
Martyrology elaborates upon this: he was 'from the nation where men
have the head of a dog’ (of þære þeode þær men habbaþ hunda heafod)
and ‘from the country where men devour each other' (of þære eorðan
on þære æton men hi selfe). Furthermore, Christopher had ‘the head of
a hound’ (hundes heafod) and very long hair. His eyes ‘shone as bright
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as the morning star’ (his eagan scinon swa leohte swa
morgensteorra), and ‘his teeth were as sharp as a boar's tusks' (his teð
wæron swa scearpe swa eofores texas) (Newton 1993: 5–6).

Plainly this is not quite the patron saint of travellers that we are told
about at Sunday School. In the context of Western Christianity it is a
peculiarly Old English view of St Christopher. With his shining eyes and
aquatic associations he resembles the lupine monsters of Beowulf rather
than the popular image of a saint. Furthermore, like most other Indo-
European traditions, the Germans seem to have conceived of an
otherworldly ferryman who conducted the dead to the underworld.
Indeed, Óðinn appears as a sinister ferryman in some medieval Norse
texts, such as Völsunga saga. It seems reasonable to suppose that St
Christopher's appearance and occupation struck a traditional chord
familiar to English ears, and that the legend was consequently coloured
further by Germanic underworld motifs.

However, Christopher is not the only saint associated with
cynocephaly. The dog-headed Coptic saint Mercurius, who was
obviously derived from the Roman psychopomp Mercury, had two dog-
headed attendants. In German folklore St Thomas is also believed to
appear as a dog or a dog-headed man – though he acts more as a soul-
hunting hound of the Wild Hunt than a guardian or guide (White 1991:
37–8, 40). 

The guide dog to hell was also known in early modern London.
Newgate Gaol was the scene of a haunting by 'a walking spirt in the
likenesse of a blacke dog, gliding up and down the streets a little before
the time of Execution.' Luke Hutton, a criminal executed at York in the
late 1590s, left behind an account of the phantom hound. Published as
a pamphlet in 1612, The Discovery of a London Monster, called the
black dog of Newgate suggested the dog was the ghost of a scholar
imprisoned in Newgate who had been killed and eaten by starving
inmates. One view is that the phantom was invented by gaolers as an
additional torment for prisoners, for whom cannabalism was
occasionally a necessary evil (Ackroyd 2000: 248). But a slightly later
(1638) account tells of a spectral black dog that rode beside condemned
criminals in the cart that took them from Newgate to the gallows
(Simpson and Roud 2000: 25) suggesting that Hutton's black dog may
have evolved from, or later merged with, the old idea of a canine
psychopomp.
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The Wild Hunt

Irish and Welsh vernacular literature and folklore hint strongly at a
close connection between hunting and the chthonic otherworld. In the
Mabinogion story Pwyll Pendevic Dyvet, Arawn, king of the
underworld, has a pack of white, red-eared dogs, whose colouring
proclaims their otherworld origins. According to the early Welsh
‘Taliesin’ poem Cwn Annwn (‘The Hounds of the Underworld’) the
eponymous dogs were death omens, described as small, speckled and
greyish-red, chained and led by a black, horned figure. These ghostly
dogs appeared only at night to foretell death, sent from Annwn to seek
out corpses and dead human souls.

The Cwn Annwn are clearly forerunners of the Wild Hunt, the spectral,
demon-led pack that haunts Britain and parts of Europe, especially
Germany, under a variety of names. In Cornwall the hounds are known
as Dando’s dogs or the Devil’s dandy-dogs, either the pack of a sinful
priest named Dando or the hounds of Satan himself. On Dartmoor they
are the Wish (or Wisht) Hounds; or the Yeth Hounds or Yell Hounds –
‘heath’ or ‘hell’ hounds, in the local dialect. In the north of England the
Gabriel Hounds – also known as Gabble or Gabriel Ratchets – are
usually identified with nocturnal sounds made by birds, especially
geese. These phantom packs are usually an omen of death or disaster,
and are often said to be either damned souls or demons hunting the
souls of the dead. The Peterborough Chronicle for 1127 reports a
ghostly hunt with hounds ‘all black and wide-eyed and loathsome’ that
appeared when the rather unpleasant Henry of Poitou was appointed
abbot at Peterborough Abbey (Westwood 1985: 187).

A Robin Hood tale associated with both Fountain Dale
(Nottinghamshire) and Fountains Abbey (Yorkshire) provides an
intriguing combination of the Wild Hunt with the St Christopher legend.
There are several different versions of the ballad known as Robin Hood
and the Curtal Friar. All agree that Tuck and Robin take turns to carry
each other across a moat to and from an island, and that on the way
back Robin dumps the Friar into the water. In one version Robin blows
his horn and calls up his men. Tuck does likewise to summon his dogs,
and a truce is called. A later version has a fight in which the dogs catch
Robin’s comrades’ arrows in their mouths, though some hounds are
killed (Knight 1994: 61–3). Here we have the typical underworld theme
of crossing a body of water, with the guardian hound expanded to form
a pack. One variant of the tale has fifty hounds, which echoes the fifty
heads attributed to Kerberos (Trubshaw 1994b).
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There is some overlap too between the underworld guardian hound and
the Wild Hunt. Adam of Bremen tells how a group of Frisians sails to an
island in a cold, dark region. This seems to be a land of the dead – it is
similar to the land of lifeless shades encountered by Gormo and
Thorkillus in a Gesta Danorum episode that immediately follows the
one discussed above. When the Frisians start carrying off the treasure
they find there, they are chased off by gigantic men with huge hounds
that kill one of their number (Ellis 1943: 187–8).

Martin Puhvel observes that in Germany ‘crossroads are probably the
commonest gathering-place’ of the Wild Hunt, ‘not surprisingly in view
of their notoriety as ghost-infested places.’ However, he notes that in
Germany and the Netherlands crossroads were also believed to be a
place of refuge from the spectral hunt, as they were an obstacle to the
hunters – an idea found in connection with the Cwn Annwn (Puhvel
1989 105–12). This seeming contradiction seems to derive from the
crossroads’ liminal nature. Crossroads – sacred to Hekate, a death-
goddess with a canine aspect who was closely associated with Kerberos
– are places between places. As with other interstitial sites, the dead
and their abode are close by. We also have the idea that the choice of
direction offered by such a junction can confuse spirits and demons.

The dog’s dinner

In the funeral practices of various peoples dogs are more than just
companions or guides through the afterlife. In nature the dog is a
scavenger and carrion-eater, and this trait has been usefully employed
by humans to dispose of the dead, by giving corpses to dogs to eat. For
instance, in Siberia, the custom at Kamchadal funerals is for the dead to
be left a short way from the door of their yurt to be eaten by dogs,
which the deceased would have power over in the next life (Czaplicka
1914: 145).

Dogs are also employed to devour the dead symbolically. Among the
Finnic-speaking peoples of the Volga food sacrificed to the dead is
given to dogs, which are thought to be in contact with the departed
(Pettersson 1957: 110). At Gilyak funerals the tables are turned – dogs
are sacrificed in honour of the dead and thrown on the funeral pyre, but
mourners eat parts of the animals (Czaplicka 1914: 152).

Whenever humans ritually become the dog’s dinner, the rationale is
that the dog will carry the deceased to the next world or be a servant to
the dead. In this way the corpse-devouring dog is also a psychopomp.
This may also be one reason why the jackal Anubis is portrayed as an
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embalmer – one who prepares a corpse for death. We see here another
correlation with the Wild Hunt, and with the fearsome Kerberos.

Lincoln (1991b: 98–9) points out that the names Grendel, Kerberos,
Garmr, Geri and Gífr are all related. Gífr means ‘greedy’ in Old Norse,
as does Geri. The latter is also the name of one of Óðinn’s two wolves
in Gylfaginning and Grímnismál. Bruce Lincoln has shown that these
names are all derived from the same Proto-Indo-European root, *gher-,
which is thought to denote the sound made by an animal, in this case
the canine variety. In essence, the names are onomatopoeic and all
mean ‘growler’. The same source gives rise in Greek to Kerberos.
Lincoln also points out that the root has given rise to a class of words
that he describes as ‘sub-verbal utterances: sounds commonly made by
people, none of which constitute actual words’. He concludes that the
Indo-European words so derived refer to greed as ‘that characteristic
whereby a human being is reduced to the level of a hungry beast:
growling, ravenous, and inarticulate’. Lincoln also suggests that the
dog’s association with the underworld is due in part to the dog’s
widespread reputation as a devourer of corpses, hence the curse ‘dogs
shall gnaw you in Hel’ which is uttered in the Norse sagas. The growl
of the hellhound denotes ‘the greed of none other than all-devouring
death’ (Lincoln 1991b: 100).

The nature of the beast

But the humble dog has a noble aspect too. People have employed
dogs as guards and hunters for many thousands of years. Wherever
there are humans there are dogs, usually loved and prized for their
devotion, courage and tenacity. And those dogs go about their canine
business in death as they do in life. In the native traditions of Eurasian
and North America the land of the dead is much like the land of the
living. The dead do much the same as they did when they were alive
(Stone 2003: 112). The same seems to have been true for early Indo-
European traditions (Stone 1998: 124–6). For instance, in Finnish lore
the Mistress of Pohjola lives in a village that is pretty much like any
ordinary Finnish village, apart from its unnatural gloom. Her dog
behaves like any other watchdog, barking at intruders. The same is true
of hunting. The hounds of hell may have become specialised as hunters
of the dead, loosed at night to bring the deceased to their new, post-
mortem home, but they are still doing what dogs have been kept for
down the ages.

But dogs are dangerous creatures. For all their tameness and ease in
human company, dogs are still animals. They inhabit a halfway state
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between the domestic and the feral. Watchdogs are tame and docile
with their own humans but aggressive and wild toward strangers.
Hunting dogs live with people but typically are in packs, just as they
would be in the wild. The dogs of death appear at crossroads, at gates,
on roads and bridges. Kerberos and his fellow underworld watchdogs
are, like their mortal counterparts, always at the threshold, neither fully
in the home nor wholly out of it. That is why St Christopher and other
canine entities are effective psychopomps – the dog’s existence in the
in-between, liminal places allows it access to other worlds and to sense
the inhabitants of those realms. The central characteristic of the
hellhound is its intermediary position at the border of this world and
next, between life and death. The dog is perfectly suited to this role – it
is the quintessential domestic animal, the tamed carnivore that stands
midway between beast and human, the wild and the civilised.

The cynocephalic St Christopher embodies this idea: half-human and
half-canine, he belongs to both worlds and to neither. He straddles
places, always in transit. The same could be said of jackal-headed
Anubis and Wepwawet, openers of ways. The dog-aspected Dharma
belongs to no caste and can take a person to heaven or to hell. But as
dog-men they – like the hounds of the Wild Hunt – are akin to the
corpse-eating dogs that, by absorbing the dead, can take them to the
mortuary realms. 

In the last analysis, the hellhound is the moment of death,
the great crossing over, the ultimate turning point. 
(Lincoln 1991b: 101) 
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Notes

1: The heads of Kerberos vary in number, from one or two on the vase paintings to

three in (for example) Sophocles’ Women of Trachis and fifty in Hesiod. It seems

probable that the two-headed Kerberos represents a Greek rendering of the two

dogs of Indo-European proto-myth. The three heads may have come about through

Kerberos’ later association with Hekate. The fifty-headed version appears to be a

conflation of the dog of death with groups of fifty (warriors or hounds) found

elsewhere in Greek tradition, such as the hounds of Actaeon. The original pair in

Greek tradition was probably Orthos (who is also two-headed) with Kerberos – the

two are sometimes shown as a pair. Orthos is spoken of in dual form in Pindar’s first

Isthmian Ode.

2: In some ways Svipdagsmál resembles the Sleeping Beauty story, but it has a

distinctly sinister feel. Svipdagr is given an impossible task – to find and wed

Menglöð – by his stepmother. From the beginning, it is clear that Svipdagr is

doomed to succeed. He starts by consulting his dead mother in her burial mound.

From that and his subsequent conversation with Fjölsviðr we learn that there is

absolutely no way into Lyfjaberg – except for someone called Svipdagr, who is

welcomed in as soon as he reveals his identity. There is none of the heroic action or

magic we might expect from such a tale – indeed, the poem seems to drip with

macabre irony. Although it suggests a link with Freyja, Menglöð’s name might

equally be a reference to death by hanging or strangling. This idea is supported by

the name given to a clay wall surrounding the hall – Gastropnir, ‘Guest Strangler’.

Ellis (1943: chapter 7) has convincingly identified Menglöð with the goddess Hel, on

the grounds that there are enough significant parallels between Niflheimr and

Lyfjaberg to suggest that the rulers of the two places were also probably meant to

be one and the same.
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