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Introduction

Gods, Monsters and Magic is a selection of articles written for a

variety of magazines between 1989 and 2002, exploring the

myths and magic of Germanic-speaking Europe. Except for

‘Odin’s Lost Eye… Again’ (which omits one non-relevant

sentence, as explained on page 38) and ‘Hellhounds,

Werewolves and the Germanic Underworld’ (which omits

one illustration) the twenty-one texts collected here have

been altered only in ways that provide a degree of

consistency in presentation, but also to restore them to how

I first envisaged them.

I have tried to ensure that apostrophes, ellipses, quotation

marks, footnotes and punctuation are consistent. Typos

have (I hope) been identified and corrected, as have

(thankfully) a couple of textual nods. I have also restored

diacritics and special characters where they were either

changed by editors, lost in transfer, or omitted and replaced

by near-equivalent characters due to the mechanical typing

or word-processing limitations of the day.

Finally, bibliographical entries have been revised to the

following format: author, year of original publication

(including translations), and title; things like publisher and

place of publication seem a bit redundant in these days of

expired copyrights, reprints, online shopping and e-books. I

have not reconstructed bibliographies for articles that did

not originally have them.

For better or worse, even though the study of Germanic

myth and religion has moved on considerably since even

the most recent of these articles, the temptation to revise or
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update has been resisted. Each text was intended as an

individual piece, and they were for very different

readerships. Consequently, I have not tried to remove

repetition inevitably arising from overlapping themes. The

texts are presented here more or less as they should have

been.

This collection also gives me the opportunity to reclaim

‘The Hairstyle of the Devil’ after more than thirty years.

Originally named after a 1989 single and album track by the

perennially-undervalued Momus, the article was retitled for

publication without my prior knowledge, and I have always

loathed its renaming. It’s good to have it back the way it

was.

Alby Stone

Walworth

August 2025



Eostre: An Old English Goddess?

First published in Talking Stick 10, 1993.

In his De Temporum Ratione of 725, the monk Bede of Jarrow

lists the names given by the pagan English to the months of

the year. One of these is eosturmonath, named after the

goddess Eostre ‘for whom they were accustomed to bold

festivals at that season’, according to Bede. Eosturmonath is

the fourth month of the year, now known as April, and the

name is the source of Easter, the English name for the

Christian festival corresponding to Passover.

Bede’s brief gloss directly contradicts the spirit of the

Frankish monk Einhard’s Vita Caroli, a ninth century life of

the Emperor Charlemagne. Einhard writes that

Charlemagne ‘gave the months of the year suitable titles in

his own tongue. Before his time the Franks had known

some of these by Latin names and others by barbarian

ones’, implying that these new names were Charlemagne’s

own invention. Among these is ostarmonath, which Einhard

says is the new Frankish name for April.
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Clearly, Frankish ostarmanoth is cognate with Old English

eosturmonath. There are major differences between month

names in the pagan English calendar recorded by Bede and

that attributed to Charlemagne but there are also other

points of correspondence, in terminology if not in position,

on the wheel of the year. For example, weodmonath, the

English version of August, and witumanoth, the Frankish

September, seem to be differently-placed versions of the

same name.

Now Bedc wrote De Temporum Ratione in 725 and

Charlemagne was not born until around 742. This, and the

points of similarity between the names of some English

months and some Frankish ones, would rule out

Charlemagne as the sole source of the Frankish names.

Einhard – who wrote some years after Charlemagne’s death

in 814 – may be reporting a popular tradition or attempting

to explain the currency of pagan Frankish months by

claiming them as the creation of a Christian ruler. Some of

the ‘suitable titles’ allegedly given by Charlemagne are quite

straightforward and appear to derive from peasant necessity

rather than royal decree. For example, brachmanoth

(‘ploughing month’) is supposedly June, with heuuimanoth

(‘hay month’) in July and aranmanoth (‘corn-ear month’) in

August: all of which are similar in type to most of the pagan

English months.

Either Charlemagne knew of and utilised the Frankish

pagan months in a reformed calendar; or he did not do so

and Einhard has just repeated the names of genuinely pagan

Frankish months and claimed them as an imperial creation.
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The form of the name ostarmanoth indicates that it is of

Frankish provenance and not a loan from Old English.

Both names would derive from a common ancestor in West

Germanic, the branch of the Germanic languages spoken

by Angles, Saxons and Franks alike, and so from an earlier

Proto-Germanic tongue.

The name used to denote Easter occurs in Old Frisian as

asteron, and in Old High German as ostarun – both of which

are plural forms. Eostre, the name of Bede’s spring-goddess,

is a Northumbrian form of Old English eastre, which again

is usually used in the plural form, eastron, to denote Easter,

Passover, or springtime.

The only reference to a goddess Eostre is that given by

Bede. There are no runic inscripions to her, nor is there any

mention of her in the works of other medieval historians,

chroniclers or scholars. No place-names mark her passage,

nor do any folktales preserve her memory. It seems strange

indeed that a goddess important enough to have a month

named after her (the only other instance of a divinity having

a month named after it concerns the equally obscure

goddess Hretha of hrethamonath, also given by Bede) should

leave no other trace. Similarly, there is no evidence in

continental Europe for a cognate goddess named Ostara –

only the name of the month, or of Easter, which are

nowhere said to have been named after a goddess.

In fact, Bede’s other etymologies are nearly all doubtful.

And, apart from anything else, it must also be said that the

Christians of northern Europe would hardly have been

likely to have given the most important and holy Christian

festival a name derived from that of a heathen goddess.
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The tendency towards plural forms of eostre and the rest also

argues against the name being that of a goddess. As there is

no evidence for such a goddess outside Bede, it cannot even

be supposed that she could have been a multiple deity like

the Irish morrigna or the English ‘weird sisters’. Finally, a

goddess Eostre or Ostara cannot be inferred solely from

the names for the month, or those for Easter. All that these

imply is that the month and its festivities had forms of one

particular name in the West Germanic languages. There is

no equivalent month-name in medieval Scandinavia, or in

Gothic, both of which used terms derived from Greek

pascha to denote Easter.

The first elements in eosturmonath and ostarmanoth are fairly

certainly derived from the same ancestor as our word for

the direction East. The root is Indo-European *aus-,

denoting both ‘dawn and ‘east’, the east being the direction

in which the sun rises, of course. It has also the suggestion

of brightness: for example the Sanskrit word usra (‘bright’).

Bede and Einhard agree that eosturmonath/ostarmanoth

corresponds to the month of April; that is, it is located

around the vernal equinox. This is, in a very real sense, the

‘dawn’ of the year, when the dark of the winter months

gives way to spring and the promise of summer. The month

of eostre is actually – in the variable year of twelve or thirteen

months, indicating that the heathen English used a lunar

calendar – the lunar cycle in which the vernal equinox

occurs. In effect, the whole month constitutes the dawn of

the year; and perhaps the plural forms that predominate can

be interpreted to mean that the heathen April was viewed as

a whole month of such dawns.
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There is nothing to suggest that the pagan Germans

recognised a goddess of the dawn, as did the Greeks and

the Romans; but it may be that Bede, in his eagerness to

supply a comprehensible meaning for eosturmonath, knew of

the Mediterranean goddess of the dawn and put two and

two together to make five. But in view of the probable

limitations of the monastic library at Jarrow, it is rather

unlikely. On the other hand, there does seem to have been

an Indo-European dawn-goddess *Ausos, who has survived

in Greek myth as Eos, and as Aurora in Roman tradition;

both recognised by the ancients as personifications of the

dawn with pertinent names.

The Germanic peoples lost the *auso- words, instead

referring to the dawn by words based on the ancestor of

our day. The old Indo-European goddess of the dawn, and

her name, may have been retained in the traditions of the

West Germanic tribes, but she would have been only dimly

recognised, if at all, and her name would have become

devoid of meaning. The form of eosturmonath and ostarmanoth

(eastron) and the related words given here, have come down

to us in forms that indicate a near-complete assimilation to

the direction we know as the east, rather than the

phenomenon that they originally referred to: the sunrise.

Even so, the primary meaning seems more appropriate than

the secondary. It does beg the question as to why a

phenomenon that occurs every day – or possibly a goddess

personifying that phenomenon – should he celebrated with

festivities for only one month in the year; but the

speculation outlined above may be tied in with the modern

German word for the spring, Fruhling, which has just such
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connotations of earliness and morning, as does its late

Middle High German forerunner vruelinc.

The probability is that Bede simply invented the goddess

Eostre to cover his own lack of knowledge. After all, the

most obvious alternative, something like ‘month of the

east’, or even ‘month of dawns’, would not have meant

much to a person ignorant of the finer points of heathen

cosmology, and would not have fitted in with a system

where all the names of the months are descriptive of either

agricultural or pastoral activities, or of the seasons in which

they fell.

Obviously, lack of evidence for something does not

constitute cast-iron proof that it did not exist. But in the

case of Eostre, all we have is Bede’s assertion that the

month was called after a goddess of that name.

There is ample evidence that the month – or the main

festival held at that time of the year – was known to the

Franks, and to other continental Germanic peoples of the

time, by cognate names. But none of these has retained any

memory of a goddess of the same name. It may be that the

name was a seasonal title for a goddess known mainly by

one or more different names; but it must be supposed that

the festive title would have been the most popular one, and

the most important.

There is also the nature of the other pagan month-names to

contend with. These are names that describe the agricultural

or pastoral activities associated with a particular time of

year, or which refer to cosmological features of the annual

cycle, or to general ritual activity. Other than Bede’s

hrethamonath, supposedly named for another goddess who
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does not seem to have existed outside the pages of De

Temporum Ratione, none are named after divinities.

Stenton favours Bede’s explanation, on the grounds that the

monk would hardly have invented the name of a heathen

goddess as a source for the English name for Easter.1 But,

as the balance of probability is tilted overwhelmingly against

the existence of a goddess Eostre, that may well have been

exactly what Bede did. Branston treats Bede with some

caution, but speculates that Eostre and Hretha may have

been ‘aspects of Mother Nature in her young and vernal

dress’.2 However, Branston’s idea depends on accepting his

interpretation of the Norse goddesses listed in Snorri

Sturluson’s Prose Edda as ‘all aspects of Frigg or Mother

Earth’ – a simplistic but popular notion that is a self-

referential dead end, even if it does elegantly tie up a

number of loose ends and reduce the need for further

analysis.

It seems to be acceptable to have a plurality of gods, but

goddesses tend to be relegated to that status of mere

aspects of a singular ‘Great Goddess’, inevitably cast as

Mother Earth. Other Indo-European mythologies show no

such tendencies, except where increased philosophical

sophistication has distilled the old gods and beliefs until

they have truly become abstractions rather than

representations.

Notes

1: Stenton, 98.

2: Branston, 127.
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Auðhumla, Primordial Cow

First published in The Cauldron 73, 1994.

Auðhumla is the primeval cow of Norse myth. In his Prose

Edda, the thirteenth century mythographer Snorri Sturluson

tells us that she formed in the ice of Ginnungagap at the

beginning of time, along with the giant Ymir, from whose

dismembered body the world was made; indeed, Ymir was

nourished by the four streams of milk that flowed from her

teats. While Ymir himself spontaneously produced several

offspring to be ancestors of gods and giants, it was

Auðhumla whom was responsible for the appearance of

another primal being, Búri, said to be Óðinn’s grandfather,

was literally licked out of the ice by the cow; his hair

appeared on the first day, his head the next and the whole

of his body on the third.

That is all that Norse myth has to say concerning

Auðhumla. In fact, she is mentioned nowhere outside the

Prose Edda, not even in the verses of the Poetic Edda on

which Snorri so heavily leaned Despite this lack of earlier

sources, it is unlikely that Snorri invented her just to
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account for Ymir’s food and the appearance of Búri.

Rather, it seems certain that Snorri took an authentic myth

from either an oral tradition or a mythic poem that has

since been lost.

Like the world-creating dismemberment of Ymir, the

primeval cow has parallels in other Indo-European myths.

Sometimes, this first of all animals is a bull but all the main

branches of Indo-European myth indicate that the creature

is bovine, of whichever sex. Its role can be clearly defined;

it comes into existence at the same time, or in the same

way, as the first human being (sometimes believed to be a

god or giant). It is the source of all food plants or it

provides nourishment in some other way. As the first

animal, its descendants are the preferred sacrificial victims,

and they are generally treated in a manner that deliberately

parallels the dismemberment of the primal giant, Ymir.

Medieval Iranian texts, notably the ninth century Zadspram,

tell how Ahriman slaughtered the primordial ox Evagdad,

whose name means ‘Created Alone’ (or ‘First Created’).

From the ox’s body grew fifty-seven species of grain and

twelve types of healing plants. According to this tradition,

these plants are endowed with the same virtues and

attributes as the parts of Evagdad body from which they

grew. The tauroctony, the bull-slaying tableau emblematic

of Mithraism, evidently derives from the same source that

inspired Zadspram and its medieval analogues; as Mithras

plunges his weapon into the bull, instead of blood grain

sprouts from the wound. The Iranian account indicates that

the plants were ultimately associated with the ox’s bodily

fluids, which would relate firmly to the Mithraic tauroctony
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These relatively late Iranian traditions should be treated

with a certain amount of caution, as they are influenced by

Zoroastrian ideology, which rejected the sacrifice of cattle.

Thus, the death of Evagdad is presented as a crime

commited by Ahriman against the creation ordered by

Ormazd. But both the tauroctony and the Zadspram story

are clearly echoes of a much older Iranian tradition

preserved in the Avestan texts. In those, the part of Ymir

goes to the cognate Yima, appropiately enough, and it is he

who is accompanied by the ox; the later texts give him the

name Gayomard or ‘Life that must die’, but in each case he

is recognisable as the dismembered cosmic being.

Interestingly, Zadspram at one point describes the ox

Evagdad as madag, ‘female’; otherwise, the Iranian texts use

the word gaw, which can denote any kind of bovine, of

either sex.

Celtic tradition has preserved several traces of the Indo-

European primordial bovine. The iconography of the tarvos

trigaranos type, sculpted reliefs depicting a bull with three

cranes perched on its back, are known in connection with

the god Esus. One example shows a bull’s head apparently

growing among the branches of a tree, with Esus poised to

deliver the blow that will fell it. Unfortunately, the

significance of these artefacts remains obscure, in spite of a

number of ingenuous attempts to unravel their meaning;

but the tree suggests a cosmological purpose. It may be

related to Pliny’s famous account of the ritual cutting of

mistletoe, which involves a druid climbing a tree to obtain

the sacred plant, the proceedings culminating in the

sacrifice of white bulls. More revealing is the Irish story of

the Táin Bó Cauilnge, at the end of which two bulls fight and
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features of the Irish landscape are created from the

dismembered body of one, while the other forms a

landmark all by itself. And, better still, in another Irish tale,

Adaigh ConRoi, which tells how Cú Roi carries off the cattle

of Echde Echbei; ‘the cows let flow, for they had been

driven without being milked. And there grew a plant from

that. Its name is Bó-eirne (‘Cattle of the Eriann’).’ The

duelling bulls of the Táin appear to represent a merging of

two themes; the typical Indo-European cosmology in which

one twin is killed and dismembered by the other and the

myth of the food-producing primordial bovine, also

partially preserved in Adaigh ConRoi.

These mythic themes, and a wealth of artefacts, show the

traditional importance of cattle to the early Indo-

Europeans, an importance remembered by their

descendants even when cattle ceased to be the major

measure of wealth. The Merovingian kings were carried by

ox-cart, rather then a horse-drawn vehicle. In India, the

primordial sacrifices were of a divine human and a horse,

reflecting a shift in emphasis that was probably due to the

military value of horses to the belligerent Arya castes; but

modern Hinduism has retained a vestige of the original

sanctity assigned to cattle. In ancient Rome, the divine

twins Romulus and Remus were said to have been suckled

by a she-wolf, but the periodic renewal of the Roman state

was effected by the sacrificial dismemberment of a bull. To

the Indo-Europeans generally, cattle represented mobile

wealth; bulls could also provide energy for pulling wagons

and ploughs, while cows produced milk and calves, a dual

source of nourishment.
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Among the Scythians, and also in medieval Ireland, blood

was taken from living cattle and mixed with oatmeal or

wine or simply consumed neat. The popular designation of

certain types of dark, red wine as ‘bull’s blood’ may have its

origins in this practice. In ancient India, the intoxicating

juice of Soma (probably the hallucinogenic mushroom

Amanita muscaria) was mixed with milk, as is still done by

the remaining Uralic shamans of Siberia. These practices

reflect an extremely ancient view of cattle as the supreme

providers of nourishment, as well as hinting at the early

sitiogonic role of the first bovine and the homologies that

lie at the heart of Indo-European cosmology. According to

the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, plants came into being when

Prajapati burned a libation of milk or ghee (a milk product)

mixed with hair. This is in accordance with the basic Indo-

European premise; that the sacrificed bovine was reduced

to its bodily fluids, which generated plants. The bovine, like

the primordial twins, sprang from the congealed liquids that

resulted from the interaction of fire and water, the initial

reaction that led to the creation of the cosmos. Indo-

European tradition generally identifies blood with with wine

or, in the case of the Norse myth of Kvasir, mead. Kvasir

was made from the combined spittle of the Æsir and Vanir

but was later killed by two dwarfs and mead was made by

mixing his blood with honey.

If the bull is a symbol of virility and strength, then the cow

is emblematic of fecundity, nourishment and maternal care.

The Indo-European primordial bovine seems to be both

bull and cow combined – the Norse myth stresses the

production of milk while the Iranian tradition places its

emphasis on semen and marrow, for example – just as the
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cosmogonic twins are either hermaphroditic or produce

offspring by some mysteriously spontaneous generative

process. The most important factor, however, is the

association of the bovine with food and the origins of food

plants. Auðhumla’s name refers directly to the old idea of

cattle (and general foodstuffs) as wealth. The first element

of her name is plainly Old Icelandic auðr, ‘riches’, ‘wealth’;

the second is less certain, but attempts to relate it to English

dialect words such as hummel and humble, meaning ‘hornless

cow’, while superficially satisfactory, seem misguided. In the

cosmogonic setting, it would make more sense to assume a

derivation from a Germanic *ghm- from proto-Indo-

European *gh(e)mon-, ‘earthling’, formed from *dh(e)gh-em,

‘earth’ – from which words such as Latin Homo and

Icelandic gumi, ‘man’, are derived, as well as Latin humus and

Sanskrit ksamyas, ‘ground’, ‘earth’, ‘soil’, and so on. This

would allow us to render Auðhumla as ‘riches of the earth’,

‘riches of (the) man’, or something of the sort. The absence

of a cognate word for ‘earth’ in Old Icelandic, or other

Germanic languages, is a problem, but there are plenty of

other precedents for the retention of otherwise forgotten

words in poetic and mythic contexts.

Auðhumla’s resemblance to the Egyptian mother-goddess,

Hathor, whose most popular guise was a cow, has often

been remarked. Hathor has an undeniably cosmological

relevance – she is the star-speckled sky represented in

bovine form and she dwells in the Tree of Heaven, as

provider of food far the souls of the dead. Originally,

Hathor represented only one segment of the sky as her

name (‘House of Horus’) indicates. She was associated with

fertility and the flooding of the Nile and was a patron deity
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to pregnant women and lovers, the focus of a widespread

and complex cult. Auðhumla and Hathor are both cows and

providers of nourishment, and Hathor has a genuine

cosmological function, as her legs are the four cardinal

points, which could perhaps be equated with the four

streams of milk produced by Auðhumla. But that is where

the resemblance ends. Hathor plays no part in cosmic

creation and, unlike the ox Evagdad, she is not herself the

raw material from which food plants spring. Auðhumla

herself is not slaughtered to create plants but is still the

source of the first nourishment.

Little remains of Auðhumla’s probable role in early

Germanic myth; but what does remain is enough to identify

the cow with the Iranian ox Evagdad, and so with the

sacrificial cattle of other Indo-European traditions. The

myth of the primordial bovine has been modified in a

number of different ways to cater for regional variations in

the economic structure and in the cultural status of certain

animals, but the cow retains its main symbolic value as a

provider of nourishment. It is possible that one day a text

containing an older or more complete version of the myth

of Auðhumla will come to light. Until that happens, if it

ever does, we must make do with Snorri’s brief account and

with reconstructions based on parallels from other Indo-

European traditions.
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Óðinn’s Shame
First published in Hoblink 37, 1996.

In the Ynglinga saga section of Heimskringla, his cycle of sagas

concerning the Norse kings, Snorri Sturluson tells how

Óðinn – there portrayed as a historical king only believed to

have been a god – is adept in seiðr, a form of magic that is

the domain of women. According to Snorri, this kind of

magic was hazardous to men:

En þessi fjǫikyngi, ef framið er, fylgir svá míkil ergi, at eigi þótti

karlmǫnnum skammlaust við at fara, ok var gyðjunum kend sú

íþrótt.

But from this magic followed so much ergi that it was

thought shameful for men to perform it, and so

priestesses were trained in it.

The noun ergi – translated by Laing and Foote in the most

popular English version as ‘weakness and anxiety’ – has an

adjectival form argr (also ragr). Dictionaries tend to gloss

both forms with euphemisms: anxiety, shame, lewdness,
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lust, and so on. Yet the word has a simple enough meaning.

When applied to women, it denotes excessive sexual desire;

when used for men it means performing the sexual act like

a woman – in other words, being the one penetrated during

anal intercourse. To call a man argr or accuse him of ergi was

a deadly insult in medieval Scandinavia. It carried with it

connotations of cowardice, weakness and effeminacy – but

the basic meaning is clear enough. So offensive was this

word deemed that a person making such an accusation

risked a financial penalty, outlawry, and a legally-sanctioned

death at the hand of the accused. The weight of the insult is

increased by the fact that those who took the receptive part

in anal intercourse could be punished by death – the

penetrator was still seen as performing an acceptably

masculine act, and was not stigmatised.

That the ergi attached to seiðr did not exist solely in the

mind of Snorri is demonstrated by the term seiðberendr

which is used to characterise men who practice seiðr in

other Old Norse texts, including the Eddic poem Hyndluljóð.

The second element of the term, from berendi, signifies a

female animal – it originally referred to the genitals of

female beasts – and has an added implication of giving

birth. This is behind accusations of ergi made against Loki in

the poem Lokasenna – he had taken the form of a female

animal (a mare) and had sexual intercourse with a male of

the species, following which he gave birth to Óðinn’s eight-

legged horse Sleipnir.

Why did the Norsemen allow this ergi to be associated with

their chief deity, a god of warriors and weapons? The fact

that it was used by a Christian author in a Christianised

Iceland is irrelevant. The pre-Christian Lokasenna has Loki
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taunting Óðinn for being argr owing to his use of seiðr. It

was not the Christians’ way of denigrating Óðinn – it was

already there, in the mythology, in the tradition.

In spite of his title Alfǫðr, Óðinn has another epithet that

casts an interesting sidelight on his sexuality. Snorri’s Prose

Edda includes a poem that lists Óðinn ‘s nicknames, one of

which is Jálkr. This means ‘gelding’ and is a word that

primarily denotes a castrated stallion. Was Óðinn thought

to be a eunuch? The title Alfǫðr would suggest otherwise, as

would references to his (heterosexual) prowess in various

texts, and the fact that he had a wife. These factors also

argue against his being seen as exclusively homosexual. On

balance Jálkr and ergi suggest rather that he was ‘unmanly’

only when occasion demanded – that is, in order to practise

seiðr.

This is very reminiscent of the sexual ambiguities known

for shamans and other magicians in various cultures,

Homosexuality, bisexuality, transvestism and transsexuality

(usually castration followed by being raised as a woman) for

magical or ritual purposes have all been recorded in Europe

and Asia, not to mention North America and Polynesia.

Óðinn has often been accepted as a shaman or a god of

shamans. However, there is genuine doubt as to whether

seiðr could or should be accepted as a form of shamanism.

There is no doubt that the women who practised seiðr, the

vǫlur, did engage in authentically shamanic techniques – but

a close look at seiðr leads one to suspect that it was actually

a maleficent form of magic used to cause harm from a

distance. On the other hand, the Eddic poem Vǫluspá hinn

skamma does tell us that Óðinn drummed with vǫlur on

Samsø. But was that seiðr? We are not told.



Gods, Monsters and Magic

20

Óðinn appears to have been quite happy to be buggered for

magical purposes. Interestingly, that does not seem to have

diminished him in the eyes of Norse heathens, contrary to

what we would expect from the laws concerning ‘passive’

homosexuality. It may be that the pre-Christian

Scandinavians pragmatically accepted that Óðinn’s in-

between status – as a castrated man and as a man who was

sexually a woman – was an unavoidable requirement of

travel between worlds and seeing into the future. That

would be in keeping with a shaman or diviner. As for the

dubious art of seiðr, there is no hint of female practitioners

of seiðr indulging in or being accused of lesbianism or

heterosexual voracity, so it may be that the ergi was

necessary for Óðinn in order that he could master all the

magical arts, as his reputation required. Given that Óðinn’s

concerns were of a rather cosmic nature – winning and

surviving the war against the world-destroyers at Ragnarǫk

– it is no great surprise that Óðinn is not overly worried

about being stigmatised as argr, or that he does not exhibit

shame when taunted by Loki. There are, after all, more

important things to worry about.
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The Spear of Óðinn

First published in The Cauldron 84, 1997.

According to a story recounted by Snorri Sturluson in

Skáldskaparmál, Óðinn obtains his spear, Gungnir, when

Loki, to make amends for having cut off the goddess Sif’s

hair, is sent by her husband Þórr to obtain a new head of

golden hair from the darfs. Loki persuads the sons of Ivaldi

to make the hair, and also the ship Skiobladnir and the

unstoppable spear Gungnir. The ship is given to Freyr, and

the spear to Óðinn. As part of the same adventure, Loki

obtains a magic ring called Draupnir for Óðinn, a golden

boar named Gullinbursti for Freyr, and Þórr’s hammer.

Gungnir is hardly mentioned by name anywhere else. In

Snorri’s Gylfaginning Óðinn is said to carry it into battle

against Fenrisúlfr at Ragnarǫk; and later in Skáldskarparmál

the same author tells us that the name Gungnir is a poetic

name for a spear. The name occurs with this meaning in a

number of skaldic verses, and in more complex kennings

such as ‘Gungnir’s noise’ (battle), though it is also used less

subtly as an emblem of Óðinn.
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It seems odd that Gungnir has not developed into a popular

motif in myth and legend in the same way as Þórr’s

hammer, which features in a number of adventures arid is

almost a character in its own right. But it may be that there

was once an equivalent body of stories revolving around

Óðinn’s spear. The simple fact of the spear having a name

is not in itself evidence that this was so – among the early

Germans it was common practice to give weapons names

of their own – but the spear does feature in several

ritualistic circumstances involving Óðinn. The god was said

to inaugurate battles by hurling a spear above converging

warriors, in Eyrbyggja saga – where it is said to be ‘following

an ancient custom’ – and other texts. There are other

indications that this may once have been a formal way of

opening hostilities. In Styrbjarnar þáttr, the Swedish King

Eirik the Victorious goes into battle after dedicating himself

to Óðinn in return for ten years more life. He is given a

reed and told to throw it above the enemy with the words

You all belong to Óðinn!’ The reed becomes a spear in mid-

flight, and the victory goes to Eirik. This seems to be a

supernatural interpretation of a real event.

It is also possible that certain men might have been helped

on their way to the next world with a spear. In a section of

Snorri’s Heimskringla, known as Ynglinga saga, we are told

that the dead were marked with a spear in Óðinn’s honour.

Óðinn, portrayed as an historical king, insists upon being so

marked when he is dying; and so does Njǫrðr after him. It

is well known that those who died in battle were thought to

go to Valhǫll or elsewhere in the realm of the gods, to fight

and feast eternally until called upon to fight at Ragnarǫk,

and this may represent a memory of genuine practice, in
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which a stab with a spear consecrated an elderly warrior to

Óðinn’s service in the afterlife.

That Óðinn was closely associated with the spear may be

indicated by his list of nicknames in the poem Grímnismál,

which includes the names hnikarr and hnikuðr, both of

which mean ‘pusher’ or ‘thruster’. He was also known as

geirs dróttinn, ‘lord of the spear’, and Gungnis vafaðr,

`Gungnir’s shaker’. The poem Hávamál states, in what are

supposed to be Óðinn’s own words, that he hung on the

World Tree for nine nights, pierced with a spear – ‘myself

given to myself’ – and obtained knowledge of the runes as a

consequence. This sacrifice is echoed in Gautreks saga when

a king is persuaded to take part in a mock sacrifice to

Óðinn. Unfortunately for the hapless king the fake rope

turns out to be real, as does the reed spear, and he is

simultaneously hanged from a tree and speared. The Second

Lay of Helgi Hundingsbane (Helgakviða Hundingsbana II) has

Óðinn actually loaning his spear for that purpose to a man

who wants to sacrfice his brother-in-law to the god. In

Vǫlsunga saga Óðinn appears to be responsible for the death

of the hero Sigmundr, who comes up against a one-eyed

man with a black cloak and spear. Sigmundr’s sword breaks

when it strikes the spear and the battle turns against him.

Circumstantial evidence of the importance of the spear in

the cult of Óðinn is found throughout ancient Scandinavia.

A sixth-century CE die from the Baltic island of Öland,

used for making helmet plates, shows a horned man with a

spear in each hand, accompanied by an animal-headed

figure who also carries a spear. This is thought to refer to

the cult of Óðinn, who was associated with berserkir, the

warriors supposed to become bears in their battle-frenzy. A
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helmet plate from Vendel in Sweden shows an eagle-

helmeted figure thought to be Óðinn; he is riding a horse,

bears a spear and shield, and is accompanied by an eagle,

raven and serpent. A panel on a memorial stone from

another Baltic island, Gotland, depicts a man riding on a

eight-legged horse – evidently Óðinn’s steed Sleipnir –

above whom is an airborne figure with a spear. A pane!

from a Viking Age cross at Andreas on the Isle of Man

portrays Óðinn, shown holding his spear, being devoured

by Fenrisúlfr.

The association was not confined to Scandinavia. Amulets

in the form of minature spears, analogous to the hammers

worn in honour of Þórr, have been found in England – in

seventh-century CE women’s graves at Gilton and

Kingston in Kent for instance – and men were generally

interred with a spear and shield. It has been assumed that

these amulets were designed to obtain Woden’s protection.

As in Scandinavia, there are depictions of horned men

carrying spears; a particularly good example occurs on a

gilded buckle from around 600 CE found at Finglesham in

Kent; another is the pair of ‘dancing warriors’ on a helmet

plate from Sutton Hoo. Another of the Sutton Hoo helmet

plates shows a battle scene, in which a spear-wielding

horseman seems to be assisted by a smaller figure steadying

his arm. These have been interpreted as relating to a cult of

Woden.

The unerring Gungnir is a direct analogue of the weapon

attributed to Lug in Irish tradition, whose fiery spear lived

on in the gae bulga inherited by his son, Cú Chulainn, and

the luin, ‘lightning’, of Celtchair, son of Uthechar, which

could only be cooled by being plunged into a cualdron of
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venom. A similar spear was the property of Lug’s

grandfather, Dian Cécht. The idea was also known among

the Celtiberians; in the second century BCE one of their

leaders, a man named Olyndicus, possessed a silver spear

that was supposed to have been sent from the heavens.

Olyndicus was himself killed by a spear.

This kind of weapon is literally a ‘lightning-spear’ and it is –

along with the thunderbolt-hammer wielded by the likes of

Þórr, Zeus and Indra – one of the oldest weapons known

from Indo-European (IE) myth. It is at once a weapon and

a symbol of sovereignty; in the IE cosmological system its

flashing radiance is also that of the sun. In Indian tradition

the prsonification of the sun is Apam Napat, incarnation of

Agni, who in turn is the personification of the sacrificial

fire. The Iranian version of Apam Napat is associated with

the Avestan xvarǝnah – the farina or farr of later Persian

tradition – the triple fire emblematic of royalty. Apam

Napat is the ‘offspring of waters’, representing the ancient

IE motif of ‘fire in water’ – the primordial collision of

naturally opposed elements that gives rise to solid matter,

the first step in the myth of creation. In Norse myth, the

killing and dismemberment of Ymir, a product of that very

elemental reaction, was conducted by a trio of Gods led by

Óðinn.

The lightning-spear is thus a quintessential instrument of

sacrfice, and to the same time a symbol of kingship, and an

image of leadership in war. It is also, in spite of its

destructive capabilities, a symbol of creation – not least

because of its phallic shape. Óðinn fits all these aspects; he

is All-Father, sacrificer and sacrificed, battle-god, king of

gods and god of kings. He appears – as Óðinn, Woden,
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Gautr, or variants of these names – as an ancestral figure in

the genealogies of nearly all Germanic kings. One major

exception is the Merovingian dynasty, but even among

these early Frankish rulers the mantle of kingship was

conferred by the gift of a spear when Guntram placed his in

the hand of of his nephew Childebert II, according to

Gregory’s History of the Franks.

Óðinn is, of course, famous for being one-eyed. In

connection with this it may be significant that one of Lug’s

most famous deeds is his slaying of his grandfather, the

one-eyed Balor, with his spear. Like Óðinn, Lug is

associated with ravens, and is a many-skilled god. If one has

not influenced the other, then the likelihood is that Óðinn

and Lug are two divergent forms of an earlier figure. One

old theory that seems to be creeping back into current

thinking holds that Óðinn/Woden evolved from Gallo-

Roman representations of Mercury – a grafting of the

Roman god onto the Gaulish Lug. However, the argument

rests almost entirely on the similarity of attributes – a fact

that proves nothing except their similiarity – and the dearth

of evidence for a Germanic god like Óðinn or Woden prior

to contact with Rome or Romanised Gual, the lack of

evidence being taken as evidence of lack. It would be more

sensible to remark upon the common IE heritage of all

concerned.

On the other hand, there is a good chance that these

Germanic and Celtic gods fused again in the Middle Ages.

It seems too much of a coincidence that Arthurian

romance, which flowered in Germano-Celtic England and

France, has a number of figures associated with magical

spears – the Fisher King and the Bleeding Lance, and the
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Black Knight of Perlesvaus, with his burning lance – and the

recurrent episode of the Red Knight, speared through the

eye by Perceval. Events in the Grail Castle seem to owe as

much to the myth of Óðinn as they do to Irish stories of

Lug and related figures.
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The Eye in the Well

First published in Talking Stick 13, 1993.

Óðinn is famous as a one eyed god. This mutilation is

explained by the thirteenth century writer Snorri Sturluson

(Gylfaginning 15), who tells us that Óðinn went to the Well

of Mímir at one of the roots of the World Tree ‘and asked

for a single drink from the well, but he did not get one until

he placed his eye as a pledge’.

This well, says Snorri, contains wisdom and intelligence and

it would seem that Óðinn wished to supplement his already

formidable craftiness by drinking from this inspirational

spring. Snorri supports his story with a quotation from the

poem Vǫluspá:

I know it all, Óðinn,

where your eye is hidden,

in the famous

Well of Mímir;

Mímir drinks mead
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each morning

from Valfǫðr’s [Óðinn’s] pledge.

This drastic exchange of commodities may obscure an

alternative strand of tradition. The list of Óðinn’s

nicknames given in Gylfaginning 19 includes Helblindi,

Bileygr and Blindi (‘Hel-blind’, ‘Failing-eyed’ and ‘Blind),

while elsewhere he is called Tvíblindi (‘Double-blind’).

One school of thought even holds that Óðinn can be seen

in the person of the blind god Hǫðr who was supposedly

tricked into slaying Baldr with a mistletoe spear fashioned

by Loki (in a different version of the myth, in the Gesta

Danorum of Saxo Grammaticus, there is an equivalent

figure, Hotherus, who is seen as Balder’s rival in love and

who fights a series of duels with Balder until he prevails

with the aid of a magic sword from the underworld. Saxo’s

Hotherus, however, is not blind).

There is enough circumstantial evidence here to allow the

possibility at least that Óðinn was believed by some to have

been a blind god.

Whether he is blind or just one-eyed, the association of

Óðinn’s eye with Mímir’s Well is interesting. John Carey

(‘Irish Parallels to the Myth of Odin’s Eye’, Folklore 94/ii

1983) has drawn attention to a number of similar

associations in Irish folklore. For example, the Old Irish

Life of Brigit tells how the saint plucks out an eye so that the

resulting disfigurement will prevent her marriage. She plants

her staff in the ground and a spring erupts, enabling her

brothers to wash the wound.
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In the tale Talland Étair, the king Eochaid mac Luchta

plucks out an eye at the request of the poet Aithime

Ailgesach. When he goes to wash the wound, the waters are

named Dergderc (‘Red Hollow’) to commemorate the

event. Another version of the same tale tells how a spring

gushes miraculously from the ground so that the king can

wash his injured eye. Furthermore, his eye is restored when

he immerses his head three times.

These stories bring to mind an apparent emphasis of the

eyes on images from a number of Gaulish sanctuaries with

healing springs. There are indications that blind or partially-

sighted supplicants journeyed to the Fontes Sequanaea at

Dijon, for example, although there (as elsewhere) votive

offerings show that other ailments were also brought to the

goddess Sequana for treatment. At Mavilly, on the Côte

d’Or, there was a healing spring mainly devoted to eye

disease: one relief shows a divine healer with a pilgrim

whose eyes are covered by his hands.

In Britain, the Romano-British temple at Bath has a carving

of three Matronae with the eyes clearly emphasised. It should

be admitted, though, that in Celtic art, the eyes are

commonly stressed and are usually not the sole objects of

divine treatment. Even with these qualifications, however,

there is still an undeniable link between ailments of the eye

and healing waters.

More telling is the Irish story of the Well of Nechtan,

preserved in the Dindschenchas. This well is associated with

wisdom and inspiration, much like that of Mímir. It is

guarded by Nechtan and his three cupbearers, who are the

only ones allowed to go there. Anyone else has their eyes
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burst by the power of the well. According to the story,

Nechtan’s wife, Boand, decides to test this. She walks three

times round the well, but three waves come out of it,

relieving her of a thigh, a hand and one of her eyes.

The Well of Nechtan is associated with imbas forosnai, the

‘knowledge that illuminates [or burns]’, one of the three

things that go to make a poet, according to Irish tradition.

This has led various researchers to suppose that the Well’s

eye-bursting quality was due to some kind of intense radiant

heat. Nechtan is etymologically cognate with the second

element of the Sanskrit name Apam Napat, given to a

divine being described in the Rig Veda as living in water,

generating his own brilliance (súar: ‘solar element’). This

divine being is basically a form of the fire-deity Agni and is

a personification of lightning.

Apam Napat is also found in the Avestan tradition of Iran,

where he is associated with Xvarǝnah, a personification of

the triple radiance that is the emblem of kingship. This

Xvarǝnah is hidden in a lake by Apam Napat and creates

three great waves when it is pursued by a certain

Frangrasyan. Georges Dumézil translates Xvarǝnah as gloire

lumineuse (‘shining glory’) but a more accurate rendering

would be ‘solar matter’.

Nechtan and Apam Napat are both reflexes of proto-Indo

European *neptonos, denoting a descendant or offspring

(Apam Napat = ‘Child of the Waters’). The Roman god

Neptunus, famous as a sea-god, comes from the same

source, and he is identified with the British god Nodons in

a Latin inscription from Chesterholm.
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The sanctuary of Nodons at Lydney in Gloucestershire was

associated with healing. The iconography of the site shows

that the god had both marine and solar associations. The

juxtaposition of baths and an emphasis on eye disease at

this site should, by now, come as no surprise. At Lydney,

Nodons is equated, somewhat bizarrely, with both Mars

and Silvanus.

It is generally accepted that Nodons is cognate with the

Irish divinity Nuada Airgetlám; who is equated in turn with

the Welsh figure Lludd Llaw Ereint. Nuada and Lludd

(thought to have originally been Nudd, the initial consonant

altered to alliterate with the surname) both have surnames

that mean ‘Silver Hand’. The Irish tradition explains this as

being because Nuada lost a hand in battle; but in this

context it would be more satisfying to relate the silver hand

with the radiance of Apam Napat, lightning personified.

A resemblance to the lightning-spear wielder, Lug, may

have had something to do with the development of the

name Lludd from the earlier Nudd. In the Mabinogion tale,

Lludd and Llevelys, Lludd rids Britain of three plagues, one of

which is caused by two dragons fighting in a pool. When

Lludd buries these creatures they ensure that no other

plague will affect the land.

It seems clear enough that Nodons, Nuada and

Nudd/Lludd represent divergent strands of the same Celtic

tradition. There are also a number of points where they

correspond to the myth of Nechtan and his well. One form

of Nuada in Ireland is the mythical king and poet Nuada

Necht, one of a number of Nuadas, all of whom appear as
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ancestors of various tribes. In Nuada Necht, the names are

reconciled, at least.

It may also be relevant that the most likely meaning of the

name Nuada is ‘Cloud Bringer (or: Maker)’. One

interpretation of the Vedic description of Apam Napat

holds that he was believed to sit among the clouds

surrounded by lightning.

One problem is that there is no blindness or eye injury

apparent in the myths relating to to Nuada or Nudd. Lugh,

on the other hand, is responsible for the death of his own

gjandfather, the one-eyed Balor; while his mortal alter-go

Finn Mac Cumhail kills a one-eyed otherworld being named

Aed or Goll. Another of Lug’s hypostases is Cú Chulainn,

whose battle-rage includes a spectacular contortion: one eye

bulges out like a cauldron, while the other recedes into his

head until it cannot be seen.

Both Finn and Cú Chulainn are wielders of the lightning

spear. Lug is often seen as a Celtic counterpart of Óðinn, a

mercurial master of many skills. According to Irish myth,

Lug becomes king of the Tuatha Dé Danaan when Nuada

loses his hand, which is reminiscent – perhaps fortuitously

– of the theory that Óðinn (*Wodanaz) came to replace the

one-handed Týr (*Tiwaz) as the chief Germanic god.

It is not necessary to unravel this complex knot of gods in

order to recognise that the association of eyes with wells

and springs is related to the old Indo-European theme of a

fiery, sentient essence residing in a body of water. Another

of Óðinn’s nicknames is Báleygr (‘Flame-eyed), which fits

into this framework quite neatly.
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The triplicity of washes and waves, and of fiery radiation,

has a dual meaning: the triple radiance of Xvarǝnah is, in

the Avestan tradition, representative of each of the three

Indo-European social divisions (priesthood, warriors,

farmers); while the Rig Veda recognises that fire is itself

threefold in nature – solar fire (the sun), earthly fire and

lightning.

The triple wave that keeps cropping up in the context of

the eye in the well must be seen in terms of water that has

fire as its essence. One aspect of this theme that is

especially pertinent here is the ancient belief that the sun

rises from, and sets into, the waters encircling the earth; and

the belief that those waters extend into the sky. To the

archaic mind, the fiery orb of the sun really did dwell in

water.

The root of these correspondences is to be found in the

reconstructed Proto-Indo-European creation myth, which

has at its core the dismemberment of a vast human figure.

According to this myth (which is reflected in all the major

branches of Indo-European tradition) one of the being’s

eyes became the sun. This primordial metamorphosis is

preserved in the old Irish word süil (‘eye’), which is derived

from *säwel (‘sun’), and in the use of words meaning ‘eye’ as

a metaphor for the sun in a number of Indo-European

tongues.

The correspondence is invoked for medicinal purposes in

the Atharvaveda, where a number of charms alluding to the

healing of eye-disease refer to the rising and setting of the

sun (Sürya) as a metaphor for eye-disease and its treatment.

There, the eye is said to return to the sun at death. To this
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we can add another idea, found in the love poetry of all

ages: that the eye is like a pool of water. Eyes are spoken of

as liquid, limpid – and fiery. They are the source of tears at

times of sorrow, but flash and sparkle when passion is

roused.

But in cosmology and myth, the major link is that of sun

and eye. The Egyptian identification of the sun as the eye of

Ra, for example, shows that this correspondence was not

confined to Indo-European tradition.

It is not surprising, therefore, that sacred wells and springs

should be associated with the cure of eye-disease and

blindness. The radiance that was thought to reside in their

waters is akin to that of the sun, an eye itself and the source

of the light that allows us vision. The eye-bursting Well of

Nechtan may be interpreted as an overdose of light

damaging the eyes of those foolish enough to risk going

there.

There is probably also an element of sympathetic magic

involved: eyes, like springs, are sources of water. The wells

of Nechtan and Mímir are sources of wisdom and

inspiration – characterised as burning light in Irish tradition

– which allows us to think of their waters in the same vein

as other inspirational, intoxicating drinks like mead and

Soma. The former was obtained by Óðinn in an adventure

that may be seen as analogous to the myth recounted by

Snorri and the poet of Vǫluspá; and the latter is a fiery

liquid that is often equated with the sun (among other

things) and which also has a specific triplicity attached to it,

being found on three mountains. Mímir’s Well is one of
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three (almost certainly one well under three different

names) that lie below the roots of the World Tree.

Óðinn, bestower of the mead of poetry, noted for the range

and acuity of his vision, is nevertheless portrayed as a blind

or one-eyed god. It may not be a coincidence that in ancient

Greece the poet Homer was traditionally believed to have

been blind, like the mythical seers Teiresias, Phincus,

Ophioncus, Eucnios and Phormion; or that the seer Ingcel,

in the Irish story The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel, has only

one eye; or that the seeresses of Norse tradition, like many

of the shamans of Central Asia, operated wearing hoods

and veils that obscured their vision.

Perhaps the burning light of inspiration would be enough to

damage eyes already filled with light. Vǫluspa’s assertion

that ‘each morning Mímir drinks mead from Valfǫðr’s

pledge’ identifies Óðinn’s lost eye not only with the waters

of the well but also with the inspirational mead; the three

things are one and the same.
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Óðinn’s Lost Eye… Again

First published in 3rd Stone 44, 2002

My first article in this dialogue, ‘Odin’s Lost Eye’, in which I

argued that the Germanic god was one-eyed only in

Scandinavian tradition, is not reproduced here. At the time of

writing it was due to be reprinted in The Megalithic Imperative:

A 3rd Stone Anthology. A Journal of Archaeology, Folklore, Mythology

and Earth Mysteries, 1994–2003, edited by Neil Mortimer,

2025. This follow-up omits a sentence at the very end, in

which I appealed to readers for a copy of an article by Bryony

Coles.

I am grateful to Steve Pollington for raising several

important issues in ‘Lost and Found: Odin’s Eye Again’ (3rd

Stone 42). We seem wholly in agreement on most of them,

though it is inevitable that we differ on others. I am glad to

have this opportunity to extend discussion of the linguistic

evidence and also to look at some ground not covered in

my article ‘Odin’s Lost Eye’ (3rd Stone 41). There is clearly

scope for more discussion of this aspect of the most

important Germanic deity.
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I fully agree that the first century BCE is indeed probably

the latest that Latin caecus or a similar non-Germanic word

could have entered Gothic as a loan. I also agree that it

would be essentially different from other types of loans

from Latin and elsewhere, and that there is no compelling

reason why a Germanic *χaiχaz (from I-E *kaiko-) should

not have been retained in Gothic while falling into disuse in

other Germanic languages. But in my view the very absence

of known cognates in the Germanic languages does raise

doubts as to its wider Germanic existence. The surviving

OE lexicon is indeed limited, but there is a wealth of Old

Norse. Admittedly, most of the available ON lexicon is

relatively late, but a word denoting a range of common

ocular complaints – *kaiko- derivatives can also mean cross-

eyed, blind, squinting, weak-sighted – surely ought to have

survived in some recognisable form. The absence of *kaiko-

cognates from the full range of medieval Germanic

languages, excluding Gothic, is too complete to be

coincidental. The only occurrence of haihs is in the Gothic

translation of the Greek text of Mark 9.47, where it glosses

μο νόφθαλμος. Even as eminent a scholar of Old Norse as

Jan de Vries accepts that ON hárr is a cognate of haihs but,

bearing in mind the reasonable linguistic objections, if that

and Gothic haihs are the best that can be offered then the

evidence for Germanic *χaiχaz is pretty weak. I accept that

other Germanic cognates could have completely

disappeared from the lexical map as we know it, but the

absence is so comprehensive that unless the future brings

some convincing find then we will probably never know for

sure. As things stand we are forced to look at the balance of

probability, with the usual caveats.
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A Latin source for haihs is unlikely, but still just about

possible. Another possible source is Celtic. There were

certainly a few Celtic tribes with whom the Goths could

easily have come into extended contact at an early date. The

fact that *kaiko- cognates occur in Cornish, Gaelic, Old and

Modern Irish, Breton and Welsh suggests that it is

authentically part of common Celtic and not borrowed by

them from Latin. It is believed that Gothic migration from

Germania may have begun as early as the second century

BCE, which is a century or so before the latest date that

*kaiko- could have been borrowed. That would put Celtic

tribes of Central and Eastern Europe into contention.

But a few Germanic tribes – the Bastarnae, for instance –

were in contact other possible sources even earlier than

that. *Kaiko- is not exclusive to Celtic/Latin/Gothic (or,

putatively, Germanic). It is found in Sanskrit (kekara –

‘squinting, cross-eyed’) and in modern Indo-Iranian

languages. It also exists in Lithuanian and modern Russian

words for squinting and cross-eyedness. Perhaps haihs

represents an intrusion into Germanic (Gothic) from a

Baltic language, or from an Iranian tongue spoken by one

of the ‘Scythian’ peoples known to have existed in central

and eastern Europe late in the first millennium BCE. Our

word ‘hemp’ is just such a word, with the initial consonant

of kannabis undergoing exactly the same sound shift passing

into Germanic as the one that transformed *kaiko- into

haihs.

This would ordinarily lead us to ask why *kaiko- is found in

Celtic, Italic, Indo-Iranian and Slavic but not common

Germanic, and why Gothic would have borrowed a term

that could easily have been replaced by a Gothic equivalent
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of ON eineygja ‘one-eyed’. These are difficult questions to

which there is no ready answer. But luckily they are

questions that do not really need to be asked in this context.

Whether or not we accept that *kaiko- existed in Germanic,

or that Gothic borrowed it from another language, it does

not alter the fact that none of Óðinn’s alternative names

means ‘one-eyed’ in ON. The only ON Óðinn name that

might formerly have had such a meaning in Germanic is

Hárr, and that would require both special pleading and a

change in the linguistic rules. (In Gylfaginning and Grímnismál

the Óðinn names related to his eyes are Bileygr and Báleygr.

These are adjectives – the suffix -eygr meaning ‘-eyed’ rather

than denoting the number of eyes.)

Steve Pollington’s idea of a squinting archer or spear-

thrower is highly interesting. It makes a lot of sense in the

context of a warrior deity associated with projectile

weapons. As Steve has pointed out (personal

communication) the squint would be more useful to an

archer than a spear thrower. Óðinn is associated with a

spear, like Lug, but each bears close comparison with

Apollo, who is an archer. There is some evidence for

Apollo as a ‘first function’ god in parts of Greece, and he

shares many of Óðinn’s outstanding traits. However, I have

been unable to find evidence for a one-eyed or squinting

Apollo.

In any case, it seems that the one-eyedness of both Óðinn

and Lug is associated mainly with their roles as divine

sorcerers. Óðinn, in particular, tends to appear in his one-

eyed guise when acting as a psychopomp or foretelling the

future. This might relate to Óðinn’s supposed shamanic
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traits. Eurasian shamans often perform with their eyes

covered or their vision obscured by fringes or veils. The eye

covering is an aid to trance induction. By operating with

one eye shut Óðinn and Lug could similarly be working

magic with impeded vision – though vision in the remaining

eye would of course be unimpaired. Alternatively, one-

eyedness could signify a liminal state: both seeing and

unseeing at the same time. And, by extension, both waking

and asleep, both dead and alive. Perhaps the lost eye is

Óðinn’s window to the realm of the dead, an indicator of

one who can occupy or gain access to two modes of being

simultaneously.

Further to that, Bryony Coles has suggested that Odin’s

monocularity could be related to apparently one-eyed

wooden figures found in bogs in Britain and Ireland, dating

from the Bronze and early Iron Ages. She argues that

Óðinn represents an ancient type of northwestern

European god whose lost eye, immersed in water, enables

him to see into the otherworld signified by the lake or pool.

(I am indebted to Jenny Blain for bringing Coles’ work in

this area to my attention.) Unfortunately I have so far only

been able to track dowm one of Coles’ relevant papers. It is

probably unfair of me to make a judgement on the basis of

such limited reading – but so far I find her idea far from

convincing.

In the first place, not all these wooden figures seem

intentionally one-eyed. In the paper I have seen Coles

(1998) only gives three illustrated examples of figures that

might conceivably relate to an early avatar of Odin. One

seems quite obviously damaged (rather than deliberately
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defaced to simulate monocularity), while another has one

eye set only slightly deeper than the other. The remaining

figure is so sketchy that it’s difficult to decide what was

intended. Moreover, one of the oak figures that Coles sees

as presaging Thor also appears to have one eye socket cut

more deeply than the other.

Secondly, Coles discusses these figures in terms of Norse

myth while saying nothing about the insular Celts, whose

traditions would surely be more pertinent in the context. I

would suggest that any one-eyed figures from the Bronze

and early Iron Ages in the British Isles might be more

relevant to the development of the Irish god Lug. If

anything this would probably strengthen the case against a

one-eyed *Wodanaz, at the same time tending to support

the idea of a later Óðinn losing an eye under the influence

of Irish tradition. In any case, this aspect of Coles’

suggestion only works if one accepts that *Wodanaz was

always one-eyed.

There is nothing wrong with Coles’ idea that a type of god

analogous to Óðinn was prevalent in northern and western

Europe at the time the figures were manufactured and,

presumably, venerated. Few would disagree with the

sovereign god having been a widespread type, and those

who agree with Georges Dumézil would fully support the

idea that *Lugos and *Wodanaz are close variations on a

particular Indo-European theme. But the point at issue here

is whether or not the theme was that of a one-eyed god.

Even if we suppose the wooden figures to represent a pre-

Indo-European divinity there seems a reasonable doubt as

to their one-eyedness. And if we accept that they are one-



Gods, Monsters and Magic

44

eyed the problem remains – there seem to be no equivalent

one-eyed wooden figures from mainland Europe. A

number of wooden figures of the same periods have been

found in Denmark and elsewhere, but none appear to be

one-eyed.

It seems to me that the evidence so far still tends to suggest

that *Wodanaz lost an eye among Scandinavians under the

influence of Irish tradition, at about the same time that

Scandinavia was most closely in contact with the Irish. I am

open to persuasion, however, and would welcome any

unfamiliar textual or material evidence, whether it points

one way or the other.
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Nerthus Breakdowns

First published in The Cauldron 79, 1996.

This short article is a comment on an exchange of views that

appeared in The Cauldron toward the end of 1995. I am unable

to reproduce that here, but the gist will be apparent from my

contribution.

I read the exchange between Michael Jordan and E. W.

Liddell on Nerthus, Freyja and other supposed

Scandinavian goddesses in The Cauldron 77 with great

interest, and not a little alarm at the extent to which certain

speculations have become accepted as hard fact. As far as

Nerthus is concerned, Jordan has it about right – but not

entirely. The only ancient reference to Nerthus is the one

given by Tacitus in Germania 40. There are no other

inscriptional or textual names or compounds that can be

construed as being related to or derived from that name,

except for that of Njǫrðr (the Scandinavian fertility god,

also associated with the sea), who is attested in place names

as well as mythological texts. Any connection between

Nerthus and the cult-objects, depictions and rites ascribed
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to her in Liddell’s references (Branston, Dames – whose

cited assertions regarding Nerthus are downright fanciful –

and Glob) is wholly conjectural. At best, these are based

solely on broad similarity to the rites of Nerthus as

described by Tacitus; at their worst, they are little more then

fiction. The exceptions are the extracts from H. R. Ellis

Davidson, one of which simply allows for the possibility

that Nerthus may have been an early version of Njǫrðr’s

enigmatic sister; while the other simply mentions the rites

of Nerthus, and is plainly alluding to Tacitus. On the other

hand, Nerthus is not a Celtic-Roman name, as Jordan

claims, nor do her worshippers , as listed by Tacitus, appear

to be Celtic. The Angli were most certainly not.

Interestingly, the Latinised name Nerthus is a masculine

form. A feminine version would be something like Nertha.

The name has a complex semantic root: cognate Indo-

European terminology denotes ‘left (hand)’, ‘below’ and

‘north’ – the latter pair deriving from the first meaning.

This connects the left hand pointing north as one faces the

rising sun (archaic orientation), the lower body parts (those

traditionally cleansed with the left hand), and the idea of a

nether region located in the north. Probably the best

candidate for a divine linguistic cognate outside Scandinavia

is the Indic death-goddess Nirṛti.

Nerthus has defeated all attempts at explanation. Did

Tacitus mistake an early form of Njǫrðr for a goddess, or

was he misinformed? Is Njǫrðr a masculinised relic of a

goddess called Nerthus? If distinct, were the two originally

brother and sister? Was Nerthus a hermaphrodite? All of

these have been proposed at one time or another, but the

evidence is too scant to allow for a definitive solution.
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Tacitus’ description does not exactly suggest a death

goddess, but then it suggests few of the aspects, attributes

and rites that have been spuriously foisted onto Nerthus in

recent years. Until something in the way of solid evidence is

unearthed the jury should stay out.

Can Nerthus be associated with Freyja? Probably not, or at

least not on the basis of any extant evidence. Scandinavia

has a rich tradition of divinities and ritual objects in

wheeled vehicles. A likeness of Þórr was venerated in a

movable chariot. Freyr and Freyja both travelled in wagons;

and the famous Trundholm sun-disc is supported by a

wheeled conveyance, but then ritual vehicles were also

trundled around ancient Rome, and the Merovingian kings

of early France were also wheeled around in a wagon. The

practice continued in Christian Europe through the Middle

Ages and beyond -including a wartime perambulation of the

maritime Virgin Mary from Boulogne – and has always

been a common sight in Hindu celebrations. Likewise,

veiled goddesses are far too common in Indo-European

traditions to allow for any hard and fast identifications. The

same goes for human sacrifice by drowning. All in all, there

is simply not enough to go on.

Is Freyja a ‘pale reflection’ of the Neolithic Queen of the

Dead? Well, Norse myth has a full blooded memory of that

dread queen, under a form of perhaps her oldest name –

Hel, whose Hindu equivalent is Kali. It is not unreasonable

to speculate that the pagan Norse, like their Indian cousins,

had more then one goddess of death, but Freyja does not fit

the bill. Indian myth does have a good mother/bad mother

motif that includes Nirṛti and Aditi as polar opposites, with

Kali and Gauri as a similar pair; but Nirṛti is not Aditi, and
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Kali is not Gauri.

Just because two goddesses share a chthonic quality it does

not automatically follow that they are one and the same.

Nirrti and Kali are so alike that they were probably a single

death goddess fractured into different hypostases in keeping

with the evolution of other Indian divinities.

Aditi and Gari are as fecund and lovely as Nirṛti and Kali

are barren and hideous. Likewise, Freyja is sexual, fertile,

giving, radiant; Hel is dark, sterile, grasping. They are

opposites. Unless one believes that all goddesses are merely

aspects of a single ‘Great Goddess’ – and that is matter of

belief, not fact – any identification of Freyja with Hel is

exceedingly flimsy. Freyja is said to take one half of the

dead from battlefields – but does that make her a goddess

of death? After all she is notoriously promiscuous. Óðinn

wants men to fight at Ragnarǫk, but perhaps Freyja has a

softer battlefield in mind?

This demonstrates the damage that can done by writers

who fail to make it clear that they are engaged in

speculation, or who are otherwise untidy in their

presentation and treatment of information. It also shows

how repetition magnifies inaccuracies and perpetuates

fallacies. For the most part, E. W. Liddell is clearly just

quoting his sources and accepting them at face value; the

fault does not lie with him, but with those sources.

Received wisdom is all too often nothing of the kind.
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The Thunder God of Northern Europe

First published in Moonshine 16, 1989.

Thunder and lightning are arguably the most spectacular

celestial events that can be seen and heard. A thunderstorm,

with its powerful combination of rumbles and crashes,

flashes and streaks of bright light, and often driving rain,

can be a truly awesome experience. It is not at all surprising

that thunderstorms came to be seen as a supernatural

phenomena; nor that they have everywhere been associated

with divinity. Northern Europe has strong tradition of a

thunder god, who is known by variants of the same name

from Russia to the British Isles, one of the more enduring

figures of European paganism.

The thunder god of Northern Europe is probably best

known in his Scandinavian incarnation, Þórr. This is mainly

because medieval Norse texts tell us more about the

thunder god than any other source currently available – the

numerous sagas and mythic poems mention him often, and

he is the central figure in a number of amusing adventures.

Þórr rivalled his father Óðinn for popularity among the
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Scandinavians: indeed, it seems that while Óðinn was

especially important to warriors and kings, Þórr was seen as

the more important by the common people, particularly

those who worked the land. This was almost certainly due

to his association with the weather, which is always a major

concern of farmers, both in its destructive aspect as a

storm, and as the fertilising rain. Þórr’s partner was the

goddess Sif whose golden hair represented ripe corn;

according to one story, her hair was once shorn by Loki, so

Þórr had two dwarfs make her a hairpiece from real gold –

an enterprise that produced a number of other treasures for

the Æsir. It is likely that this tale derives from a seasonal

myth describing the growth and harvest of corn.

Þórr was represented as a red-bearded man, riding in a

chariot drawn by a pair of goats. From references in

Icelandic texts, it can be postulated that chariots or wagons

conveying Þórr’s image were ritually pulled along by

worshippers; such vehicles were certainly housed in several

temples dedicated to Þórr. It is likely that such rites were

performed to bring rain, or to promote fertility at planting

times, by imitative magic. In Þrymskviða, when Þórr sets out

for Jǫtunheim in his chariot, thunder and lightening rend

the mountain; the rumble of his wheels was the sound of

thunder. Likewise, his hammer, Mjǫllnir – ‘miller’ – was a

symbol of thunder. As well as being a weapon, it was an

emblem of fertility for humans; Þrymskviða tells how the

giant Þrymr stole Mjǫllnir, and demanded marriage to

Freyja as the price of its return; Þórr went to iotunheim

disguised as the goddess, and when the hammer was placed

in ‘her’ lap to bless the bride, he seized it, and took his

revenge. The use of a hammer to bless a bride is supported
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by known Scandinavian marriage rites of the Viking age.

Old Norse texts contain several references to blessing food

by making the ‘sign of the hammer’ over it, a further

pointer to the hammer’s value as a fertility symbol. The

wearing of hammers as charms, and their use in marriage

ceremonies and food blessing seems to have arisen in

reaction to the coming of Christianity and similar uses of

the Cross, to judge from archaeological and textual

evidence; perhaps as a gesture of defiance, or in imitation of

the Christian practice. However, the hammer itself is an

ancient attribute of the thunder god, a variant of the

thunderbolt found in other cultures.

Þórr was depicted as an aggressive and quick-tempered

fellow, inclined to strike first and think later; his strength

was prodigious, enough to fish for the World Serpent with

an ox’s head for bait, and even to lift a part of that vast

creature when it was disguised as a cat by an enchanter; and

his appetite and thirst were enormous, as demonstrated in a

number of episodes. He was seen as protector of the Æsir

against a number of foes, of which the most fearsome was

the World Serpent, Þórr’s adversary at Ragnarǫk. During

that ultimate battle, the two fought an killed each other –

although there are hints at an earlier form of the myth in

which Þórr survived the clash.

The thunder god was known to the early English as Þunor,

and as Donar among the Germans. To the Lapps, with

whom the Scandinavians were involved in constant cultural

and religious exchange, he was called Horagalles, possibly a

Lappish rendering of Þórr Karl (‘old man Þórr’), and the

hammer is a common symbol on Lapp shaman’s drums.

Lapp images of the thunder god were fairly crude wooden
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objects, incorporating the hammer, with iron nails and

pieces of flint driven into their heads; and from these, fire

was kindled. A similar practice was associated with images

of the Old Prussian god Perkuno; and the presence of ‘god

nails’ in Þórr’s shrines in Iceland and elsewhere suggest that

it was not confined to the Prussians and Lapps. The Celtic

equivalent of Þórr was Taranis (or Tanaros), one of a trio of

deities mentioned by the Roman poet Lucan, according to

whom the rites of Taranis included human sacrifice, the

victims being burned alive in wicker cages. Taranis is also

mentioned in several Romano-Celtic inscriptions, identified

with Jupiter, and shown with a spoked wheel as an emblem.

Such a figure can be seen on the Gundestrup cauldron.

This is a possible link with Þórr’s chariot: while the wheel is

often interpreted as a solar symbol, in this particular context

it probably relates to the thunder god’s invisible vehicle

rumbling across the sky. On the whole, very little is known

of Taranis: Lucan’s poem is not regarded as a wholly

reliable source, and while the god’s name occurs on

inscriptions in both Gaul and Britain, testifying to his

widespread popularity, there is nothing conclusive; and little

trace of him can be found in Irish and Welsh texts,

although lightning-swords and spears abound, wielded by a

great many gods and heroes.

The thunder god of Slavic tradition is Perun, who is closely

related to the Prussian Perkuno and the Baltic Perkunas.

Like Þórr, he was linked with fertility: traditionally, the first

thunder of spring stimulated the growth of vegetation and

prepared the land for planting. According to the sixth-

century historian Procopius, the Slavs sacrificed animals to

Perun, especially cocks, although bulls, bears and billy-goats
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were slaughtered on special occasions. After the various

Slavic tribes became Christianised, Perun became identified

with St Elias ( the Elijah of the Old Testament, associated

wit a fiery chariot) and lived on in Slavic hero-tales as the

warrior Il’ja, whose arrows could split oaks and fell church-

towers. Like Þórr, Perun – as the Baltic Perkunas – was

thought of as a red-bearded, thunderbolt-wielding man in a

chariot drawn by a he-goat.

These versions of the thunder god represent a continuum

stretching across northern Europe. Conceptually, he seems

to be an almost exclusively Indo-European divinity, owing

very little to any putative pre-Indo-European gods of the

area. Some Celtic tales may refer to his displacement of an

earlier, ‘pre-Indo-European’ god or gods; as may the poem

Þrymskviða mentioned earlier – the giant Þrymr may be an

earlier thunder god, whose name would relate to Old Norse

truma, ‘thunder’. The earliest traceable form of our

particular thunder god seems to be the Weather God of the

Hittites, known as Tarhunta or Tarhuis in the Luwian

language, and as Tarhunna in Nesian (the language usually

termed ‘Hittite’). These names denote him as ‘the

Conqueror’ (from the verb tarth-, ‘to conquer’); he was

depicted as a bearded man, holding a thunderbolt and/or

an axe, often riding in a chariot drawn by a pair of bulls. He

was the father of Telepinu, a god of agriculture and fertility,

who seems to have been a typically Middle Eastern ‘dying

god’, although the myth associated with him is both unique

and interesting in its own right. The Hittite Weather God

may have been the original of Tarchon, the legendary

founder of the Etruscan city Tarquinia, who gave his name

to the city and the ruling Tarquins. As it is, the Etruscan
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equivalent of Jupiter/Zeus is Tinia, who also appears to

owe something to the Hittite god. Unfortunately, the

difficulties presented by the Etruscan language mean that

there is a very little in the way of ‘native’ tradition readily

available to confirm this one way or the other.

A recent theory suggests that the Indo-European languages

originated, in part, in Asia Minor – specifically, among the.

Hittites, where several archaic Indo-European languages

were spoken, including Luwian and Nesian, as mentioned

above. According to the model suggested by Colin

Renfrew, which rejects the usual notion of ‘elite dominance’

or displacement by Indo-European tribes bent on conquest

and living-space causing the disappearance of ‘native’ non-

Indo-European languages and cultures, and their

replacement by the ancestors of the modern Indo-

European-speakers from Asia Minor, via Greece, to the

limits of Europe. Renfrew proposes a ‘wave of advance’

theory, which consisted of the natural expansion of

farmland – and thus the farmers – across the continent,

carrying with it the embryonic Indo-European root

language, as represented by the forerunner of the Hittite

languages; this ‘Old European’ then coalesced into the

familiar branches more or less in situ, probably assimilating

the native tongues as it spread. This would account for the

consistent nomenclature of the thunder god in northern

Europe: the god most closely associated with farming, in

this case the immediate predecessor of the Hittite Tarhunta,

would naturally travel with the cultural innovation.

Paradoxically, this would mean that the god was more likely

to retain both name and characteristics in those places

furthest away from the source, as the religious and cultural
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ferment of the eastern Mediterranean region gathered

momentum and irrevocably merged the prototypical Indo-

European gods with their local rivals.

Renfrew’s ideas are a refreshing change from the widely-

accepted view of Indo-European origins – a view that had

its roots in notions of racial and cultural superiority based

on military achievement; indeed, there is very little evidence,

archaeological or literary, to support the idea of successive

waves of warrior tribes pouring from a hypothetical

homeland capable of churning out endless varieties of tribe

and language. In this context, the most important thing is

that it helps to explain the persistence of our particular

thunder god, and sheds some light on his origins.

Another issue that may have some bearing on the thunder

god and which ought properly to be examined in greater

detail than is possible here, is the association of the thunder

god with the traditions of metal working. In Scandinavia,

Þórr’s hammer Mjǫllnir was forged by dwarfs, chthonic

beings frequently associated with metallurgy and

craftsmanship in Norse and Germanic tradition; and a

strange, chthonic being called Tages was associated with

both Tarchon and Tinia in Etruscan lore. These examples

bring to mind the tradition that thunderbolts buried

themselves deep in the ground and gradually worked their

way to the surface afer a number of years; it has often been

speculated that meteoric iron was the inspiration for various

magical weapons forged by otherworld smiths – certainly

meteorites were widely known as ‘thunder-stones’, an

association also applied to neolithic axes and the like. The

symbolic connections are easy to follow, and it is not

unlikely that the Germanic dwarfs, toiling away in their
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underground abodes, represent a memory of earlier mining

operations and smithies – the return of the thunderbolt to

the surface and its reworking into weapons, the best of

which is that borne by the defender of the gods themselves,

forged by otherworld smiths.

A vast amount could be written about the North European

thunder god and his antecedents; and, indeed, about the

historical factors outlined here to account for his

development and whereabouts. However, history aside, it is

interesting to see how he has survived time, and the ravages

of a hostile Christianity. For one thing, all the Germanic

and Norse languages still use his name to denote the fifth

day of the week; and his name still adheres to the places

formerly sacred to him – at Thundersley in Esses, for

example. Þórr’s mound can still be seen at the old heathen

complex at Gamla Uppsala in Sweden (as can those named

after Óðinn and Freyr); and boys are still named after him

throughout Scandinavia. As St Elias, a Christianised

thunder god is still honoured in the Slavic nations. Comic

book fans will, of course, be familiar with the distorted

version of Þórr shown in Marvel Comics, more of a warrior

than a farmer’s friend. However, the thunder god can be

seen and heard whenever an electrical storm rips and roars

across the sky, and rain lashes down to bring fertility and

growth to the earth. And perhaps it is not entirely fanciful

to suggest that he recently took a little revenge by bringing

down his hammer upon his rival’s temple at York

Minister?*

*Author’s note 2025: In the early hours of 9 July 1984 the
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south transept of York Minster suffered a serious fire,

probably caused by a lightning strike. Some Anglicans

suggested this was a sign of divine displeasure at the

appointment of David Jenkins – whose views were regarded

as unorthodox – as Bishop of Durham.
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The Elves in Germanic Tradition

First published in Talking Stick 15, 1994.

Elves are elusive creatures, in more ways than one. The

modern perception locates elves within a loose category of

tiny supernatural entities that also includes goblins, pixies,

brownies, leprechauns, and so on. The elves are seen as part

of the fairy realm, shy and retiring folk who generally shun

humanity and inhabit remote or uninviting places, engaged

in constant revelry and acting mischievously when chanced

upon by the unwary.

In fantastic literature, thanks largely to the influence of

Tolkien (although mention must also be made of Lord

Dunsany and Poul Anderson) elves are often portrayed as a

magical race, human-sized, noble and tragic, sometimes as

decadent and cruel as they are beautiful, or as whimsical,

barbaric, and just a bit silly.

The full range of possibilities has been explored and

exploited by modern novelists, just as it once was by poets

and storytellers from the Middle Ages to the Industrial



Gods, Monsters and Magic

60

Revolution. The Scottish ballad of Tam Lin and the famous

story of Thomas the Rhymer, to give just two examples,

show that the elves were formerly perceived as beings not

unlike those favoured by modern fantasists. Indeed, the

older sources show that the elves – as distinct from most

other denizens of the fairy realm – were not originally

thought of as diminutive sprites at all, but as a kind of semi-

divine race greatly resembling normal human beings.

A number of important testimonies show that the elves

were linked with witchcraft. In 1597, for example, Andro

Man of Aberdeen confessed (under duress) that he had

regular sexual intercourse with, and had fathered several

children upon, the ‘Quene of Elphen’. According to Man,

‘the elphis hes schapes and clay this lyk men… and that

thay are bot schaddowis, bot arc starker nor men’.

Furthermore, the queen has ‘a grip of all the craft’, and is

herself an object of worship.

Of course, Andro Man’s interrogators dressed his account

up as diabolism: the queen was really ‘the Devil… in the

liknes and scheap of a woman’ who has her ‘airss’ kissed in

the time-honoured way. The confession extracted from

Andro Man is fairly typical of elf-lore in sixteenth and

seventeenth-century Scotland. Although it is insisted that

the elves are ‘bot schaddowis’, they are still solid enough to

mate with humans, and such unions could result in the birth

of children.

The situation is very similar to that of the side in Ireland,

who inhabited an otherworld realm that could be

discovered by mortals and who could and did engage in

social and sexual intercourse with them.
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It is generally accepted that the Irish side are the same as, or

are closely related to, the Tuatha Dé Danaan, the

diminished gods of pagan Ireland, who retreated into the

hills and burial mounds under presume from Christianity,

retaining their magical powers and only a token of the

worship they once received.

Like the side, the elves of England and Scotland once

resembled humans much more closely, both physically and

socially, than they later came to do; although, in truth, their

society appears to have consisted almost entirely of a high

nobility and aristocratic warriors.

The Scottish elves may once have been a British equivalent

to the Tuatha Dé Danaan or the side, acquiring the name

‘elves’ as native Celtic dialects were replaced by Germanic

tongues; or they may have been introduced by an incoming

Germanic-speaking population, only coincidentally

resembling the Irish fairy-folk. Whatever the origins of the

Scottish elves may have been, one thing is certain: post-

Conquest England had no comparable tradition.

In England, as seems also to have been the case among the

continental Germans, the elves became wholly merged with

or developed into the sprites and other ‘little people’ of the

familiar fairy tales at a fairly early date. Unfortunately, Old

English literature gives few useful clues as to the nature of

the elves in Anglo-Saxon paganism. Elves are mentioned in

several texts: Beowulf classifies them with other ‘evil broods’,

the supposed descendants of Cain, eotenas ond ylfe ond orcneas

(giants and elves and goblins). Other texts tell of varieties

such as bergælfen (mountain elf), wuduælfen (wood elf) and

wæterælfen (water elf), which seem to be little more than Old
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English renderings of the minor supernatural beings of

classical mythology.

One thing that can safely be said is that the elves were

synonymous with beauty, as preserved in the adjective

ælfsciene (‘bright, beautiful as an elf’). A more sinister side

can be discerned in the terms ælfadl and ælfsiden (both

meaning ‘nightmare’) and the names of ailments such as

ælfsogoða (‘hiccough’). Otherwise, Old English lore is mostly

vague or allusory.

This dearth of genuinely informative elf-lore can be blamed

upon the simple fact that all Old English texts were written

either by clergy or by laymen associated with the Church in

some way. Almost inevitably, the old pagan lore has been

distorted to conform with the ecclesiastical view of non-

Christian deities and mythological creatures as demons or

malign spirits. By the time Old English literature reached its

greatest flowering, the elves had become firmly relegated to

that status.

Scandinavian paganism presents a rather different picture,

notably in Iceland, where Christianity attained pre-eminence

only in the year 1000. Snorri Sturluson’s thirteenth-century

mythological treatise known as the Prose Edda shows the

elves in another light. Snorri divides the elves (álfar) into

ljósálfar and døkkálfar (‘light elves’ and ‘dark elves’) who

inhabit the realms of Álfheimr (in the heavens) and

Svartálfheimr (in the earth) respectively. Light elves are

‘fairer than the sun’; and dark elves, as may be expected, are

‘blacker than pitch’. Snorri also tells us that the álfar, like the

Æsir and dvergr (dwarfs) have Norns of their own kind.
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That is just about all there is to learn from Snorri

concerning the elves. His division of the elves into light and

dark varieties is the earliest known example of such a

distinction.

In England and Scotland, the elves are just elves, sinister or

beautiful as the occasion demanded, despite their later

subdivision into elemental types along classical lines. In any

case, Snorri does not describe either type as good or evil;

his classification seems to be based entirely upon colouring

and habitat.

Exactly how Snorri arrived at this duality is something of a

mystery: as he describes the dwarfs in much more detail

than he does the elves, it seems unlikely that he has

confused the two species; although they are the only two

kinds of humanoid creature that he locates within the earth

itself. More importantly, the elves are the only humanoid

beings whose origins he does not describe or otherwise

account for; the giants and gods spring from the primordial

beings who are formed in the primal ice; the dwarfs grow

inside the earth (the flesh of the slaughtered giant Ymir) like

maggots; and humanity is created from trees by Óðinn and

two other gods. But the origins of the álfar remain

unexplained. The older Poetic Edda is just as unhelpful on

the whole, although its verses do contain what may be a

couple of important clues.

The poems Vǫluspá and Þrymskviða each contain the lines

Hvat er með Ásum? Hvat er með álfum? (‘What ails the Æsir?

What ails the elves?’) as if the Æsir and elves properly

belong together. An Old English charm appears to make a

similar connection: gifhitwære esa gescot oððe hit wær ylfa gescot
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(oððe hit wære hægtessan gescot) (‘if it were the shot of Æsir, or if

it were the shot of elves (or it were the shot of hags’) –

although this would also bring witches into the picture. In

Lokasenna the gods are drinking together in Ægir’s hall

when an appeal is made to ‘Æsir and elves who are here

within’ – another coupling of elves and Æsir, although in

this instance the two appear to be separate.

The poem Grímnismál tells us that Álfheim Frey gáfu i árdaga

tívar at tannféi (‘in ancient times Álfheimr was given to Freyr

by the gods as a toothfee’) – the tannféi being a gift

traditionally presented to a child when the first tooth came

through. Freyr’s envoy in Skírnismál is asked whether he

belongs to the Æsir, the Vanir, or the álfar.

These poetic references raise intriguing possibilities. The

formulaic question concerning Æsir and elves is answered

in both Vǫluspá and Þrymskviða – but in each case the

response only mentions the Æsir. The text of Þrymskviða is

usually emended to include the elves, but it needs to be

stressed that they are not so included in extant manuscript

versions. Meanwhile, the Grímnismál reference suggests that

Álfheimr is the property of Freyr, chief of the Vanir.

Taken alone, these references might imply that the elves

were really the same as the Æsir; or that they were the

Vanir, or that the term álfar was a generic term for the gods

of either kind, like the words tivar or reginn. This

terminology requires a closer examination.

Old Icelandic reginn is straightforward enough: it simply

means ‘rulers’. Tívar is from the same source as Sanskrit

deva, and means ‘bright/shining (ones)’. Æsir is linked with

Sanskrit asura, and Old Iranian ahura, and probably denotes



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

65

the ‘powers’; while Vanir may mean ‘the friendly/joyous

(ones)’. Old Icelandic álfr and Old English ælf/ylf may be

derived from the same root as Latin albus and other words

denoting ‘white’, such as Old Icelandic elptr (‘swan’);

although they may be related to Sanskrit rbhu- (‘skilful’),

which occurs as the collective title of (usually three) divine

craftsmen associated with the sun, and who are said to have

created fertility. With the exception of reginn, and perhaps

Vanir, these words have become mere titles by the time the

Icelandic myths were first written down, their original

connotations all but forgotten. There are no related words

in any of the Germanic tongues that have preserved the

older meanings in their full sense.

It is difficult to come to any other conclusion than that

Æsir, tívar, and álfar have survived from at least the Proto-

Germanic period, perhaps even from a time when the

Germanic languages had yet to emerge from an

undifferentiated Indo-European stratum.

It is probably safe to conclude that the elves of Icelandic

myth had an intimate connection with the Æsir, or the

Vanir, or both; and it may be that their very name parallels

the term tívar that denotes the gods. To this we may add the

name álfroðull (‘elf-glory’), a poetic epithet of the sun, a

celestial body that traditionally has divine associations.

These links have led some to speculate that the Icelandic

álfar is an old name for the Vanir. The existence of a

sacrificial festival, the álfablót, which took place at roughly

the same time as the dísablót (a sacrifice associated with

Freyr and other fertility figures – feminine deities called

dísir, and Vǫlsi, a horse’s phallus – at the beginning of
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winter), also indicates that the elves were once authentic

divinities of some kind, and strengthens the suspicion that

they and the Vanir were one and the same. In Heiðreks saga,

the reddening of the altar with blood during the dísablót is

done by a woman named Álfhildr, who is said to be the

daughter of Álfr, the king of Álfheimar.

After the adoption of Christianity in Iceland, the elves

gradually lost any divine status, and became minor

supernatural creatures, as they had long been to the English

and the continental Germans. The later the lore, the more

difficult it is to distinguish the elves from other denizens of

the magical realms, and they have become – along with

boggarts, brownies, kelpies, and many others – members of

a diverse but indeterminate race of fairies. But as records of

the Scottish witch trials demonstrate, there the elves

retained something of their former dignity and status.

One thing common to the elves in all Germanic-speaking

areas – including, for present purposes, Scotland – is their

connection with burial-mounds, a feature so persistent that

it is almost certainly a survival from a pre-Christian

veneration of the dead.

Isobel Gowdie of Auldearne, in 1662, claimed to have seen

the Queen of Elfhame inside a fairy-mound. And in

Kormáks saga, for example, a seriously wounded man is told

by a witch to go to a mound inhabited by elves and redden

it with bull’s blood in order to be healed. This would accord

with Snorri’s døkkálfar who live within the earth; and with

the heathen Germans’ reverence for their forebears.

If the elves were meant solely to represent the dead, then

their queen ought to behave like the goddess Hel; but the
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licentious behaviour attributed to her in the Scottish witch-

confessions makes her seem more like the Vanir goddess

Freyja, whose abandoned sexuality is remarked upon more

than once.

An alternative theory – that the elves represent the memory

of an extinct or absorbed neolithic people of small stature –

hinges on this association with burial-mounds, but it is not

supported by archaeological evidence from that part of

Europe from which the Germanic-speakers emerged. This

idea, once popular, is now rightly discredited. So then, who

or what were the elves when they were in their pagan

prime?

On the one hand, they may be seen as decayed gods, a

branch of the Æsir or the Vanir, or perhaps identical with

one or the other, or of both.

On the other hand, the elves may be the deified dead.

Snorri’s division of the elves into light and dark (or would it

be more accurate to call them ‘celestial’ and ‘chthonic’?)

suggests that they may have been both gods and the dead:

two similar but once-distinct types of divinity who became

amalgamated long before the age of Icelandic literature.

The elves certainly exhibit characteristics of both gods and

the spirits of the departed, though the literary evidence

suggests that in ancient times they were treated more like

the former, and have been treated more like the latter since

the Christianisation of northern Europe. Old Icelandic elf-

lore – what there is of it – locates the elves within a ritual

context that is highly suggestive of the witch-cults described

in the Scottish confessions, and agrees in broad terms with

the elfin assemblies associated with the witches.
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The balance of evidence, particularly with regard to the

elves’ close links with Freyr and their apparent physical

resemblance to both Æsir and Vanir, suggests that in pagan

Iceland they were usually seen as members of one or the

other of those divine families.

The sexual and hedonistic aspect of the elves in later

Scottish accounts argues for an identification with the

Vanir; but if that is the case, why are they so often spoken

of as though they are a different group altogether? Perhaps

there were once three kinds of god in pagan Scandinavia
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Hellhounds, Werewolves and the

Germanic Underworld

First published in Mercian Mysteries 20, 1994.

There is a curious connection between dogs and travel to

the realm of the dead. It can be found particularly in Indo-

European mythologies, although it also occurs in Egypt,

Siberia, and North America. According to the Vedic

mythology of ancient India, for instance, the deceased must

pass by the four-eyed dogs of Yama, king of the dead; and

Greek mythology tells of the dog Kerberos, popularly

endowed with three heads, who watches the entrance to

Hades. Mention must also be made of the white, red-eared

hounds of Celtic myth. But the idea of the underworld

watchdog appears to have reached its fullest, and most

complex expression among the Germanic peoples.

In Scandinavia, hounds are associated with Niflheimr, the

mortuary land ruled by the grim queen Hel. The Eddic

poem Baldrs draumar (Balder’s Dreams) tells how Óðinn
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rides to Niflheimr to ascertain the meaning of the dreams

that have been troubling his son. On the way,

He met a hound that came from Hel.

That one had blood upon his breast,

and long did he bark at Baldr’s father.

Onward rode Óðinn – the earth-way roared –

till he came to the high hall of Hel.1

Also in the Poetic Edda, in the Fjǫlsvinnsmál section of the

poem Svipdagsmál, two dogs guard Lyfjaberg (‘Mount of

Healing’) the otherworld dwelling of the maiden Menglǫð,

which is surrounded by a wall of fire, and a clay wall called

Gastropnir. H. R. Ellis Davidson has convincingly

identified Menglǫð 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.2 The two dogs are worth a closer look:

One is called Gífr, Geri is the other,

if you wish to know:

they are strong watchdogs, and they keep watch

until the doom of the gods.3

Gífr means ‘Greedy’; as does Geri. The latter is also the

name of one of Óðinn’s two wolves – the other is Freki,

whose name has the same meaning. As Bruce Lincoln has

shown, 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 all mean ‘Growler’. The same source
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gives rise to the name Garmr, ‘Dog’, the dreadful beast that

is said to be fettered before Niflheimr; and to Kerberos.

Lincoln also points out that the same 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 Germanic

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’, and suggests

that the association of dog and underworld may be due in

part to the dog’s widespread reputation as a devourer of

corpses; the growl denotes ‘the greed of none other than

all-devouring death’.4

To Lincoln’s notion we may add the simple observation

that the dog’s common role in human communities makes

it a natural candidate for the part of guardian of the

underworld. But there is much more than that to be said for

it. Dogs and wolves are closely related, in traditional

mythology as well as in nature. 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 the

elements wearg/wearh or wylf. 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 him of eagum stod ligge gelicost leoht

unfæger, ‘from his eyes shone a fire-like, baleful light’.5

Grendel and his mother are both haunters and guardians of

a burial mound in marshland, and are given an aquatic
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aspect to match – brimwylf, for instance, means ‘water-wolf’.

This brings to mind the bodies of water – usually rivers, but

sometimes a lake or sea – that are invariably supposed to

surround the Indo-European underworld, and those of

some non-Indo-European cultures. This brings us, strange

as it may seem, to St Christopher.

In Christian popular tradition, St Christopher was a giant

who carried travellers across a river. The story is well

known, and does not need to be repeated here. But Old

English traditions of the saint are rather unusual. 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 þære þeode þær men habbað hunda heafod & of þære

eorðan on þære æton men hi selfe, ‘from the nation where men

have the head of a dog and from the country where men

devour each other’; furthermore, he hæfde hundes hæfod, & his

loccas wæron ofer gemet side, & his eagan scinon swa leohte swa

morgensteorra, & his teð wæron swa scearpe swa eofores texas, ‘he

had the head of a hound, and his locks were extremely long,

and his eyes shone as bright as the morning star, and his

teeth were as sharp as a boar’s tusks’.6

It is plain that this is not quite the patron saint of travellers

that we are told about at Sunday School. It is a peculiarly

Old English view of St Christopher. He resembles the

monstrous Healfhundingas, a race mentioned in two Old

English texts: The Wonders of the East and The Letter of

Alexander to Aristotle. More to the point, he resembles the

lupine monsters of Beowulf. Like most other Indo-European

traditions, the Germans seem to have conceived of an

otherworldly ferryman who conducted the dead to the
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underworld; indeed, Óðinn was so pictured during the

Viking Age. It seems reasonable to suppose that St

Christopher’s occupation and location struck a traditional

chord familiar to Anglo-Saxon ears, and that the legend was

consequently coloured by Germanic underworld motifs.

At this point, we must return to the Grendel family, and to

Óðinn’s wolves. Grendel and his mother are several times

characterised by compounds of the word wearg or its variant

wearh, which may be more familiar to readers of J. R. R.

Tolkien in its continental German form warg, although it has

similar forms in other Germanic tongues. This is a complex

word: it is often used simply to mean ‘wolf’, but it also

denotes an outlaw or the state of outlawry, in which case it

refers to those who have committed crimes that are either

unforgivable or unredeemable, and who are cast out from

their communities and doomed to wander until they die.

Outlaws were traditionally forest-dwellers, and could be

legitimately killed.

It would be easy to assume that outlaws were called warg

simply because their offences were of an especially savage

kind, and that they were likened to wolves, wild, bestial, and

uncivilised, as a result. Anglo-Norman law, for example,

stated that the outlaw would ‘be held to be a wolf and… be

proclaimed “wolf’s-head”‘.7 Interestingly, the Frankish Lex

Salica uses the phrase wargus sit (‘he shall be a warg’) of a

despoiler of buried corpses.8 But warg is not a

straightforward word. It is derived from an Indo-European

*wergh-, ‘strangle’, via Germanic *wargaz. It is suggested that

the use of warg and its variants in Germanic legal codes, as a

condemnation, ‘originally was a magico-legal

pronouncement which transformed the criminal into a
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werwolf worthy of strangulation’.9 The Indo-European

antiquity of this notion is demonstrated in Hittite texts

which include the phrase zi-ik-wa UR.BAR.RA ki-sa-at,

‘thou art become a wolf’; and the name LU.MES hurkilas,

denoting demon-like entities who are set to capture a wolf

and strangle a serpent – hurkilas being derived from the

same root as warg.10 The warg, in this analysis, is a strangler,

but one who himself requires strangulation.

The Lex Salica is not alone in condemning corpse-violators

as warg. Exactly the same thing can be found in the Lex

Ripuaria, and in the laws decreed by Henry I of England.

Medieval Scandinavian legal texts, however, tend to apply

the cognate term vargr to those who kill by cowardly means,

and to oath-breakers; however, the term is almost always

used in compounds, which suggests that the archaic point

has been lost. Ultimately, a warg is an outlaw, one who has

literally become a wolf in the eyes of his fellows: a warg can

become what he is by being outlawed, for murder or oath-

breaking; or he can be oulawed for what he already is, a

warg, a worrier of corpses.

Anglo-Saxon judicial execution.
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The traditional method for disposing of outlaws was

hanging, a punishment that is only a minor variation on

strangulation. This was the prescribed way of sacrificing to

Óðinn. As the poem Grímnismál says, ‘Óðinn’s hall is easy

to recognise: a vargr hangs before the western door…’11

Óðinn is known as Hangaguð, ‘God of the Hanged’; in Old

English, Old Saxon, and Old Norse, the gallows is known

as the ‘warg-tree’. Strangulation is implied by a number of

references to the ropes or snares of the death-goddess in

Indo-European myth; and here the name Menglǫð,

‘necklace-glad’, may be significant, especially as one of the

walls that surround her Lyfjaberg is the clay wall called

Gastropnir, ‘Guest-Strangler’.

The situation thus far can be summarised as follows. Firstly,

the land of the dead is guarded by a canine or lupine

creature. Secondly, that land must be reached by crossing a

body of water. Next, warg applies to men who are legally

wolves – or werewolves, for that is what we are dealing with

here – and are condemned to the noose. Lastly, the

references to Grendel in Beowulf further suggest that the

dogs or wolves who guard or bar the way to the underworld

are themselves warg.

There are two more things to note before we can progress

further. One is an interesting kenning in another Eddic

poem, Helreið Brynhildar: this is hrot-garmr, ‘howling dog’,

which stands for fire, and in this case refers specifically to

Brynhildr’s funeral pyre. The other is the wall of fire that

surrounds Menglǫð’s Lyfjaberg. This is paralleled in several

other medieval Norse texts by walls of flame that surround

otherworld realms. The two ideas could be linked: after all,
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cremation is itself a wall of fire that is a boundary between

this world and the next.

This takes us, indirectly, back to warg. The Roggenwolf (‘rye-

wolf’) of German rural folklore is a demon that lives in

grainfields and ambushes peasants, strangling them. This

creature, essentially a type of werewolf, is represented at

harvest-time by the last sheaf, which is called ‘Wolf’ and

tied up to nullify its malignance. Like Grendel, the

Roggenwolf has a sinister mother, the Roggenmutter or

Kornmutter. Another lupine connection is the fungus ergot,

which is particularly associated with rye. This fungus, which

gives the grain an unpleasant appearance, is sometimes

known as Wolf or Wolfszahn (‘Wolf-tooth’). Mary R.

Gerstein suggests that there is an etymological link between

ergot and warg: she presents a number of examples where

variants of warg are used to imply moral or physical

corruption or disease, and in some they are coupled with

the term represented in Old Norse by argr and ergi, and in

other Germanic languages as earh, earg, arag, arug, and so

on.12 This is basically a term used to denote passive

homosexuality, and is specifically applied to the recipient in

anal intercourse. It is also used to describe Óðinn, as a

consequence of his use of the magical technique called seiðr,

an art appropriate to women. Gerstein’s idea is that, just as

warg indicates the transformation of man into wolf, arg

denotes the notional change of man into woman. Arg and

its cognate forms form the third corner of this etymological

triangle.

Ergot contains a number of interesting substances, chief

among which is lysergic acid, from which the hallucinogen

LSD is made. Poisoning by ergot (ergotism) used to occur
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frequently in Europe. Among the symptoms of this

virulent, and often lethal, condition are: disruption of motor

control functions, causing tremors and writhing, wry neck,

convulsions, rolling eyes, and speechlessness; dizziness,

confusion, hallucinations, panic attacks, and delusions;

extreme thirst, uncontrollable appetite; feelings of extreme

heat, or even cold, with itching and tingling, swelling and

blistering of the skin. Ergotism was known by a variety of

names: St. Anthony’s Fire, and – to the physicians of

seventeenth-century England – ‘suffocation of the mother’.

In other words, the symptoms of ergotism mimic

lycanthropic behaviour, and can often lead to a fairly

convincing simulation of death by strangulation (wry neck)

or suffocation.13 In addition, the presence of lysergic acid is

capable of taking the victim on a very bad trip indeed. From

the observer’s point of view, the symptoms are also

superficially similar to rabies. Ergotism or rabies could

explain the popular belief that lycanthropy is transmitted

through the bite of a werewolf; and in this context ergotism

may be the more likely candidate.

Ergot-infected rye.
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Furthermore, the itching and burning sensations caused by

extreme vascular constriction – often a prelude to tissue

necrosis, gangrene – could also be construed as a foretaste

of the fires of hell, and the experience would augment the

effects of the lysergic acid. The growth of ergot is

stimulated by certain atmospheric conditions: it grows best

in overcast and damp weather. Epidemics have been linked

to volcanic eruptions, particularly in Scandinavia; and the

presence of nearby marshland or lakes is enough to moisten

the air sufficiently to facilitate the growth of ergot.14 To this

we must add the simple fact that rye has long been the

traditional, staple grain of Germany and Scandinavia;

although ergot is by no means exclusive to that cereal. With

that in mind, it may useful to note that the most commonly

accepted interpretation of the controversial name Beowulf is

‘Barley-wolf’, which hints at the same theme, and adds the

notion of the warrior as one who can change into a

ravening beast, a lycanthropic transformation that is also

expressed in the Norse term berserkr, ‘bear-shirt’.

Sixth-century helmet panel

from Torslunda, Öland,

Sweden showing wolf-headed

man perhaps intended as

berserker. (Illustration by

Nigel Pennick)
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It is difficult to summarise this complex argument with

clarity. The basic Indo-European (or even Eurasiatic) myth,

of the dog that keeps watch over the realm of the dead, has

been augmented by the peculiarly Germanic idea of the

outlaw as wolf, and as a foredoomed sacrificial victim. The

term warg may originally have applied exclusively to those

guilty of desecrating buried corpses, or perhaps even those

who killed in a cowardly manner. The latter, if the

etymology of warg is any indication, may have been

stranglers – in other words, those who killed by a method

normally reserved for human sacrifice. Like those men who

are argr, ‘passive’ homosexuals, the warg occupies a marginal

position: just as one is a man who acts like a woman, the

other is a man who legally is a wolf – and is also, it must be

remarked, as good as dead in the eyes of his fellows. Such

people are able to travel between the worlds of life and

death, like the shaman. That these ideas came to grow

together is shown in the Middle High German epic Eneide

by Heinrich von Veldeke, who characterises Kerberos as

both arg and warg:

Cerberus der arge

und alle sine warge

die an hem hiengem.

Kerberos the arg

and all the wargs

who follow him.15

The phenomenon of ergotism apes both the lycanthropic

state of the warg and – thanks to the lysergic acid present in

the growth – the journey to the otherworld. It also gives the
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victim an unpleasant precognition of the flames of the

funeral pyre, the wall of fire that must be crossed to reach

the land of the dead. As we have seen, this fire is itself

characterised in one poem as a dog, and in German folklore

the fungus that causes the foretaste is called a wolf, or the

tooth of a wolf.

The liminal status of the dog, and its role as guardian, has

been dealt with in more detail in Bob Trubshaw’s ‘Black

dogs: guardians of the corpseways’.16 It remains only to

emphasise that this analysis underscores the argument

presented there.
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1: My translation.
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The Second Merseburg Charm

First published in Talking Stick 11, 1993.

Phol ende uuodan zi holza.
du uuart demo balderes uolon
sin uuoz birenkit.
thu biguol en simitgunt,
sunna era suister;
thu biguol en friia,
uolla era suister;
thu biguol en uuodan,
so he uuola condo:
sose benrenki,
sose bluotrenki,
sose lidirenki:
ben zi bena,
bluot zi bluoda,
lid zi gelidan,
sose gelimida sin.

This old high German charm is the second of a pair that

occur in a Bavarian manuscript of around 900 CE. The first

is apparently a charm for loosening bonds; while the
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second, which concerns us here, is probably the incantatory

component of a healing spell. As the charm is given out of

context and with no commentary, it is not possible to

reconstruct the full procedure, but it is likely that it was

spoken as an accompaniment to bonesetting or the

application of herbal remedies as similar charms indicate.

As a poem, the Second Merseburg Charm has no particular

literary merit, although it is of some small interest to the

linguist. Its structure is simple and straightforward and,

while it presents a few problems for the translator, the

language is mostly plain enough. The real value lies in its

similarity to healing traditions in other Indo-European

languages, and its traditional content.

The charm can be translated as follows:

Phol and Wodan went to the woods.

Then the bold one’s horse’s foot was injured.

Then chanted Sinthgunt, Sunna’s sister;

then chanted Friia, Volla’s sister

then chanted Wodan, as he well knew:

be it bone-injury, be it blood-injury,

be it joint injury:

bone to bone, blood to blood, joint to joint,

so be joined together.

Parallels

The formula ‘bone to bone, blood to blood, joint to joint’

has parallels in the scriptures of India, in Slavonic folklore

and in Celtic tradition, as well as in England and Norway,

and in Finland, where its presence has been explained as
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being due to Germanic influence. These can be broadly

categorised as spells for healing injury to broken and

sprained limbs. Atharva Veda 4.12, which has been dated to

before 800 BCE, explains the healing properties of the herb

named Arundhati or Rohani:

May your marrow with marrow come together;

together, your joint with joint.

Together, that of your flesh which has slipped apart;

grow together your bones!

Marrow with marrow, be put together; pelt with pelt,

grow. Your blood, grow on the bone; flesh with flesh,

grow.

Hair with hair, be united; skin, be united with skin.

In Ireland, the Lebor Gabála Érenn (the Book of lnvasions), tells

how the divine physician Dian Cécht and the artisan Credne

fitted Nuada with an artificial hand made of silver. The

operation was completed by Miach, who ‘set joint to joint

and sinew of his arm’. According to the Codex Vaticanus, a

Middle High German text, God raised the lifeless body of

Jesus in this way: ‘Flesh to flesh, blood to blood, vein to

vein, bone to bone, limb to limb, be right in its place’.

Not surprisingly, the closest parallels occur in Germanic

contexts. Wodan is replaced by Jesus in this Norwegian

version, collected by Adalbert Kuhn during the nineteenth

century:

Jesus himself rode to the heath,

And as he rode, his horse’s bone was broken.
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Jesus dismounted and healed that:

Jesus laid marrow to marrow,

Bone to bone, flesh to flesh.

Jesus thereafter laid a leaf

So that these should stay in their place.

The ride of Wodan to the woods is transformed further by

a Devonshire charm – also collected by Kuhn – where it

becomes the ride of Christ into Jerusalem, during which the

horse trips and sprains a leg. The formula becomes more

cursory: ‘bone to bone and vein to vein, O vein turn to thy

rest again!’. It seems clear that, in this case, the formula and

its traditional setting have been almost forgotten. The

Norwegian charm is certainly closer to the Merseburg

version, and has retained the use of herbs suggested by the

hymn from Atharva Veda. Leaves or herbs occur in some

other versions. Other variants incorporate the binding of

threads around an injured limb; or rubbing grease and salt

onto the affected part.

The operations that accompany these charms can be

organised into several types: binding threads around the

injured limb, to symbolise the joining together of broken

bones or torn tissues; the application of herbs, which seems

to have been held to be particularly efficacious for injuries

to horses – in Atharva Veda, the herb Arundhati is said to

have been splashed with blood from the horse of Yama, the

first man; and rubbing, with or without ointments.

This last is especially interesting. We instinctively rub

ourselves when hurt; but in Indo-European tradition,

rubbing is associated with primal creative actions:

masturbation, in some Vedic texts, is linked with the
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creation of the gods by the divine creator; fire was usually

made by rubbing sticks together; and the milling of grain is

similarly achieved by a rubbing action.

A fourth method, which occurs in a nineteenth century

German charm, involves the placing of stones upon broken

limbs; ‘Now I take the stone / And lay it on your bone’ . As

Bruce Lincoln has pointed out, this is not just based on a

convenient rhyme (slein/bein), it is rooted in the archaic

Germanic creation myth.

The only complete version that is still extant is found in

Old Icelandic texts, Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda and the

older Eddie poems that provided Snorri with much of his

material. According to these, the world was created from

the dismembered body of the primordial giant Ymir, who is

cognate with Yama, the first man of Indian mythology.

From Ymir’s bones the rocky ‘skeleton’ of the earth was

made, while smaller rocks and stones were made from those

bones that were broken. Once again, the processes alluded

to in archaic creation myths are invoked to effect healing.

It seems clear enough that charms of this type derive from

the very oldest Indo-European myth and magic. Traces

have been discerned in ancient Greece where, as Lincoln

suggests, the old traditions of magical healing appear to

have been systematically undermined by proponents of the

Hippocratic tradition, whose empirically-based medicine

was diametrically opposed to the old ways, and who were

quite patently not adverse to denying the evidence of the

senses in order to promote their system.

The Hippocratic Aphorisms state that ‘Division of bone,

cartilage, nerve, the delicate part of the jaw, or of the
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foreskin, is not followed by growing and joining together

again’; and again, ‘Bones, cartilage and nerves, when

divided, will not reconstitute themselves’ – which did not

prevent one Hippocratic writer from producing a lengthy

and influential treatise on the treatment of fractures!

The Mythical Framework

The Second Merseburg Charm appears to have been based

on an episode from the career of Wodan, the chief

Germanic god of the period immediately prior to

Christianisation. No comparable episode is to be found in

the traditions pertaining to Óðinn, the cognate

Scandinavian god, nor in the fragmentary myths of the Old

English and the continental Germans.

Attempts to place the charm in an appropriate mythical

setting have been further frustrated by the mysterious

characters Phol and Sinthgunt, who have, so far defied

identification, and compounded by the unecessary insertion

of Baldr into the text by some over-zealous scholars.

The word balderes is simply the dative form (indicating

ownership) of Balder, a term found often in Germanic

poetry to denote a leader or notable person (Old English

bealdor, and so on). It is usually translated ‘lord’, which is

accurate enough; but it is not, as a number of scholars have

claimed, related to the pagan god Baal who was venerated

widely in the ancient Near East.

Baal does indeed mean ‘lord’, but it has nothing to do with

Balder, except for the fortuitous phonetic similarity. Balder

is derived from the same root as our modem word ‘bold’,

and means roughly ‘the brave one’. In this context, the
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‘lord’ in question is patently Wodan. In any case, the

opening line tells us pretty plainly that ‘Phol and Wodan

went to the woods’. Why thrust Baldr into the very next line

as though his presence is taken for granted? This is

especially unreasonable, as there is a dearth of evidence for

the cult of Baldr outside the Scandinavian tradition.

Of the other characters involved, Friia is identifiable as

Freyja, or perhaps Frigg, Óðinn’s wife; while Uolla (Volla)

is patently cognate with the Norse goddess Fulla, known for

her golden snood and as Frigg’s close companion. Sunna is

the sun, which was characterised as a goddess by the

heathen Germans.

Sinthgunt, the sister of Sunna, is a complete mystery. As

Turville-Petre says, she ‘eludes every reasonable

explanation’. However, her pairing with Sunna hints at the

possibility of a celestial identity, particularly if the first

element of her name is related to Old High German sint

(‘way’) and sindon (‘to travel’) or perhaps to Gothic sintha

(‘time’).

The remaining character, Phol, is generally assumed – on

the slenderest of evidence – to be cognate with ‘Voll’, a

wholly hypothetical Scandinavian god. In fact, Voll’s entire

existence depends on the Second Merseburg Charm, for

which he has been invented to provide a masculine

counterpart of Volla, so that a pairing along the lines of

Freyr and Freyja can be proposed. To put it another way,

the pair Voll and Volla have been invented solely to explain

Phol as the hypothetical Voll.



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

89

This is not exactly sound scholarship, to put it mildly. A

simpler, and more solid explanation of the enigmatic Phol

can be proposed here.

Phol could plausibly be a variant of Old High German folo

or volo, which occurs in Old English as fola, and in Gothic as

fula, all meaning a young horse, a colt. Modern English foal

and filly are descended from these. Phol, according to this

interpretation, would simply be (the) Horse, probably a

reference to the creature that became known to the

Scandinavians as the eight-legged Sleipnir, perhaps even

deliberately suggesting that steed’s youthfulness in the dim,

mythological past.

This would accord with other, Christianised versions of the

limb-charm, which refer only to Jesus and his steed, and

with the tradition of Yama and his horse in the Atharva

Veda. Wodan even has a link, indirectly, with Yama: in his

Scandinavian guise (Óðinn), he was responsible for the

death of Ymir, and the subsequent creation of the world

from that giant’s body.

The mythical framework remains elusive but it is possible to

make some sense of the charm and to place it in a

cosmological context, even without the broader picture that

a definitive textual source would provide. Like all magical

workings, the Second Merseburg Charm draws upon the

primal creative processes to achieve the desired effect. The

formula, from the ninth century BCE to the nineteenth

century of this era, has changed comparatively little. In a

very real sense, only the names have been changed,to

protect the innocent.



Gods, Monsters and Magic

90

Bibliographical Note:

The OHG text given here is from Wilhelm Braune and

Ernst A. Ebbinghaus Althocleutsches Lesebuch (15th edition,

1969). Translation and discussion are given in Bruce

Lincoln, Myth, Cosmos and Society: Indo-European Themes of

Creation and Destruction (1986); E. O. G. Turville-Petre, Myth

and Religion of the North (1964); and as an appendix to

Stephen Flower’s Galdrabók: An Icelandic Grimoire (1989).

Lincoln’s study is the most extensive and authoritative of

these, and in the second section above I have drawn heavily

from that source. The translation is my own.
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Looks that Kill

First published in Talking Stick 20, 1995.

The evil eye – the ability to cause misfortune, physical

harm, or even death with just a look – is one of our most

deeply-ingrained terrors. Those of us who profess not to be

superstitious are not immune to the power of the eye. Who

has not been unreasonably disturbed by accidentally

meeting the gaze of a stranger? Who has not been unnerved

by an unexpected, unflinching stare?

The most rational person will often find it difficult to

explain just why such eye-contact is disturbing, and even a

behavioural psychologist may not wholly appreciate the

depth of feeling it arouses, despite understanding its

relationship to the determination of territorial boundaries

and hierarchical status. Given the emotional response that

chance eye-contact can generate, it is not at all surprising

that people have come to assign more sinister powers to the

organs of sight.
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The traditional motif of the evil eye has a significance that

goes far beyond conventional sociological or psychological

analysis. Obviously, sustained and hostile eye-contact may

have a detrimental effect upon the recipient, and for the

very reasons given by psychologists: regular eye-contact is a

display of confidence. A refusal to make or maintain it

signals timidity or submissiveness, and when it is prolonged

it becomes an act of aggression and a demonstration of

dominance.

But there is a very great difference between that kind of

everyday social situation and the idea that a mere look can

blast land, wither crops, make cattle barren, or cause death;

that eyes can produce and focus an energy or supernatural

emanation that can cause physical damage wherever the

hostile gaze falls.

There are many examples of the potency of the hostile gaze,

a magical faculty frequently attributed to sorcerers and

other types of wonder-worker. In the thirteenth-century

Icelandic Laxdœla saga, for example, there are two episodes

in which sorcerers are incapacitated by having bags placed

over their heads. In the first, Hallbjǫrn ‘Sleekstone-Eye’

Kotkelsson still manages to cast his baleful glance and curse

the place he sees; in the second, the bag has a hole, and

through it the sorcerer Stigandi’s glare ravages the grassy

hillside it falls upon.

In Vatnsdœla saga, a wizard named Þorgrímr blunts weapons

with his gaze, and the witch Ljot gives ‘troll-like’ glances as

she walks backwards with her clothes up and her head

between her legs – a method also adopted by Kerling in

Gull-Þóris saga.



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

93

Stigandi’s gaze actually causes the earth to turn over, a

feature also found in an Icelandic account of Finnish

wizards, whose look kills any living creature that gets in the

way.

This ability is not confined to humans: in Norse mythology

Óðinn himself is called Flame-Eyed (Bileygr) and Evil-Eyed

(Báleygr), indicating his mastery of the destructive gaze.

Óðinn’s follower Egill Skallagrímsson, a poet and

runemaster, could reputedly lower one eyebrow to his chin

as the other rose to his hair – effectively covering one eye

and enhancing the other, as if in imitation of the one-eyed

Óðinn – a useful intimidatory device.

Óðinn and his nicknames evoke the supernatural one-eyed

beings of Celtic lore. In Irish myth, the Fomoire are assisted

in their fight against the Tuatha Dé Danaann by the single

burning eye of Balor – which is so huge and heavy that it

has to be propped open – until it is put out by his grandson

Lugh. This encounter is echoed in adventures involving

Lugh’s alter-ego Fionn mac Cumhail, and parallels are also

found in medieval Welsh tales, the Mabinogion character

Ysbaddaden Pencawr, for example.

These parallels are not always exact. Often the one-eyed

figure is portrayed simply as hostile and of supernatural

origin, with little trace of the hostile gaze at all; but Lugh’s

conflict with Balor would appear to represent the oldest

form of the motif, in which the searing eye is essential.

Lugh himself adopts a peculiar pose before the Second

Battle of Magh Tuiredh, hopping around the Fomoire army

on one leg with one eye closed – a posture closely

associated with magic in Celtic traditions. The hero Cú
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Chulainn uses a terrifying grimace where one eye shrinks to

the size of a pinprick while the other bulges out until it is as

large as a bowl.

The power of the eye is not confined to gods and sorcerers,

however. In ancient Rome the invading Etruscans were

repelled by two warriors, one of whom was Horatius Cocles

(‘the Cyclops’, who appears to have been one-eyed), who

kept the Etruscans at bay by glaring at them while the

Roman army retreated in disorder across the Tiber bridge,

according to Livy, who makes special mention of the

effectiveness of his terrifying looks. Pliny the Younger tells

of M. Aquilius Regulus, a lawyer during the reign of Trajan,

who used to emphasise his eyes with cosmetics – left or

right, depending on whether he was prosecuting or

defending – and a white patch to hide the appropriate

eyebrow, to further emphasise the active orb.

The purpose seems quite simply to have been to intimidate

his opponents. Regulus seems otherwise to have been a

rather ineffectual lawyer.

It is apparent that the power of the eye is perceived as an

actual force that can be directed, focused, and projected. In

Italy, where the modern folklore of the evil eye is

considerable, there are two main terms for the

phenomenon: malocchio (literally ‘evil eye’) and jettatura,

originally a Neapolitan colloquialism, derived from Latin

jactare, ‘to throw’. This implies a missile or projectile of

some sort – compare our phrase ‘looking daggers’ – and is

evidently bedded in an ancient belief that the eye could

actually emit some kind of offensive object or substance.
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The wielder of the evil eye, the jettatore or jettatrice, would

thus be thought of as shooting a malign force from within

the eye. With this in mind, it may be significant that the

one-eyed characters encountered in minor Celtic myths are

almost invariably associated with causing harm through

spears or similar weapons.

Greek myth, meanwhile, tells of Medusa, the Gorgon

whose eyes could turn a person to stone. Her head, severed

by Perseus, was used by him as a weapon against Phineus,

the intended husband of Andromeda.

Clearly, these manifestations of the evil eye derive from a

significant motif from the earliest levels of Indo-European

tradition. The evil eye is mentioned in several hymns of the

Indian sacred text Atharva Veda, which also prescribes

protective measures. The power of the hostile gaze is still

dreaded in India today, especially among women –

presumably because of the sterilising qualities attributed to

it.

This destructive power derives from an archaic view of the

visual sense that is radically different from our modern

understanding of the way it operates. As we know, we see

by means of light, emanating from either a natural or an

artificial source, reflecting from an object onto receptors in

our eyes – the light- and colour-sensitive rods and cones

distributed across the retina. Ancient sources indicate that

the opposite was once widely believed to be true: that the

eyes themselves emitted light, and thus illuminated

whatever came into the field of vision.

Traditionally, eyes are said to glitter, flash, sparkle, burn,

shine, gleam – and so on, depending on which passions or
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emotions are involved. This is not just poetic metaphor:

such imagery is rooted in a time when the eyes were

believed to possess their own light, their own radiance, their

own power to warm or chill.

In the Indo-European languages, the radiant qualities of the

eye are reflected in several ways: Irish suil, (‘eye’), comes

from the same source as words meaning ‘sun’ in the

Romance languages, Welsh and Breton, Gothic, Lettish and

Lithuanian, Sanskrit, Greek, and the Slavic tongues. Modern

English look, along with Sanskrit locana and Welsh llygad

(both meaning ‘eye’), derive from a common root denoting

brightness; as do Greek leukos (‘bright, white’) and Latin lux

(‘light’).

This terminology is reinforced by the creation myth of the

Rig Veda, in which the sun is made from the eye of a cosmic

being; and in a number of other sources that specifically

identify the eye and the sun as alternative forms of one

another, having a shared nature and the same qualities,

The Aitareya Upaniṣad includes an account of sacrifice that is

equated with the recreation of the cosmos, an enactment of

the cosmogonic slaughter of the primordial being, and it

also tells how the cosmos itself goes to make up the body

of the victim. The eye comes from the sun, and the sun

from the eye.

The same sentiment is echoed in the medieval Frisian Code

of Emsig, the Greater Bundahiṣn of Persia, and many other

Indo-European texts, from the most ancient times to the

Middle Ages. in the Indian, Iranian, Germanic, and Slavic

languages.



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

97

It also occurs in ancient Egypt, where the sun is

characterised as the eye of the god Ra, and also that of

Horus – each of which is a weapon of vengeance and

destruction quite in line with the Norse, Celtic, and Roman

examples of the hostile gaze, cited above. And, of course,

the eye is commonly used to represent the sun in ancient

religious and mythological art.

This puts certain mythological features – the intense heat

generated by Cú Chulainn’s battle-ardour, Lugh’s very name

(light, bright’), and Balor’s fiery gaze – in a comfortable

perspective. It also explains why, for example, a hostile one-

eyed being encountered by Fionn mac Cumhail is known

both as Goll (‘one-eyed’) and Aed (‘fire’); and, in a more

general sense, why the hostile gaze can cause death,

barrenness, and other forms of physical damage. It is the

fiery radiance of the sun put to maleficent use, to burn,

sterilise, and overheat.

One-eyedness seems to concentrate the force of the hostile

gaze to an intense degree, probably because such singularity

increases the resemblance to the solar orb; the power would

be diluted by having two outlets, as the lawyer Regulus

seems to have recognised. The best defence is to cover the

offending organ, as the Icelandic sources describe and as

Perseus did; or to put it out, as Lugh did with Balor.

It should be noted that none of the divine figures

mentioned here is a sun-god in the simplistic, popular

sense, except perhaps Ra and Horus, who come from a

different tradition; although each has a solar aspect that is

attributable to most gods and goddesses in Indo-European

myth. Solar radiance is a characteristic of divinity and
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royalty in Indo-European tradition, and is exhibited by

gods, kings, and heroes alike.

Very often, it is represented by a fiery halo or nimbus, like

the xvarənah or far of Persian myth; or by a lightning-

weapon (Excalibur, the spears of Lugh and Óðinn), as

lightning is itself a form of both sunlight and fire,

mythologically speaking, a projectile of pure energy that can

kill, burn, and gouge furrows in the earth

The eyes, however, are also manifestations of the sun, and

are thus endowed with the same properties. Modern

English has a substantial store of words that reflect this

state of affairs, as has been suggested, but they are only

used in metaphoric sense.

The old beliefs about the evil eye have become greatly

watered down. Today, very few people (if any) in Britain

really believe that the eyes can cast fiery or lethal missiles of

radiant matter; and even in countries such as Italy and

India, where belief in the evil eye remains a reality, the

effects are by no means as spectacular as the examples

given here.
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Offa Rex: A Mercian King and his Lineage

First published in Mercian Mysteries 12, 1992

Virtually every English king – like their German and

Scandinavian counterparts – claimed descent from Woden,

or from one of his cognates; and Offa, king of Mercia from

757 to 796, was no exception. According to entries in the

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 757, Offa was ‘the son of

Thingfrith, the son of Eanwulf, the son of Osmod, the son

of Eawa, the son of Pybba, the son of Creoda, the son of

Cynewald, the son of Cnebba, the son of Icel, the son of

Eomer, the son of Angeltheow, the son of Offa, the son of

Wermund, the son of Wihtlæg, the son of Woden.’ Nennius

(Historia Brittonum 60) gives a different version of this

genealogy: Woden genuit Guedolgeat; genuit Gueagon, genuit

Guithleg, genuit Guerdmund, genuit Offa, genuit Ongen, genuit

Eamer, genuit Pubba… Offa, filius Duminfert filius Eandulf, filius

Ossulf, filius Eva, filius Pubba.

Offa’s genealogy can be divided into three distinct parts.

The earliest (represented by Woden) is wholly mythical, and

is concerned with showing the divine origin of his line. The
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second (Wihtlæg to Eomer) relates to the semi-legendary

past, and provides a link with the Angle’s ‘homeland’ in the

region now known as Schleswig. The third (Icel to the

second Offa) is a strictly historical line of descent.

From Icel the Mercian ruling dynasty, the Iclingas, received

their name; but this does not necessarily mean that he was

the leader of the earliest English immigrants into the

Midlands, or even that he was an authentic historical figure.

In fact, the earliest Mercian king recorded in the Anglo-

Saxon Chronicle is Penda, brother of Offa’s ancestor Eawa.

Penda became king in 629 – or 633 according to Bede, who

also records an earlier Mercian king named Cearl, who does

not figure in the regnal lists of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.

Several East Anglian toponyms attest to a probable

tradition of Icel or the Iclingas in that region, which

suggests that the name once referred to an Anglian sub-

tribe or its dominant family.

Like the early Old English kingdoms of East Anglia,

Benicia, Lindsey, and Deira, the Mercians were of Angle

descent. The other kingdoms were of Saxon or Jutish

origin, the latter being more closely related to the Angles.

However, only the Mercians trace their lineage back to the

semi-legendary trio of Wihtlæg, Wermund, and the first

Offa. The favoured primogenitor is Woden, by way of his

sons Wegdæg and Bældæg, who are also named as the

founders of royal dynasties in East Saxony and Westphalia

by Snorri Sturluson in the prologue to the Prose Edda.

According to Snorri, the god had two more sons who

founded royal lines: Siggi, ancestor of the Vǫlsungs, in

France; and Skjǫldr, in Reidgotaland (which Snorri identifies

with Jutland). Wihtlæg, Woden’s son according to the
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genealogy given in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, is not

mentioned in Snorri’s account; nor is Gueadolgeat,

Woden’s son in the version given by Nennius.

Skjǫldr is described as Odin’s son in a number of other

sources, including a genealogy in the twelfth-century

Langfedgatál; Skjǫldunga saga; and Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál and

Ynglinga saga. But he is also said to be the son of Sceaf in the

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle entry for 855, Æthelweard’s Chronicle

(tenth century); William of Malmesbury’s History (twelfth

century. Other sources give his father’s name as Heremod,

or Lother. The last is given by Saxo Grammaticus,

according to whose Gesta Danorum Skioldus is an ancestor

of the Danish kings. Among his descendants are the kings

Uffo, Wermundus, and Wiglecus – son, father, and

grandfather.

The Danish forins of these three names would be Uffi,

Vermund, and Viglek. They are patently the sane as the

series Offa, Wermund„ and Wihtlæg in the Anglo-Saxon

Chronicle; or Offa, Guerdmund and Guithleg, as Nennius

records them. This Offa is credited with various mighty

deeds, also recorded in Beowulf; the seventh-century poem

Widsith; Sven Aggesen’s twelfth-century work A Brief History

of the Kings of Denmark; the Vitae Duorum Offarum (c. 1200),

which transplants the first Offa to Mercia, where he

supposedly founded Warwick; and the thirteenth-century

Annales Ryenses. Essentially, he is supposed to have been a

huge, taciturn youth, who more or less single-handedly

defeated the enemies of Denmark, and established new

boundaries for his father’s kingdom. In Saxo’s account

Vermund, and especially Viglek, are comparatively minor

characters, important mainly as Uffi’s forebears, though
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they are interesting characters in their own right. Vermund,

for instance, is said to be blind at the time of his son’s

victory, and is characterised as prudent, wise, and generous.

According to Saxo, Viglek – also a great warrior – slew

Amlethus, the model for Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

As used by Saxo, the names Wermundus and Wiglecus are

not Danish forms, but are rather Latinised versions of

Danish renderings of the names as given in Old English

sources. All sources but one agree that the exploits of the

first Offa took place in the Angles’ premigratory homeland,

however. In Saxo’s time the inhabitants of Denmark saw

themselves as a single nation, as opposed to the cluster of

tribal kingdoms that existed previously. It was natural for

the Danes to claim heroic kings of the fourth-century

Angles as their own, especially the border-winning Uffo. It

has often been suggested that the deeds of the first Offa

directly inspired the expansionist activities of his Mercian

descendant and namesake, but there is no hard evidence for

this. On the other hand, Offa seems to have earned his title

rex totius Anglorum patriae by combining military prowess

with political manipulation; but it seems that he was never

accorded the title Bretwalda, ‘wide ruler’ – nor were Penda or

Æthelbald, Mercian kings whose achievements are

comparable to Offa’s own – a curious state of affairs when

one considers that the earlier Bretwaldas were mostly men

of lesser stature.

It may be that Offa used his illustrious ancestry to legitimise

his own rule. He is certainly the only member of Mercian

royalty, other than his ancestor, to bear the name. Perhaps

it was Offa’s impressive lineage that was responsible for

Charlemagne’s recognition of the Mercian king as an equal
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– an honour bestowed upon Offa alone among the kings of

western Europe. In fact, Charlemagne wanted his son to

many one of Offa’s daughters, a wish that has been seen as

an attempt to give the rather unimpressive Carolingian

ancestry – then somewhat weak, apart from the presence of

Charlemagne himself – some much-needed glamour from

the heroic past. In any event, the alliance was nipped in the

bud when Offa demanded that his son should wed a

Carolingian princess, an offer that the Frank refused,

leading to a temporary suspension of trade between Mercia

and Francia.

Offa’s line, like most early royal genealogies, does not lend

itself to a definitive reconstruction. It is possible that it has

been manipulated, like those of Alfred and the Norman

kings, to incorporate figures from a heroic past or from

myth. A number of sources indicate that the early Germanic

kings needed to be ‘descended’ from Óðinn/Woden (or the

same god under other names) in order to qualify for their

position. It would also appear that long hair was an emblem

of their rank – a feature that was not confined to the

Merovingian dynasty, as the purveyors of a certain

sensational theory have claimed – in respect of which it is

interesting to note that Offa himself appears to have

sported a rather curious hairstyle, if his coinage is anything

to go by. Another such emblem was the spear: the later

sources depict the first Offa as a swordsman, but Beowulf –

which may even have been composed at the court of Offa

in Mercia, according to one view – tells of ‘Offa, the brave

spearman’.

It must also be stressed that the majority of such

genealogies are preserved in chronicles and histories written
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by clerics, in celebration of royal houses that had only

recently been Christianised. So, for example, Woden is

sometimes supplanted as primogenitor by other, more

attractive figures: Sceaf, who was ‘born on the Ark’, is thus

descended from Noah, and so from Adam. Sometimes, too,

where a remembered lineage is seemingly too short, extra

names are added. We also have to deal with the inevitable

distortions and omissions that come with time and human

memory. Offa’s genealogy is no exception to this process of

tampering and alteration. The line given by the Anglo-Saxon

Chronicle is at odds with that given by Nennius; Beowulf gives

us a mere fragment; and the genealogies that can be

reconstructed from Saxo are euhemerised (prior to

Wiglecus) and are concerned with Denmark (after Uffo).

According to Nennius, Woden’s son is Gueadolgeat (OE

Watholgeat), a name that actually points to Woden:

‘Wandering Geat’. Angeltheow, a name that seems to mean

simply ‘God of the Angles’, a title that suggests Woden

again; though it may be a corrupt form of Ongentheow,

who appears in Beowulf and Widsith as a Swedish king. Such

duplications are common in Old English genealogies of the

Christian era – probably because the meaning of the old

titles was no longer understood. With the coming of

Christianity, gods were often transformed into heroes,

mortals with a divine aura. As the historicity of the first

Offa is by no means certain, it is even possible that he

emerged from the same process. Offa of Mercia seems to

have been acutely aware of his lineage – it has even been

suggested that the name was adopted by him to evoke the

heroic past – and the Mercian people would have been left

in no doubt that their leader was a man with the blood of
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gods and heroes flowing in his veins; and it may have been

a cause for pride that they, too, sprang from the illustrious

Angles of the continental homeland.

Genealogies

Anglo-Saxon Historia Gesta Beowulf

Chronicle Brittonum Danorum

Offa Offa

Thingfrith Duminfert

Eanwulf Eandulf

Osmod Ossulf

Eawa Eva

Pybba Pubba

Creoda *

Cynewald *

Cnebba *

Icel *

Eomer Eamer Eomer

Angeltheow Ongen

Offa Offa Uffo Offa

Wermund Guerdmund Wermundus Garmund

Wihtlæg Guithleg Wiglecus

* Gueagon

* Guedolgeat

Woden Woden
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Penda the Pagan: Royal Sacrifice and a

Mercian King

First published in Mercian Mysteries 16, 1993.

Penda, a seventh-century king of Mercia, was a noted

regicide. Indeed, his other achievements – his military

campaigns and a crafty and unlikely alliance with the British

king Cadwallon were instrumental in carving out Mercia as

an independent kingdom and establishing it as a power to

be reckoned with – were almost completely overshadowed

by his reputation as a slayer of kings. As Penda was a pagan,

and his alleged victims all Christian, it comes as no surprise

to find that medieval chroniclers, mostly monks or

Christian nobles, viewed his reign and deeds with horror

and denigrated him at every opportunity. The reputation of

his ally Cadwallon, himself a Christian, suffered by

association: in his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum,

written in the early eighth century, Bede of Jarrow describes

him as ‘a barbarian more savage than any pagan’ with ‘no
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respect for the newly established religion of Christ’.1 Bede’s

invective was not tempered by the fact that Cadwallon was

a Celt.

Regicide was a common occurrence in the early Middle

Ages. It was a fairly routine way for a victorious usurper or

conqueror to rid himself of a potential source of trouble.

Penda’s reputation in this field would almost certainly have

been viewed with some approval had he been a Christian,

and his foes pagan; instead of being hated and despised as a

murderer of good, Christian kings, he would have been held

up as a paragon of regal virtue, and his reign recorded as a

glorious and pivotal period in English history. As it is, even

his obvious valour and military prowess have been denied.

In the ninth-century Historia Brittonum, Nennius describes

Penda as ‘victorious through the arts of the Devil, for he

was not baptised, and never believed in God’.2

But was Penda’s reputation justified? According to Henry

of Huntingdon’s twelfth-century Historia Anglorum, a rhyme

was composed on Penda’s death at the battle of the river

Winwæd, near Leeds, in 655:

At the Winweg [sic] was avenged the slaughter of Anna,

The slaughter of the kings Sigbert and Egric, The

slaughter of the kings Oswald and Edwin.3

Bede tells how, at the battle of Maserfeld in 642, Oswald of

Northumbria was slain by Penda, who ‘ordered that his

head and hands with the forearms be hacked off and fixed

on stakes’. Oswald’s successor Oswy removed them,

‘placing the head in the church at Lindisfarne, and the

hands and arms in his own royal city of Bamburgh’.4
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According to Henry of Huntingdon,5 Sigbert of East Anglia

went into battle unarmed – Bede says he carried only a

stick, ‘mindful of his monastic vows’ – and was killed, along

with his kinsman Egric, when the heathen Mercians

charged. Nennius asserts that Penda ‘treacherously killed’

Anna of East Anglia.6 The Northumbrian king Edwin,

meanwhile, was beheaded after falling in battle against

Penda at Hæthfeld in 633.

In addition to these five kings, Penda was also held to be

responsible for the death of Edwin’s son Edfrith, who was

‘compelled to submit to Penda, who subsequently in breach

of a solemn promise put him to death during the reign of

Oswald’;7 and Sigbert’s brother Eorpwald, according to

Henry of Huntingdon,8 though Bede claims Eorpwald was

killed by a pagan named Ricbert.9

It seems plain enough that Oswald, Edwin, and Egric fell in

battle. The bias of the churchmen against the pagan Penda

has clearly deprived the Mercian of any lasting glory he

might have gained from their deaths. Sigbert, on the other

hand, virtually committed suicide by going into the fray

unarmed except for a stick. The death of Eorpwald may or

may not have been at Penda’s hands – though Bede believes

another to have been responsible – and the deaths of Anna

and Edfrith rate little more than a cursory mention in any

source, other than to point the finger of blame in Penda’s

direction. As evidence, the medieval sources are unreliable:

dates are confused and contradictory, and their bias is

obvious; but there is enough here to cast serious doubt, at

least, upon Penda’s complicity or personal involvement in

about half of the royal deaths mentioned above. The rest of

them can be considered to be relatively straightforward
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instances of death in battle. Penda may have been

responsible, as a warlord, for leading warriors against them,

but to have cast him as a murderer seems both harsh and

inappropriate.

Doubt and lack of evidence did not stop Margaret Murray

viewing the deaths of Penda’s ‘victims’ as supporting

evidence for her theory of pagan royal sacrifice in

England.10 The essence of Murray’s theory is that the pagan

English ritually killed their kings, or appropriate surrogates,

at regular intervals; and that these ritual murders, supervised

by covens made up of a king’s close associates, continued

well into the late Middle Ages and even later, with the

connivance of the monarchs themselves, and in spite of

their professed Christianity. The kings were seen as living

gods, according to Murray’s thesis, and the spilling of their

blood on the ground – or a token sprinkling – was a central

feature of the sacrifice, which was designed to ensure the

fertility of the land and the prosperity of the people.

Unfortunately for Murray, her theory was rejected by the

academic world. A close look at her use of data reveals a

number of serious flaws: the periodicity of sacrifices, a

crucial part of her argument, she supposed to be seven or

nine years, depending on how she well could shape the

time; it depended either on a king’s year of birth, or that in

which his reign began, depending on how well it fitted with

the sacrificial periods. Murray saw no contradiction in these

variations, nor did she see any real problem with the simple

fact that various chronicles contradict one another where

crucial dates are concerned. She simply juggled her sources

until a required period of time was arrived at. Again, the so-

called covens were determined by adding or leaving out
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names as she saw fit – most have no objective existence.

Finally, she adopts a wholly unsatisfactory logic: English

kings were sacrificed, therefore those kings who met with

violent death were ritually sacrificed. The wholesale

rejection of this theory seems justified; even Murray’s most

ardent supporters generally prefer to emphasise her idea of

the ‘witch-cult in Western Europe’ while ignoring or playing

down her theory of divine kingship.

However, there are persuasive reasons for thinking that

Murray was not as wide of the mark as her more extreme

critics have claimed. Indeed, a searching examination of her

theory of divine kingship reveals that there were two key

factors in her downfall. The first is, obviously enough, her

bungled handling of the evidence. The second, as a close

reading of her works will show, is that Margaret Murray was

woefully ignorant of Germanic and Celtic paganism. In her

three major books,11 which do, after all, purport to deal

with survivals of pre-Christian belief and ritual in north-

western Europe, there is barely a mention of even the most

well-known Celtic or Germanic gods or goddesses, and

hardly a word on authentic pagan ritual or religion. Had she

researched more diligently and been prepared to venture

into the world of Germanic and Celtic pagan literature –

easily available at the time she was writing and certainly well

within the province of many of her friends in the Folklore

Society, of which she was president for some time – Murray

would have discovered plenty of evidence to support the

essentials of her theories, although she would very probably

have been drawn along a slightly different path.

In the context of the evidence that Murray left unplumbed,

the tradition of Penda as regicide takes on an entirely new
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significance. Firstly, accounts of royal sacrifice in medieval

Scandinavian literature – in Gautreks saga, for instance –

indicate that the ritual slaughter of kings was indeed a part

of Norse tradition, although there is no suggestion of

periodicity. Secondly, the Old English kings invariably

traced their ancestry back to Woden, which implies a belief

that divine blood coursed through their veins; the royal

family of the Ostrogoths, the Amali, included Ansis –

glossed as semideos, demigods, in the sixth-century Getica of

Jordanes – in their genealogy; and the Merovingian kings

(many of whom died violently, sometimes in patently

ritualistic circumstances) were supposedly descended from a

supernatural creature that came from the sea. Divine

ancestry was seemingly a prerequisite for Germanic kings.

Next, it is known that in Indo-European heroic tradition

kings or warrior-chiefs are often associated with bands of

twelve followers – Charlemagne and his paladins, Arthur

and his knights, Robin Hood and his merry men, Jason and

the Argonauts, and so on – which may have prompted

Murray to see covens at work in every royal murder. Finally,

Indo-European creation myth is inextricably bound up with

traditions of human sacrifice and the origins of kingship.

The last point is of particular significance to Penda’s

treatment of Oswald’s corpse. The basic Indo-European

creation myth involves a set of twins, one of whom kills

and dismembers the other, and makes various parts of the

cosmos from appropriate parts of the corpse. The killer

becomes the first priest, and the killing is the original

sacrifice; the deceased becomes the first king, lord of the

dead and ancestor of mortals. As the pair are twins, each

incorporates the essence of the other. In the Indo-
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European context, this is reflected in the extraction of both

kings and priests from the warrior aristocracy – the two

roles appear to have been combined in early Germanic

society – and the use of sacrificial dismemberment, in

tradition and in actuality, to formalise the foundation of

settlements and to seal social reorganisation, by acting out

the primordial act of creation.12

The Norse creation myth – as preserved in the thirteenth-

century Prose Edda and several verses of the Poetic Edda –

tells how the giant Ymir was killed by Óðinn and his

brothers, and dismembered so that the cosmos could be

created from his body. Óðinn – the Scandinavian form of

Woden – has taken the place of the other primordial twin.

As it happens, Óðinn himself is portrayed as a sacrificial

victim in the poem Hávamál, where he hangs for nine nights

upon the World Tree, pierced by a spear, as an offering to

himself.

Oswald, like Penda, was said to have been descended from

Woden, so both were, to the pagan mind, of divine

ancestry. While there is no extant English creation myth to

compare with the Norse account, one must have existed in

pagan times, if only in an oral form; if there was one, then

Penda would surely have known of it – and if he did, then

he would surely have realised that by dismembering his rival

he was recreating the primordial sacrifice that resulted in

the creation of the world. In effect, Penda was sanctifying a

new order of things in an appropriate manner. It is

interesting that Bede tells us that Oswald’s head and

forearms were ‘fixed on stakes’: this is reminiscent of the

Scandinavian practice of placing animal heads on posts to

serve a variety of purposes – to mark boundaries, to serve
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as a warning or a challenge, or as a taunt. But it also recalls

the Celtic and Germanic use of pillars and posts as

representations of the axis mundi, symbolising the centre of

the world, and the support of the sky. These posts are

equivalent to the World Tree, on which Óðinn was

sacrificed; but, more importantly, as supports of the sky,

they have a direct connection with Ymir’s head.

According to Norse myth, the sky was made from Ymir’s

skull, and the clouds from his brain. Other Indo-European

creation myths claim that the sun and moon were made

from the victim’s eyes. In other words, the sky and its

features were considered to be made from the head of the

sacrificed twin, so placing Oswald’s head on a post would

tie in with the cosmological distribution of the giant’s body.

Indo-European tradition associated the head with

sovereignty, the joint function of priests and kings; and the

arms (and chest) to military force, the domain of warriors.

The fixing of Oswald’s head and arms on stakes could thus

also have constituted a display of Penda’s newly-acquired

power, as well as a symbolic realignment of the cosmic

order in his favour. We are not told if Penda did anything

with the rest of Oswald’s corpse: although we do know it

was buried, we are not told what happened to it in between.

Edwin was beheaded after his defeat by Penda, but the

chroniclers give no details. The deaths of the other kings

are even more frustrating: there are no descriptions or

speculation as to the cause of death – other than to blame

Penda, of course. The stick carried by Sigbert is interesting,

in that it could be interpreted as a rod of office or a wand,

rather than a token of his renunciation of worldly affairs or

of a refusal to commit acts of violence. All that Penda’s
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alleged victims have in common are their kingly status,

descent from the continental Angles – and their

Christianity.

Edwin became a Christian about six years before his death,

and it is probable that his son Edfrith adopted the new

religion at the same time. Sigbert became a Christian while

in exile in Gaul. His brother Eorpwald converted shortly

before he was killed; and Egric, as a kinsman of Sigbert and

Eorpwald, would have been influenced by his royal

kinsmen. After his death Oswald, like a number of other

Anglian royals who met violent ends, was popularly seen as

a saint. The place where he died was the focus of numerous

miracles: soil from the site, mixed with water, healed the

sick, whether man or beast; a dying horse was healed when

it rolled onto the spot where the king had fallen, as was a

girl suffering from paralysis. Vegetation at the site was

greener and more lush than in the surrounding area.13

Miracles also occurred when Oswald’s remains were taken

by wagon to Bardney Abbey in Lincolnshire. The year after,

the relics were removed by Oswy, who took the head to the

church at Lindisfarne, and the forearms to Bamburgh. The

site of the battle of Maserfeld has been identified as

Oswestry, which means that Oswald’s bones were actually

carried from one side of England to the other, echoing the

posthumous wagon-rides of the legendary Danish king

Fróði, as recounted by Saxo Grammaticus in the Gesta

Danorum; and the funeral tours, also in wagons, of dead

Scythian kings, as reported by Herodotus in the fifth

century BCE. The distribution of Oswald’s bones accords

with other Indo-European traditions involving social or

political initiative or reorganisation. One of the most
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significant is the death and dismemberment of Romulus,

whose body was supposedly carried away piecemeal by the

Roman senate and buried all over the city. In these

traditions, the king represents the cosmos in miniature, and

the dispersal of his body symbolises the end of one cycle of

existence and the institution of a new order manufactured

by rearranging the constituent parts of the old.

The circumstances of Oswald’s death accord with pagan

sacrificial tradition on enough points to make coincidence

seem unlikely. Penda’s other alleged victims did not die in

such remarkable circumstances – indeed, there is little to

suggest anything other than honourable but uncomplicated

death in battle, or by simple assassination – though here it

must be said that the continental Germans of Roman times

are known to have sacrificed prisoners, and to have

dedicated to their gods those who died in battle. The

Christian chroniclers would not have needed to invent such

grisly treatment of his body to justify Oswald’s sanctity –

Bede makes it clear that he was already regarded as a pious

and holy man, and his death at the hands of a pagan enemy

would have been enough to secure his status as a martyr.

Penda must have had reasons for doing what he did to

Oswald’s corpse, and the sacrificial explanation certainly fits

the bill; but it is unlikely that we will ever know exactly what

happened, or that we will be privy to any motive Penda may

have had.

As for Penda himself: the Mercian fell at the Winwæd, still

fighting at eighty years of age. Henry of Huntingdon asserts

that ‘the earth was watered with his blood, and the ground

sprinkled with his brains’.14 For a pagan warrior, it was an

appropriate and honourable end, with sacrificial overtones
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detectable in Henry’s account. Bede tells us that Oswy,

Oswald’s brother, had tried to buy peace with Penda,

offering him ‘an incalculable quantity of regalia and

presents’, but the pagan refused. Snubbed by Penda, Oswy

made a deal with the deity, vowing to ‘offer his daughter to

God as a consecrated virgin and give twelve estates to build

monasteries’ if he achieved victory.15 Bede claims at this

stage that Oswy converted the Mercians to Christianity, but

contradicts himself later by saying that the Mercians chose

the new faith by choice three years later, after a rebellion

had rid them of Oswy and installed Penda’s son Wulfhere

as their new king.

In the final analysis, Penda’s notoriety seems to be due to

his paganism – a characteristic that did not endear him to

Christian historians at a time when England was still a long

way from being a unified Christian nation – magnified by

his unusual treatment of Oswald’s corpse. In this respect it

is probably significant that Oswald’s death is the only one

described in any detail. We could do worse than to see it as

Penda’s way of ritually consecrating a new state of things, a

method dictated by ancient traditions of cosmology and

sacrificial rite. This does not entirely vindicate Murray, but it

may at least go some way towards justifying a serious and

non-partisan re-evaluation of her idea of royal sacrifice.
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A Pagan Gothic Ritual

First published in At the Edge 2, 1996.

In the years 369-72, pagan Goths embarked upon a

campaign against those of their compatriots who had been

converted to Christianity. This occurred in the Gothic-

controlled lands straddling what are now the Ukraine (the

land surrounding the mouths of the rivers Dniestr and

Dniepr), Moldova, eastern Romania, and north Bulgaria. A

significant fraction of the Goths had by this time been

converted to Christianity, largely through the efforts of

Ulfilas, who was consecrated as bishop to the Goths by

Eusebius of Nicomedia, and sent among them as a

missionary. The brand of Christianity purveyed by Ulfilas

was Arianism, subsequently regarded as a heresy, since it

denies the divinity of Christ.

However, it was not the type of Christianity adopted by the

Goths that resulted in their persecution. Athanaric, the iudex

(a combination of judge, war-leader and over-chieftain) of

the Tervingi, one of the main tribal groups, seems to have

instigated the campaign. Exactly why he did so is unclear,
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but a previous wave of persecutions involving Athanaric

(347-8) has been suggested as an attempt to rid the Goths’

ancestral religion – vital to their sense of ethnic identity – of

corrupting influences, or perhaps to spite the Christian

emperors of Rome. The persecution of 369-72 happened

very soon after Rome officially recognised Gothic

independence – the emperor Valens negotiated peace with

Athanaric on a ship in the middle of the Danube in 369 –

and it could be that the Gothic leader simply wished to rid

the tribes of all remaining Roman influence. One distinct

possibility is that Valens had been encouraging the

conversion of the Goths, perhaps even offering military

support to Athanaric’s internal enemies in exchange for

their conversion.1

Whatever the truth of the matter, Athanaric certainly

pressed ahead with a plan seemingly designed to eliminate

Christianity. But the persecution appears to have been

conducted according to a prescribed ritual, with the victims

being offered a choice between returning to the pagan

religion or remaining Christian and being punished

accordingly. The ritual is described by the Church historian

Sozomenus, writing in the mid-fifth century:

It is said that a wooden image was placed on a wagon,

and that those instructed by Athanaric to undertake this

task wheeled it round to the tent of any of those who

were denounced as Christians and ordered them to do

homage and sacrifice to it; and the tents of those who

refused to do so were burned, with the people inside.2
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The Goths – who appear to have migrated to eastern

Europe from Sweden and the southern shore of the Baltic

from around 150 onward – seem to have been adhering to a

tradition brought with them from their native lands.

Tacitus, writing toward the end of the first century,

describes the worship of Nerthus, whom he characterises as

‘Mother Earth’, among the Germanic tribes of northern

Germany:

They believe that she takes a part in human affairs,

riding in a chariot among her people. On an island of

the sea stands an inviolate grove, in which, veiled with a

cloth, is a chariot that none but the priest may touch.

The priest can feel the presence of the goddess in this

holy of holies, and attends her with deepest reverence as

her chariot is drawn along by cows. Then follow days of

rejoicing and merrymaking in every place that she

condescends to visit and sojourn in. No one goes to

war, no one takes up arms; every iron object is locked

away. Then, and then only, are peace and quiet known

and welcomed, until the goddess, when she has had

enough of the society of men, is restored to her sacred

precinct by the priest. After that, the chariot, the

vestments, and (believe it if you will) the goddess

herself, are cleansed in a secluded lake. This service is

performed by slaves who are immediately afterwards

drowned in the lake. Thus mystery begets terror and a

pious reluctance to ask what that sight can be which is

only seen by men doomed to die.3

Any discussion of the goddess Nerthus is fraught with peril.

This is the only mention of the name in any ancient text,
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and all that can be said with certainty is that the name is

related to that of the Norse god Njǫrðr, who is

conventionally associated with the sea. Any cultic or

mythological relationship between Nerthus and Njǫrðr has

yet to be satisfactorily demonstrated – although there are

theories that either Tacitus got the deity’s sex wrong, or an

important Germanic goddess has been mysteriously

masculinised, or there were originally two divinities, brother

and sister, with different forms of the same name.

Iron Age ‘cult cart’ in the National Museum, Copenhagen. Reconstruction of

fragments found in Proestegaardmore, Dejbjerg, West Jutland.

Illustration by Bob Trubshaw.

There are fewer problems with another Germanic deity

associated with a ritual perambulation in a wheeled vehicle.

The Icelandic Flateyjarbók includes a tale, Gunnars þáttr, that

tells how a Norwegian named Gunnar Helmingr flees to

Sweden after a dispute with king Óláfr Tryggvason of

Norway. He takes up with a priestess of Freyr, a woman

characterised as the god’s wife. When she sets out in a

wagon containing an image of Freyr, Gunnar goes along for
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the ride, eventually impersonating the statue, joining in the

celebratory feasts, and enjoying a sexual relationship with

the priestess, who becomes pregnant – an event taken as a

good omen by the populace at large.4

This relatively late tale is presented as a comedy, the joke

being at the expense of the credulous heathens. But the

god’s wagon-ride seems to have been based on an authentic

practice. Flateyjarbók records another wagon-borne deity,

Lytir, who is consulted as an oracle by a Swedish king. The

god’s carriage is led to a particular place, and the king waits;

when the wagon becomes heavy, it is taken as a sign that

the god has entered it, and the vehicle is led to the king’s

hall, where it answers questions. Apart from this tale, Lytir

is unknown except for a handful of place-names that might

be derived from the name.5 As to the name Lytir, it seems

fairly certainly to be derived from Old Norse lyta, and

means ‘dirty, filthy, disgraceful’. This is an odd name for

such a useful god, and it seems sensible to accept the

argument of those who believe Lytir to be a derogatory

name given by later Christian authorities to Freyr, whose

frank sexuality – his representation at Uppsala was

ithyphallic – would have been enough to earn him such an

epithet.

Another version of Freyr appears in the Gesta Danorum of

Saxo Grammaticus. Saxo, writing early in the thirteenth

century, recounts the life and career of the Danish king

Frothi, whose reign – after wars against the British and Irish

– is famous for peace and prosperity. It must be

emphasised that Frothi’s reign is wholly legendary; it is

accepted, for good reason, that he is a euhemerised version

of Freyr, or perhaps a similarly-named Danish equivalent.6
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According to Saxo, Frothi (who has taken to travelling in a

carriage because of old age and infirmity) is eventually killed

by a sorceress who has taken the shape of a sea-cow. The

nobility, fearing that conflict would break out if his death

became known, embalm the corpse.

For this reason they would carry his lifeless body about,

not, so it seemed, in a hearse, but a royal carriage,

pretending that this was a service due from his soldiers

to a feeble old monarch not in full possession of his

strength. Such was the pomp accorded to their ruler by

his friends even after his decease.7

The Vita Caroli of the Frankish chronicler Einhard, written

c. 829-36, describes another Germanic monarch borne in a

wheeled vehicle, this time a living one, Childeric III, last of

the Merovingian dynasty.

Whenever he needed to travel, he went in a cart which

was drawn in country style by yoked oxen, with a

cowherd to drive them. In this fashion he would go to

the palace and to the general assembly of his people,

which was held each year to settle the affairs of the

kingdom, and in this fashion he would return home

again.8

This was far from being merely rustic eccentricity. It was, as

one writer puts it, ‘like the long hair and beards… really a

sign of their royal and religious dignity’.9 The question is,

which religion? The term Einhard uses is carpentum, which is

used in classical texts to denote a type of covered vehicle

used mainly by women and for religious processions, one
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rarely drawn by horses. By the fourth century the term

could be used for a manure-cart. Stuart Piggott10 suggests

that Einhard was deliberately insinuating effeminacy on the

part of the Merovingians, and links this with their fabled

long hair. He notes the androgynous possibilities of

Nerthus; and the fact that the Franks originated in the very

region in which Nerthus was supposedly venerated as a

goddess.

Einhard is certainly making some kind of jibe at the

Merovingians; but is he really suggesting effeminacy?

Probably not. The ritual carpentum of pagan Rome was

ornate, slow-moving, and patently meant to invest the

occupant with dignity. The later usage, ‘manure-cart’, seems

to have been meant (especially considering the description

rustico, ‘country-style’) – in the same way that today the

envious might sneeringly describe a wealthy man’s Rolls-

Royce as ‘an old banger’.

These examples establish a basis for there having been a

widespread tradition of ritual perambulations of gods

(goddesses too, if Nerthus was genuinely female) and, later,

kings in wheeled vehicles in the region from whence the

Goths first came. Bearing in mind the historical tradition of

divine ancestry attributed to Germanic royal houses, Saxo’s

euphemerisation of Frothi, and Gunnar Helmingr’s

successful impersonation, there may have seemed to be

little difference in the popular mind between a wagon-borne

god and a similarly-esconced ruler. The Gothic rite was not

an innovation.

Frothi’s association with peace, and its continuation after

his death, compares with the cessation of war during the
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perambulations of Nerthus. Gunnar’s adventure hints

obliquely at something similar: the journey is described in

terms of feasting, merrymaking, and sexual activity.

Childeric’s drive to the annual assembly should, perhaps, be

considered in terms of the Germanic þing taking place amid

general truce and laying-down of arms – although Tacitus

states that men attended assemblies fully-armed, he also

says they were overseen by some kind of priesthood, ‘who

on such occasions have power to enforce obedience’.11

Wooden cult-images recovered from Danish bogs, probably similar to the

Gothic wagon-deity.

Illustration by Bob Trubshaw.
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According to Sozomenus, the Gothic wagon contained an

object – translated above as ‘wooden image’ – which he

names as a xoanon, which denotes a cult-statue carved from

wood. This accords perfectly with the contents of the

wagons of Freyr and Nerthus – idols, images of divinity. If

Gunnars þáttr is to be believed, then the statue of Freyr was

life-size – otherwise Gunnar could not convincingly have

worn ritual clothing or other adornments designed for it.

Archaeological evidence is not much help: some cult

vehicles of the Bronze Age onward are of normal size,

while others – such as the Trundholm sun-chariot are tiny

(though it should perhaps be noted that the solar disc it

bears is obviously not an anthropomorphic representation).

The fact that the Gothic wagon was wheeled from one

place to another suggests that it and its divine occupant

were life-size. Unfortunately, there are no other clues as to

the nature of the deity it carried. The balance of cultic

evidence from (admittedly late) Scandinavian texts, and the

Frankish association with kingship, tends to suggest that the

deity was male. There seems little point in invoking the

similar vehicular perambulations of the Phrygian goddess

Kybele, whose cult is known in the same region at an earlier

date – if the Goths really were so concerned to maintain the

purity of their ancestral religion, then they are hardly likely

to have elevated a distinctly alien goddess to such a

significant purpose.

Events in the Gothic lands during the persecution period

369-72 may provide further pointers to the nature and

purpose of the ritual. Sozomenus presents it as a test of

faith for pagans and Christians alike. But why should it take

this particular form? The easiest way would surely have
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been for suspected Christians to be forced to take an oath.

A popular way was to swear on a sacred arm-ring – and

these are certainly known from the region in the period in

question. The treasure of Pietroasa in Romania includes a

splendid example, engraved with Gothic runes. Yet this

common means of oath-taking seems not to have been

employed at all.

A clue may be found in the Passion of St Saba the Goth (which

was written as a letter from ‘the church of God dwelling in

Gothia, to the church of God dwelling in Cappadocia and

all the other communities of the holy catholic church in any

place’12). Written very soon after the events it purports to

recount, the Passion tells how a Christian named Saba, a

member of a Gothic community somewhere in what is now

Wallachia, sought to uphold his integrity during the

persecution. According to this text, the people were made

to eat (pagan) sacrificial meat at gatherings when the

persecutors were present. Saba’s fellow-villagers hit on the

idea of switching the meat for non-sacrificial fare, so that

the Christians among them could preserve both their lives

and their integrity. When Saba got wind of this, he refused

to eat, publicly announcing that ‘If anyone eats of that meat,

this man cannot be a Christian’.13 Not surprisingly, the man

was thrown out of the village. Later on – after the villagers

had allowed him to return – ‘a time of trial was moved in

customary fashion by the Goths’14 and the villagers decided

that the pagans among them would swear by their gods that

there were no Christians in the village. The noble Saba,

however, demanded that ‘no man swear on my account, for

I am a Christian’.15 Doing as he said, the pagans swore there
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were no Christians save one; and the persecutor, having

identified Saba, had him thrown out of the village.

Later, while staying with a Christian priest at Easter 372,

Saba fell foul of the pagan Atharidus and his followers. The

priest, curiously, was ‘held captive on a wagon’, but Saba

was soundly beaten and driven through burning bushes.

The next day, Saba boasted that the mistreatment had left

him unblemished. The heathens then tied wagon axles to

his outstretched hands and feet, and flogged him until they

were so tired that they fell asleep. A woman came and set

Saba free, but he refused to leave the place: so his hands

were tied and he was strung up from a roof-beam. When

Atharidus’ men turned up with sacrificial meat, the two

prisoners refused to partake. Saba insulted Atharidus and

the meat, and an angry pagan grabbed a pestle and threw it

at Saba’s chest. The blow was hard, but Saba sneered at the

man, denying that it had hurt. When Atharidus heard this,

he finally ordered Saba to be killed. The priest was allowed

to live, but Saba was led away to be drowned in a nearby

river. On the way – ‘along the entire road’ – he praised God

and gave thanks to the Holy Spirit. On reaching the river,

Atharidus’ men decided to ‘set free this fool’; but Saba

admonished them for attempting to avoid carrying out

orders. Thereupon, they threw him in the river and pressed

him down with a wooden beam until he drowned.16

The letter does not mention a wagon-borne xoanon,

although the test of sacrifical meat would parallel the

feasting that celebrated the arrival of Freyr’s carriage in

Gunnars þáttr. A wagon looms large in Saba’s encounter with

Atharidus, as a prison for a holy man, and as a means of

punishment; was it a ritual wagon of the type mentioned by
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Sozomenus? Atharidus’ role would suggest that it was, but

it is not at all certain. More telling is the treatment meted

out to the insufferable Saba. On two occasions his

admission of Christianity results in nothing more than his

being thrown out of the village. This conflicts with

Sozomenus’ claim that discovered Christians were burned

alive in their dwellings. Atharidus and his men beat Saba

with rods, whip him, and subject him to a rough-and-ready

form of torture with axles, but they seem reluctant to do

more than that. Even the pestle-throwing incident appears

to be an angry, impetuous reaction to Saba’s smug

cantankerousness, with the thrower seizing whatever came

to hand. Finally, personal insult and blasphemy cause

Atharidus to lose patience, and he orders Saba to be

drowned. Even then, the executioners try to evade the issue

– they want to free the condemned man, but he insists

upon being killed.

Three points arise from this story. Firstly, there is a marked

reluctance on the part of the persecutors to kill anyone, and

Saba is only drowned after provoking his captors. Secondly,

actual weapons are not mentioned – the persecutors use

whatever everyday objects are to hand. Finally, the manner

of Saba’s death accords with sacrificial executions described

by Tacitus, and echoes the drowning of slaves who wash

the wagon and image of Nerthus.17

There are further tentative links with the cult of Nerthus.

Tacitus asserts that, when Nerthus is on her travels, ‘no one

goes to war, no one takes up arms; every iron object is

locked away’. Is this why Atharidus and his men are forced

to use domestic implements and makeshift tortures, because

warfare and weapons are forbidden to them while the deity
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in the wagon is abroad? Of course, there is a conflict

between Sozomenus and the story of Saba – one depends

on ruthless and lethal persecution, the other on Saba being

allowed to live so that he can display his faith. Even so, the

former tells us that Christians were burned in their homes –

not that they were put to the sword. Perhaps this was

intended as a sacrificial death; or maybe it never happened

at all.18

On the whole, these accounts of the Gothic persecution of

Christians do not really conflict with the peace-generating

perambulations of Nerthus as described by Tacitus – the

burnings alleged by Sozomenus ring false when set

alongside the Passion of St Saba the Goth, which is practically a

contemporary record of the persecution. It may even be

suggested that the real purpose of the wagon-borne deity

was to procure peace among those of conflicting faiths,

rather than being a straightforward test of religious

alliegance. Certainly there have been those who have

described the Goths’ internal religious differences in terms

of civil war, Sozomenus among them.19 Unreliable though

Sozomenus may be in describing various aspects of the

Goths’ religious dispute, the wagon ritual rings true; though

he obviously does not understand its significance. The deity

in the wagon evidently belongs to the religious traditions of

the Goths’ ancestral lands, and its existence is supported by

circumstantial evidence in the story of the martyr Saba.
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The Knots of Death

First published in The Cauldron 65, 1992.

A number of Viking monuments feature a curious design

known as the valknut, the ‘knot of the slain’ or, more

loosely, the knot of death’. On an eightth century CE

picture stone from Hammars in Lärbro, Gotland, it consists

of three interlocking triangles. [See figure 1] This stone,

now in Stockholm’s National Historical Museum, is divided

into several panels; one of the central panels, in which the

valknut occurs, depicts several motifs that suggest some

sort of connection with the cult of Óðinn: an eagle, a flying

figure – possibly a valkyrie – holding a ring, a man being

hanged from a tree, and a group of three warriors with

shields and upraised swords led by a fourth man who seems

to be holding a large bird of some kind. The valknut is

adjacent to the eagle and below it are two men, one with a

spear, who appear to be engaged in placing a corpse inside

what looks like a burial mound. Between them and the

hanged man is what appears to be another, smaller, valknut

of the same design. This type can also be seen on a rather
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splendid golden ring discovered near Peterborough,

Cambridgeshire, and currently on display at the British

Museum in a cabinet labelled as containing Anglo-Saxon

‘secular’ metalwork. Another picture stone from Gotland

(Tängelgårda, also in Lärbro) has a panel showing a rider

being welcomed by a woman holding a drinking horn with

four men who are holding rings. The woman may be a

valkyrie, a ‘chooser of the slain’, one of whose functions

was to serve ale to the warriors in Valhǫll, another pointer

to the cult of Óðinn. The rider has a valknut behind his

head and there are two more among his horse’s legs. On

this stone, which can also be seen at the Swedish Museum,

the valknut is made up of a single line, interlaced to make

three triangles. [See figure 2]

Figure 1. Figure 2.

Similar to the Tängelgårda design, but slightly more

rounded, is that carved onto one of several ‘hogback’

monuments at Brompton, Yorkshire, and probably dating

from the tenth century CE. [See figure 3] The end-beasts of

this particular hogback – these monuments are based on

Viking Age houses (although to this eye they have more

than a passing resemblance to long barrows) and the end-

beasts are situated at what would be the gable ends – are

easily identifiable as bears, again suggesting the cult of
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Óðinn, who was patron of the warriors known as berserkir

or ‘bear-shirts’. The purpose of the hogbacks is uncertain;

no graves have been found with them so they were certainly

not tombstones. Hogbacks with undecorated ends at Lythe

in Yorkshire exactly match the shafts of crosses found at

the same site, indicating that the hogback formed a

composite monument with a cross at each end. In this case

the hogback is certainly a religious monument and it seems

fair to suppose that the Brompton hogback and its fellows,

and similarly ended hogbacks elsewhere, are also religious

structures, albeit of a different faith.

Figure 3.

The Brompton hogback has five valknuts in a row. The

Brompton style valknut also occurs on each of the four

arms of the Gosforth Cross (Cumbria), on both faces. The

shaft of the cross, strangely enough, has scenes from

heathen myth, and the only remotely Christian looking

scene, which has been rather desperately identified as the

Crucifixion, seems to owe more to the rune-winning ordeal

of Óðinn described in the heathen poem Hávamál than it

does to the New Testament. The same type of valknut

appears on the shafts of crosses at Sockburn (Co Durham),

Lastingham, Hawsker and Brompton (all North Yorkshire).

On the last, three of these valknuts are arranged in a
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triangular pattern.

A fourth type of valknut, rather different from those

described so far, occurs on a stone cross from Andreas on

the Isle of Man and is now in the Manx Museum, Douglas.

This version is basically a simple knot ‘tied’ in such a way as

to retain the basic tripartite structure of the versions

mentioned above. [See figure 4] Unlike the others it is not a

closed structure but its identity as a valknut, while mildly

contentious, is not really in doubt. The scene in which it

appears shows a man, evidently Óðinn, holding a spear

pointing downward as he is devoured by a great wolf. An

eagle perches on the man’s shoulder and the valknut is at

his side. The same design appears elsewhere, on a stone

discovered in 1822 at Gosforth and now incorporated into

the structure of the local church. It is between the back legs

of a horse. On a picture stone from Alskog, in Gotland, it

occurs twice among the eight legs of Óðinn’s horse,

Sleipnir.

Figure 4.

Despite this seeming wealth of examples and the diversity

of styles the valknut itself has remained enigmatic. It seems

to be associated with horses, particularly with the steed of

Óðinn, and the cult of Óðinn in general. Motifs associated

with the symbol include the hanged man, valkyries, bears,
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and the scene from Ragnarǫk on the Manx Cross, all

indicating some connection with Óðinn. According to H. R.

Ellis Davidson, the valknut also appears on the funeral ship

excavated at Oseberg, Norway in 1904, and on the tapestry

found in that vessel, indicating some sort of funerary

association.

The origin and meaning of the symbol are extremely

difficult to discern, as is its association with Óðinn.

Obviously it has a decorative value as distinct from its

symbolic meaning. The valknut has been used as a motif by

Scandinavian weavers since the Viking Age. Indeed, it is

recognised as a traditional design in that part of the world

quite apart from its alleged occurrence on the Oseberg

tapestry. Davidson opines that it is related to the Celtic

triskele, the three-legged symbol most familiar as the

emblem of the Isle of Man and linked with the Irish god of

the sea, Manannan. The triskele is essentially a variety of the

swastika, a common enough cosmological symbol, but

neither can be said to possess the characteristic

interweaving of the valknut. While it may be unwise to

dismiss a possible relationship between triskele and valknut,

it must be said that any resemblance is purely superficial,

lying solely in their tripartite structures. Structurally the

valknut has more in common with the Celtic triple spiral

motif which is also found on Old English and Pictish

artifacts and much older objects. Unfortunately there is a

dearth of hard evidence for the mythological or religious

significance of the triple spiral, which tends to occur within

wholly abstract or symbolic designs, but it occurs within

funerary contexts and has been linked with the female

principle by various scholars. The various types of valknut,
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their contexts aside, share two important characteristics:

they are tripartite and they are constructed by interweaving

or interlinking.

Davidson also postulates a link with the bindings that occur

in Norse tradition. The best known examples of this are

probably the binding of Loki following his betrayal of

Baldr; the binding of Baldr himself, a theme that found

itself into Scandinavian and Old English interpretations of

the Crucifixion; the binding of the wolf Fenrir; the ritual

binding of sacrificial victims, as partly confirmed by the

discovery of bound corpses in the peat bogs of northern

Europe; and the Herfjǫturr or ‘war fetter’, a kind of paralysis

that Óðinn and the valkyries were said to be able to inflict

upon unfavoured warriors in the heat of battle. To these we

might add the hangman’s noose characteristic of the double

sacrifice – simultaneous hanging and stabbing – known to

have been used in the cult of Óðinn and a method of ritual

killing that accords with the condition of a number of bog

corpses. One bog discovery, the severed head of a man

discovered at Osterby in Denmark, is very interesting; the

hair on the right side of the head is gathered into an

elaborate knot that looks very much like a valknut. [See

figure 5]

Tacitus, writing at about the time the Osterby man is

believed to have met his end, about the first century CE,

tells us that the warriors of the Suebi (a generic name for

the Germanic tribes inhabiting the region now occupied

roughly by north western Germany, Denmark and the

Netherlands) tied their hair in such a knot, and a number of

Roman monuments depict Germanic warriors with the

same hairstyle. It would be reasonable to suppose that this
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hair-knot marked a warrior as a follower of an early form of

Óðinn in his role of war god.

Figure 5.

The noose found around the neck of the Lindow Man

unearthed from a peat bog in Cheshire a few years ago

consists of a sliding knot in a cord knotted at each end,

making a triple knot. A similar noose was found on a body

in a peat bog at Borremose, Denmark but the noose found

on another Danish corpse, from Tollund, is much simpler.

Anne Ross and Don Robins, along with the Danish

archaeologist P. V. Glob, believe that these nooses are

related to the Celtic torc, and note that a number of torcs

seem to be designed to look like garrottes. They suggest

that the corpses from Tollund and Borremose were

sacrifices to Nerthus, a goddess mentioned by Tacitus, and

that the torc was an attribute of that goddess. Tacitus also

tells us that certain warriors of the Chatti wore iron collars

that would not be removed until they had killed their first

enemy, although many chose to wear them until they died.

In their case the collar probably indicated they were

dedicated to a god of war as opposed to a goddess of peace

and plenty like Nerthus. It would be rash to state

unequivocally that the collar and torc represent stylised

versions of the noose or garrotte – but it is an attractive

proposition. However, torcs and collars are not valknuts,
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and only the nooses found on Lindow Man and his Danish

counterpart can possibly be construed as being such.

It seems fairly certain that the valknut has a cultic or

religious significance and a particular association with death,

as it name alone indicates. The Andreas Cross shows the

death of Óðinn, himself the lord of the dead warriors of

Valhǫll, and on the Alskog stone the valknut appears by the

feet of Sleipnir, the steed on which Óðinn, and also

Heimdallr, rode to the land of Hel. It is seen by the hanged

man and in the funerary scene on the stone from Hammars

and on the Tängelgårda stone the rider seems to be

receiving a welcome to the realm of the dead. The scenes

often include female figures who appear to be valkyries or

maybe even the death goddess Hel herself. The presence of

the valknut on Viking Age crosses in England and on the

Brompton hogback hints at a retention of this element of

heathen iconography among the adherents of the new cult.

The valknut is certainly part of the iconography associated

with Óðinn but that fact alone brings us no nearer to its

meaning. Representations of Óðinn and scenes from myths

pertaining to him are common enough and their

components are usually readily identifiable. If the valknut

does stem from the cult or mythology of Óðinn, then it

must represent something that cannot be given a pictorial

rendering, either because of a taboo or simply because it

just cannot be pictured in anything but an abstract form.

The form is tripartite and interwoven; the context is

mortuary, Odinic and otherworldly and it has both equine

and feminine associations. This set of conditions is peculiar

to the mythology of the World Tree and can be related to
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certain beings associated with it. The World Tree is

Yggdrasill or ‘The Steed of the Fearful One’, which makes it

a doublet of Sleipnir. It has three roots which link the

worlds together.

According to Snorri Sturlson, each root leads to a well or

spring; Hvergemir in Niflheim; Mímisbrunnr ‘in the

direction of the frost ogres’, and Urðabrunnr ‘in the sky’,

the Well at which the three Nornir gather to decide the

fates of humans and gods alike.

Now it is clear from a number of references that these three

wells are in fact only one under three different names. A

consideration of their locations clinches the argument.

Hvergelmir is the primordial well, situated in the north,

according to Snorri’s account of the creation of the cosmos.

The nature of the ‘frost ogres’ means that they can also be

located in the cold north, and the central point of the

revolving sky is also in the north, at the Pole Star. The

Nornir derive their collective name from an archaic word

meaning ‘north’ which also denotes ‘that which is below’

(compare English nether, beneath). The name of the goddess

Nerthus (a goddess of the earth) reported by Tacitus may

also be so derived.

While the Nornir each have individual names, in England

they go by the name allocated to the eldest in Norse

Tradition. The elder of the three is called Urðr by the

Norse, which is cognate with the Old English wyrd, hence

the three ‘weird sisters’ of Shakespeare. Thus they are a

three-in-one being in the same way as the Irish war

goddesses known as the Morrigna. Like the other, inevitably
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triadic, Indo European fates, the Nornir spin and weave

destinies. One of them is also named as a valkyrie.

This brings us back to Óðinn, himself a shaper of destinies.

In the Gylfaginnning section of Snorri’s Edda he appears in a

triadic guise and is credited with having taken a drink from

the well at the centre of the world, one source of his

wisdom. Óðinn acquired the wisdom of the runes while

hanging on the World Tree and could obtain information

from the dead. The latter – apart from those worthy

fighters chosen to carouse in Valhǫll until Ragnarǫk (the

Twilight of the Gods) and those who ended up in the

paradisal Ódáinsakr, or abode of the righteous dead, the

hall Gimlé – resided with the dread goddess Hel in the

underground realm variously known as Niflhel, Niflheim or

simply as Hel, located in the far north. This goddess of the

dead was said to be Loki’s offspring, conceived and born

while he was in the form of a mare following a dangerously

mischievous escapade.

Actually she can be traced back to proto-Indo-European

times and her original name has been reconstructed as

Kolyo, ‘the coverer’. As Bruce Lincoln puts it in his book,

Death, War and Sacrifice: Studies in Ideology and Practice (1991),

‘Her domain is underground and she physically conveys her

victims thence by fixing a snare or noose on their bodies

and dragging them down. Her bonds regularly fall upon the

foot or neck of the victim, the same places where domestic

animals are fettered. The deceased are thus led away like

animals by Death, in whose bonds they may struggle, but

which they cannot escape, caught in her snares and dragged

under.’
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Lincoln presents an impressive body of evidence to

support this summary, from Ancient Greece, Rome,

Scandinavia, India and Iran. The theme has altered from

place to place and from one age to another but the essence

has remained. He also notes that the Middle High German

term for a noose was helsing, which he translates as ‘Hel’s

sling’. He argues that German sacrifice by hanging,

generally related to Óðinn or Woden, was actually a ritual

enactment of the seizing of the victim by the goddess of

death. Given the mutual concerns of Óðinn, Hel and the

Nornir, it seems to make little difference either way.

In Old English texts the term wyrd is, despite its other

connotations, frequently used to denote death rather than a

structured and unfolding future that is suggested by the

functions of the Nornir and their Greek and Roman

counterparts. There is of course an intimate relationship

between the two concepts and death is after all the fate of

every being.

Scandinavian myth makes it clear that there are only two

things which the gods cannot avert: fate and death. In

Norse myth the name of the senior Norn is Urðr, a word in

Old Icelandic that can also denote a burial mound or cairn.

Beowulf and other texts characterise wyrd as a weaving of

webs but the word usually means nothing less than the

moment of death, or at least the events leading up to death.

The Beowulf motif is revealing, however; it has already been

noted that the fates tend to be spinners or weavers and in

this instance there is also the idea of a snare, which can

refer back to the Indo-European goddess of death as

described by Lincoln. Like Hel, the Nornir reside in the far
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north, at or near the celestial axis, and like her they reside

‘below ground’, where the World Tree has its roots. The

Nornir determine life, span and the time of death, while Hel

takes the dead to her cold bosom. All these characteristics

are shared to some extent with Óðinn, as is their femininity,

apparently adopted by Óðinn in order to engage in seiðr –

the natural magic of womankind.

At the very least, Hel and the Nornir are closely related,

perhaps even deriving from the same proto Indo-European

goddess, and Óðinn has acquired some of their

characteristics by virtue of his association with the cosmic

centre, the structure of which reflects their own nature. If

the valknut symbolises anything then, it is probably either

wyrd, death, or perhaps even the Nornir themselves, who

are more or less the same as wyrd anyway. Exactly when the

valknut would have come to represent these is difficult to

estimate. Certainly the examples here all date from the

Viking Age and appear to range in time from about the

sventh to the tenth centuries CE. I am not aware of any

valknuts of a significantly earlier date. It is interesting that in

England the use of the valknut seems to have died out with

the establishment of Christianity and the consequent

decline of heathenism. The Nornir are not represented

pictorially anywhere in the Germanic world, which is rather

surprising. A panel of the Franks Casket shows three

hooded figures who might be intended as a likeness of that

fateful trinity, but it is by no means certain. Until any

conclusive artifacts come to light the truth of the matter

must remain as uncertain as the workings of the Fates

themselves.
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The Webs of Wyrd

First published in The Cauldron 66, 1992.

The Nornir, so the Eddic poem Vǫluspá tells us, are three in

number and the eldest Norn is called Urðr. Her name is a

cognate of the Old English word wyrd, which denotes not

only fate itself but also the triad of goddesses who control

its workings. In the sixteenth century, Shakespeare

describes the three ‘weird sisters’ who MacBeth meets on

the road which leads to his eventual ruin, while in the

fourteenth century Chaucer refers to ‘the Werdys that we

clepyn Destine’ and the fifteenth century poem Court of Love

mentions ‘the three of fatall destine that be our Werdes’.

The three goddesses have in England taken the name

reserved for the eldest in the Norse tradition. Only the

Norse accounts name the younger two, Verðandi and

Skuld. In other contexts the word simply denotes the

actions of fate. According to King Alfred the Great, in his

translation of Boethius, ‘What we call Wyrd is really the

work of God about which he is busy every day’. The Battle of

Maldon (a tenth-century poem about the battle which took
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place in 991 CE) tells of ‘weird-singled men’; and the Dream

of the Rood, recounting the crucifixition of Jesus from the

viewpoint of the Cross, laments ‘they felled us all. We

crashed to the ground, cruel Weird, and they delved for us a

deep pit.’ Alfred’s translation seems to imply the ongoing

maintenance of the cosmos by its creator and the latter two

examples can be read as references to a discriminating

goddess of fate, rather then an inexorable and impersonal

process. Beowulf, however, suggests that wyrd is identical with

death: ‘very near now was the fate which was to cure upon

the aged man, threaten the treasure of his soul and part

asunder his life from his body’; ‘Fate will often spare a man,

so that he is not marked for death, if his courage holds

good’; ‘Fate has swept away all my kinsmen, the valiant

earls’ and ‘For the first time he had to stand his ground

without fate assigning him the triumph in the battle’. In

each case the word translated ‘fate’ is wyrd and in each case

the context is that of impending or notional death. The Old

Saxon Heliand states ‘they Worth is at hand’, ‘Wurth took

him away’ and ‘thy wurth came near then’. In the Old High

German poem Hildebrandslied it occurs as wurt, in the

abstract sensem a word glossed as fatum in another text.

And, of course, numerous OE texts give the more familiar

form, wyrd.

The word wyrd is derived from the same root as an archaic

worth, ‘to become’, and may be related to the word ‘worth’

that we use today. This does not conflict with the usual

derivation of both wyrd and urðr from a root meaning ‘to

become’ since a state of potentiality and process is inherent

in both. The names of the Nornir – Urðr, Verðandi, Skuld

– are generally supposed to be equivalent to past, present
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and future, which is a reasonable enough conclusion, even

if it does not quite do justice to their stricter sense of

‘became, becoming, must’ ( although Skuld also has the

meaning ‘debt’, perhaps suggesting a final reckoning or

repayment, relevant to the modern meaning of worth and

hinting at the notions underlying the concept of karma)

with its implication of an inexorable progression towards an

inescapable finality. However, the absence of the two

younger Norns elsewhere in Germanic myth and tradition –

they only appear in Vǫluspá and in references to the Nornir

based on that poem, except for Skuld, who is also named as

a valkyrie – leads one to suspect that their names were a

comparatively late development given to two aspects of a

triad once only known by the single name that became

Wyrd, Wurth, Wurt, Urðr and so on.

There is a possibility that one of the OF ‘weird sisters’ was

known as Meotud, ‘The Measurer’, which – if we allow

Skuld or a figure with an OE version of her name as a

possible member of the original triad – would give us

Germanic equivalents for two of the Greek Fates, Lachesis

and Atropos; ‘measurer’ and ‘inflexible’. This would leave

Wyrd/Urðr as an equivalent to Klotho, ‘the spinner’ but at

first sight the identification is a linguistic improbability.

However, the archaic worth referred to above is related to

the Latin vertere, Old Slavonic vriteti and Sanskrit vartate,

meaning ‘turn’ (from Indo-European *wert-). It may be that

wyrd and urðr are the remnants of a very ancient name

indeed, a spinning goddess of fate who possibly dates back

to a time before the early Germanic tribes had become

radically differentiated from various other IE peoples. The

Fates, the Moirai, are themselves a precedent for all this.
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Homer refers to only one Moira, a spinning goddess. The

three were also known collectively as the Klothes, the

spinners, after the eldest. The masculine form of Moira is

Moros, a name for death. Moira supposedly means ‘part’

and the three Moirai were traditionally associated with the

three ‘parts’ or main phases of the moon. Certainly the

Moirai – and the Nornir – have an undeniably lunar

character, yet it seems more likely that Moira and Moros are

themselves derived from a common IE root meaning

‘death’. This would show the underlying identity of fate

with death. It can be deduced from the Norse myths that

the land of Hel, goddess of death and the dead, lies in the

far north where the well of the Nornir, analogous to the

moon, can also be located. Indeed the Nornir are probably

named after their northerly abode. Hel, like her IE

cognates, uses ropes and nooses to trap her victims, just as

the Nornir and the Moirai spin and measure the course of a

life, then decide the fatal moment. Hel and the Nornir dwell

at the roots of the World Tree in a notionally subterranean

land in the cold north, at the axial point of the revolving

sky. The words ‘nether’ and ‘north’ are derived from a

mutual source. The spinning of the Nornir reflects the

spinning of the sky about the celestial axis at their northerly

abode. But the Nornir and their kind are weavers as well as

spinners as is shown in a number of references in OE and

Old Norse literature and as remembered in the folklore of

rural Germany to this day. Spinning done under the

auspices of one or another of these goddesses at Yuletide,

the axial point of the yearly cycle, is said to presage the

productivity of the coming year. The two major rural deities

associated with this custome are Percht (also known as
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Bercht, Perchta or Perichtel), possibly ‘The Bright One’;

and Holda (Hulle, Holle, Hulde or Wolle), who may be

none other then Hel herself. One function of these decayed

goddesses is to act as Fates, bestowing gifts of good or ill

fortune upon the newly-born. Percht’s name and

association with caves mark her as a lunar being while

Holda is connected with a well. Their lore is rich and

complex but confused traces of the older mythology are still

discernible.

In all of this we see the outline of a series of homologies;

the celestial axis is inevitably associated with spinning, while

the cyclical natures of the year and the lunar month relate to

the waxing and waning of human life and are repeated on a

smaller scale in the diurnal cycle, in the dark part of which

the revolution of the sky is most easily observered. The

larger cycle of the cosmos is also included in the overall

concept. As women, each of the goddesses reflects the cycle

in her own body, the menstrual cycle roughly coinciding

with that of the moon. Just as women preside over the

beginning of life so it seems natural that they are there at its

ending. Wyrd then is a spinning or weaving of destiny. In

Beowulf we read that ‘The web of their fate would be woven

with victories’ and this is reinforced by the relationship

between the OE terms gewæf and gewif – ‘wove’ and

‘fortune’. The workings of fate are inexorable but not

entirely unswerving. As one of the above phrases from

Beowulf suggests, ‘Fate will often spare a man’, implying

that the threads are open to manipulation. Óðinn, ever

aware of his own death and the destruction of the old

cosmic order, spent almost his entire span searching for the

knowledge or means necessary to avoid his doom but his
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striving proved to be futile, despite the fact that he too was

an ordainer of fate. It seems that all divinatory techniques

are effectively methods of ‘reading’ the weave of time and

space that constitutes the fabric of the cosmos and includes

the work of the Fates. Similiarly, magical and shamanistic

techniques are designed to allow the adept acess to the

cosmic structure and a measure of the power or knowledge

required to manipulate and modify the pattern of the

weave, the intricate labyrinth of personal qualities and

external forces – events and other people, the social order

and the environment – that combine and react to make our

lives what they are.

Both are achieved by imitating the Fates in some way or

another, even to the point of a male sorcerer undergoing

some kind of effeminisation. In rural Germany the coming

year is presaged by spinning. Óðinn himself was taught that

the feminine magical art seiðr by Freyja, another goddess

associated with spinning, causing him to enter the state of

ergi that seiðr caused in men – a term that denotes passive

homosexuality. Transvestite or homosexual Scythian

diviners, according to Heredotus, made their forecasts by

twisting strips of bark between their fingers. A seeress in an

Irish epic uses a weaving-rod to aid her second sight. An

Icelandic saga describes a sorcereress making a spell by

circling a rune-carved tree stump, another tells how a vǫlva

is aided in her divining by being encircled by the women of

the household whose future she is to foretell. Tacitus

informs us that ancient Germanic divination involved the

casting of lots made by cutting signs onto strips of bark

from what seems to have been a sacred tree, a reflex of the

World Tree. The druids, in several classical reports, made



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

151

their predictions by dismembering a human sacrificial

victim or by watching the trembling of his limbs. The last

two might seem slightly incongruous here but it should be

remembered that the archaic IE creation myths describe

how the cosmos was made from the dismembered body of

a primordial being. The cosmos was thus seen as the human

body in a different state. All the druids did was to examine

the cosmos by breaking dowm the microcosmic

representation into its constituent parts or by observing the

patterns formed as that representation entered its final,

finished state – death.

The three weird sisters are as closely involved with death as

they are with destiny and most traditional IE divinatory or

magical methods tend to refer back, to some extent, to

them, their domain and their attributes. Death is in a very

real sense the absolute destiny of each and every one of us,

fate as the fatal point. All other things are more or less

avoiable, as several old Germanic words from which our

modern ‘wish’ and ‘luck’ indicate. They suggest the

existence not only of a random element in the cosmic order

but also of a personal ability to influence the course of

events. Wyrd is not like that; it is, like death, ineluctable and

implacable. In this respect a weaving is also like a web, and

that woven by a spider is a fatal trap. Wyrd is not a ‘way’ to

be followed in the philosophical sense, nor is it a technique

like shamanism or runecraft, or something to have faith in

like a religion. It cannot be played or codified like a game. It

is a thing that is there to be endured, no matter what. It is

what happens to us – not just a predetermined future but a

matrix of events that can be shaped to a surprisingly large

extent. The ancient Germanic adepts recognized this and
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evolved techniques for it. Ultimately, though, wyrd is a road

that leads everybody eventually to the same destination. It is

the path that leads from the warm womb of the mother to

the cold womb of the grave.



153

The Hairstyle of the Devil

First published as ‘Heretical Hairdos’ in Talking Stick 6, 1992.

A particular hairstyle was of great importance to the

heathen Germans. In his Germania, Tacitus tells us that the

Suebi (a generic name for the tribes inhabiting north-

eastern Germania) ‘comb the hair sideways and tie it in a

knot’. This hairstyle distinguished the Suebi from other

Germans and was an emblem of rank among the Suebi

(indicating a freeman) though the style was also adopted by

men of non-Suebic tribes.

Tacitus goes on to describe the styling process: ‘the hair is

twisted back so that it stands erect and is often knotted on

the very crown of the head. The chiefs use an even more

elaborate style’. According to Tacitus, this was intended to

make a man look taller and so more daunting in combat.

Not that it was confined to the young or to active warriors;

the hairknot was worn while a man still had hair on his head

or life in his body.
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Examples of the Suebian Knot, as it has become known,

can be seen on German warriors depicted on a number of

Roman monuments, including Trajan’s Column in Rome

itself. More interesting is the severed head discovered in a

bog near Østerby in Denmark in 1948. This head, wrapped

in a deer-skin cape, originally belonged to a man of around

fifty-five years years old who had been deliberately

decapitated, the funeral context suggesting a human

sacrifice.

The man’s hair had been about eleven inches long (though

the hair of his neck had been short), parted at the back and

gathered on the right side into a complex knot. Another

Danish Iron Age bog man, from Elling, had his hair plaited

on the left side, probably as the preliminary stage of a

similar knot. Pigtails, too, have been found on some bog-

men.

The Østerby hairknot consists of a triple loop, tucked back

in on itself. The effect is not dissimilar to the valknut, the

‘knot of the slain’, a motif usually composed of three
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interlaced triangles or sometimes a fairly complex triple

knot. This symbol is found on a number of picture-stones

in Scandinavia and England, usually in scenes that suggest a

connection with the cult of Óðinn.

It is possible that the Suebian Knot is a tonsorial equivalent

of the valknut: a sign that marked the wearer as one

dedicated to the Germanic war-god and a future member of

the war-god’s band in the next world.

Later on, Frankish kings of the Merovingian dynasty were

renowned for their long hair, in which their power was said

to reside. According to the sixth century writer Gregory of

Tours in his History of the Franks, two of the three sons of

Chlodomer, while in the care of Clotild their grandmother,

were threatened by an agent of their uncles Lothar and

Childebert, who bore a sword in one hand and a pair of

scissors in the other. Clotild replied that she would ‘rather

see them dead than with their hair cut short!’ Needless to

say, their lives were cut short instead. The third boy,

Chlodovald, escaped but renounced his rank and became a

priest: ‘With his own hands he cut his hair short.’

The Franks of this period, like the English, regarded the

sons of kings as kings in their own right as soon as they

reached manhood, so that it was not unusual for a kingdom

to have a number of ‘kings’ at any given time.

Long hair was not peculiar to the Merovingians. Gregory

also tells us that, when Clovis captured Chararic, King of

the Salian Franks, and his son, he had their hair cut short

and forced Chararic to be ordained as a priest and his son

as a deacon. The shearing was done partly as a humiliation;
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and when Clovis later heard that they were threatening to

grow their hair again, he had them decapitated.

The Merovingian hairstyle has been confirmed by portraits

on the seals of Theuderic III, Clovis H, Childebert II and

Chilperic II; and by the discovery in 1653 of the

Merovingian ruler Childeric I’s grave at Tournai, containing

a signet-ring depicting the King with hair over his

shoulders. When, in 754, the last Merovingian ruler

Childeric III was overthrown by Pepin, first of the

Carolingians, he was tonsured and sent into a monastery,

according to the Royal Frankish Annals.

J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, in The Long-Haired Kings, suggests that

to the Merovingians long hair was as much a symbol of

status as of magical significance; and that it was probably

once a common emblem of rank for ‘barbarian’ rulers,

retained by the Merovingians when it had been abandoned

everywhere else. Supposedly, at the time Gregory was

writing, long hair was exclusive to the Merovingians, which

(as Wallace-Hadrill suggests) might have led him to

presume that it had always been a peculiarly Merovingian

trait. But we have already seen that the kings of the Salian

Franks also wore their hair long. Furthermore, the eightth

century English King Offa of Mercia is, on some coins,

shown with a rather strange hairstyle. And a king of

Visigothic Spain, Liuvigild, also had hair long enough to be

remarkable.

Plainly, long hair was not exclusive to the Merovingian

kings. It was certainly to be seen on at least one English

king about a century after Gregory lived and certainly on

other Germanic kings in Europe both before and after his



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

157

time. It also seems curious that, in several instances, hair

cutting is followed by consignment to the Church. We can

infer from this that, firstly, the cutting was both a ritual

humiliation (as a deprivation of a symbol of rank) and,

secondly, that it was necessary for the victim to be accepted

by the Church.

These do not seem to be simple cases of monastic tonsure.

Rather, there is a distinct suggestion that, following the

haircut, the Church was the appropriate destination of a

former king. In other words, it seems a distinct possibility

that long hair, as it was worn by the Merovingians, was

actually a tradition dating back to a heathen past which

those kings were reluctant to relinquish; that the cutting of a

king’s hair was a symbol of the victory of Christianity over

heathenism; and the sacred nature of his person required a

complete submergence within the body of the Church.

Wallace-Hadrill notes that the emblem of the Merovingian

kings was a spear. This he links with the cult of Woden,

whcse cult is otherwise virtually unknown among the

Franks. With regard to this, it might not be entirely

coincidental that long hair is essential for the construction

of a Suebian Knot. In the light of his hairstyle, it seems

likely that Offa’s descent from Woden, as described in an

entry for the year 757 in the Anglo Saxon Chronicle, is of

significance.

Among the Germanic peoples of the first millennium,

descent from Óðinn or Woden seems to have been

mandatory for a royal line. The god is credited with

founding the institution of kingship in Sweden and Norway

(according to Snorri Sturluson’s Gylfaginning and Ynglinga
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saga) and he appears, as Woden or Geat, in most Old

English royal genealogies, as well as those of the

Ostrogoths. Offa was, by all accounts, deeply proud of his

lineage and his position and – although he was an innovator

in other respects – a stickler for traditional propriety. Did

he also revive or retain a traditional dedication of the king

to the patron god of kingship, a devotion including a ritual

hairstyle? This would help, perhaps, to explain Offa’s close

but uneasy relationship with Charlemagne, whose father

had – with the approval of the Church – toppled the

Merovingians. At the time, there was a good deal of

commerce between Mercia and the Franks, but it was

characterised by Offa’s constant – and uniquely successful –

struggle to be recognised as an equal by Charlemagne,

which led to some diplomatic friction and occasionally the

suspension of trade. Indeed, Offa was the only European

king whose status was recognised by Charlemagne as being

equal to his own.

William II of England, son of the Conqueror, also seems to

have worn his hair fairly long, as did many members of his

court. This was a radical change in fashion: before the

conquest, the Normans generally wore their hair short or

shaven at the back and sides, while the English wore theirs

long at the back, and sometimes at the sides. This

distinction is clearly depicted on the Bayeux tapestry.

In 1077, William of Poitiers described English hostages at

Fecamp in 1067 as ‘the long-haired sons of the northern

world’ who were ‘as beautiful as girls’. And it should be

noted here that the nobility of England, the æthelings, were

the descendants of the old Germanic warrior aristocracy

originating from the area in which Tacitus placed the Suebi.
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By wearing his hair long, Rufus incurred the disapproval of

the Church, which saw the wearing of long hair as a form of

transvestism – which seems to be an ecclesiastical

rationalisation of something a little more sinister (from the

Christian viewpoint, that is). Short hair was then in vogue

all over Christian Europe; it was seen not only as manly and

martial, but also as godly. The Church encouraged this

attitude. It was not its first foray into the world of coiffure,

though. A couple of centuries previously, the Roman

Church in Britain had nearly been torn apart because two

factions could not agree on the correct form of monastic

tonsure. On the surface, this seems absurdly trivial; but for

the clerics involved, it was a deadly serious matter, the

seriousness of which has never been satisfactorily explained.

Effeminacy was not an issue in that case, however. On the

whole, it is probably sensible to place the identification of

long hair with unmanliness with the same ideological

framework that led virtually all male heretics or accused

witches to be accused of sodomy as a matter of course, and

homosexuals to be accused of witchcraft or heresy. Long

hair, being deemed effeminate, would place a man in a state

of marginality, outside the accepted norms of Christian

ideology.

A council held at Rouen in 1096 proclaimed that ‘no man

should wear his hair long, but should have a proper

Christian cut; offenders should be excluded from the

Church and its sacraments, including Christian burial’

(Frank Barlow, William Rufus, 106) – an injunction followed

in 1103 by Anselm barring long-haired men from entering

church. During the twelfth century, short hair became

fashionable among knights and noblemen, but such crazes
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were short-lived, and hair soon became long again among

the nobility. One curious incident concerns the knights of

Count William Clito, who before the battle of Axspoele in

1128, cut their hair short, as a sacrifice to God, in order to

ensure victory.

Obviously, the attitude of the Church towards long hair was

largely rooted in St Paul’s condemnation in Corinthians

11.14, which claimed that ‘if a man have long hair, it is a

shame unto him’; and in the idea that men’s hair should

only remain uncut as a condition of penance – in the

circumstances, a strange way of returning to the Christian

fold. And yet, long hair was not officially condemned by the

Church until 1096, accompanied by pointed references to

the degeneracy of the northern nobility. Why did the

Church choose this particular time to make a stand against

long hair?

A partial clue to this bizarre state of affairs may be found in

the life and death of William II, who was sometimes known

as Rufus on account of his ruddy colouring and red beard.

Rufus, it seems, was wholly hated by the English clergy.

Officially, this was because of his dissolute lifestyle and his

cruelty. In reality, Rufus seems to have antagonised the

Church because he was decidedly anti-clerical, probably

homosexual, and – just possibly – a heathen. He was given

to swearing oaths upon the ‘face of Lucca’ (or ‘Luck’),

which might have been a reference to a Christian relic but,

to a member of a recently-Christianised Viking band, might

equally be construed as a reference to Loki. William Rufus

died in 1100, in circumstances that have a strongly ritualistic

flavour, shot with an arrow, in a forest clearing, at Lammas.
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Afterwards, his body was taken in a cart to Winchester,

where the common people gathered to mourn him. Not

bad for a cruel despot, who was hated and feared by his

people, according to the version promulgated by

representatives of the Church.

The sacrifice of long hair made by William Clito’s knights is

another pointer, echoing the kinds of ritual dedication made

by heathen Germanic warriors.

The evidence is disparate and circumstantial, but a certain

pattern does begin to emerge: a thousand-year-old coiffure

that requires long hair, that acts as a badge of rank, that may

serve as a token of dedication to a particular god, and that is

found on a sacrificial victim of the Iron Age in Denmark;

long hair as a mark of kingship, possibly a reminder of

divine ancestry or a sign of a secret pagan worship, for a

dynasty that ended twelve hundred years ago; long hair

revived by an English king of the same period; long hair on

a putative royal sacrifice, William Rufus, nearly a thousand

years ago; the sacrifice of long hair by French knights less

than thirty years later. And in addition to these cases, we

have the apparent hostility of the Church towards long hair,

and a readiness on the part of those would-be rulers

sanctioned by the Church to go to war against, or otherwise

do away with, yjose wearing their hair long.

The simplest explanation is that long hair was identified

with heathenism of a particular kind, and that is why it was

anathematised by the Church. From this evidence, the

obvious candidate is the cult of Óðinn/Woden, who would

have been venerated openly before the adoption of

Christianity, and perhaps secretly thereafter. Adherence to
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both Christianity and heathenism is not unknown in the

Germanic world. In his History of the English Church and

People, Bede writes that King Redwald of the East Saxons

had altars to Christ alongside those of ‘devils’. In those early

years of Christianity in the North, similar occurrences are

hardly surprising.

The death of Rufus has been identified by Margaret Murray,

in The Divine King England, as a royal sacrifice; a divine king

slain to ensure the good of the land and its people. Murray

cites a number Old English kings who died in

circumstances mysterious enough to arouse the suspicion of

ritual murder, but spoils her argument by an over-zealous

attempt to encompass the death of virtually every English

monarch or important churchman and nobleman within her

theory. However, she does present enough evidence to

suggest that some, at least, were genuine sacrificial victims.

Royal sacrifices are known from Old Norse texts, where

they are usually associated with Óðinn, himself the

exemplary royal victim.

If the long-haired kings were – even vestigially – devotees

of Woden, then another reason is suggested for the

Church’s condemnation of long hair as effeminate. In

Ynglinga saga, we are told that Óðinn’s use of seiðr, a

feminine shamanic practice, was accompanied by ergi. This

term is normally used to denote effeminate homosexuality –

strictly, pertaining to the ‘passive’ partner in a homosexual

act, a crime which was punishable by death in medieval

Scandinavia.

It is not known whether an equivalent practice was ascribed

to Woden by the English or the continental Germans, or
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whether his devotees among the Germans and

Scandinavians so indulged. The intimate connection of

Óðinn/Woden with the Germanic cult of kingship – a cult

that in Christianised England became transformed into

popular veneration of murdered kings as saints (and these

particular kings were frequently portrayed with long hair, as

it happens), often in cases where there was no known

martyrdom nor any clearly religious aspect to a death – and

the probable homosexuality of William Rufus hints at the

possibility.

If it was so, then the ecclesiastical distaste for long hair

would have been doubly fuelled: effeminacy on one hand,

and heathenism on the other; which gradually became more

closely identified with diabolism and heresy, which, in the

logic of the Church, automatically meant sodomy. Long hair

was the traditional hairstyle of Germanic kings but to the

medieval Church it was virtually the hairstyle of the Devil.
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The Magic Staff in Norse Tradition

First published in Talking Stick 17, 1994.

In pantomime, the Fairy Godmother – like her diminutive

sister perched atop the Christmas tree – generally waves a

wand topped with a star. The black, white-tipped wand is

emblematic of the stage conjuror, the tool of his trade that

is most instantly recognisable.

In J. R. R. Tolkien’s monumental fantasy The Lord Of The

Rings, which the author based on authentic European myth

and legend, the wizard Gandalf sometimes appears as a

majestic figure with a flame-tipped staff, an implement that

is both his badge of office and an instrument of power. In

the popular imagination, the witch rides a broomstick

across the night sky.

Wand, staff and broomstick: these stock images of the

European folk tradition are the fragmented remains of a

magical tradition that stretches back at least a thousand

years into the past. Each of these instruments is constructed

according to a particular pattern: they are all straight rods,
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with a device or ornament at one end that gives a blazing or

bursting effect. Gandalf s staff is, self-evidently, tipped with

fire when in use; the fairy wand traditionally had a multi-

pointed star; the conjuror’s has its white tip (perhaps all that

remains of an object symbolising light); and one end of the

witch’s besom bristles with twigs that might otherwise serve

as kindling.

The immediate source of these wands and staves, at least in

the north of Europe, would appear to lie in the

paraphernalia associated with certain female workers of

magic. In medieval Scandinavia, the type of sorceress

known as a vǫlva seems to have been closely associated

with staves, and at least one was constructed according to

the pattern suggested above.

In Eiriks saga rauða – a thirteenth century Icelandic saga also

known as Þorfinns saga karlsefnis – the sorceress Þorbjǫrg,

known as lítilvǫlva (‘little witch’) and described also as

spákona, had a staff ‘in her hand with a knob on it; it was

bound with brass, and set with stones below the knob’.

Þorbjǫrg’s staff is clearly in the familiar tradition. No

description is given for the ‘large witch’s wand’ unearthed

along with ‘blue and evil-looking’ bones beneath a church,

according to Laxdœla saga; or the staff Hǫgnuðr, belonging

to the seeress Þordís of Spákonurfell in Vatnsdœla saga,

which was used first to take away and then to restore a

man’s memory; but it seems likely that, like Þorbjǫrg’s

wand, these must have had some features to distinguish

them from ordinary kinds of staff, such as the vánarvǫlr,

used by beggars and wayfarers.
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Similarly, the wand of Ostacia in Þidreks saga is said to have

been used by her to perform seiðr like ‘those women we

call vǫlur’, but no details are given with regard to its

construction.

The poem Vǫluspá tells us that the vǫlva Heiðr vitti hon gandr

(‘enchanted with her wand’ or ‘gave magic to her wand’,

depending on how the phrase is read1). The vǫlva of the

poem’s title, moreover, has her spáganda, her ‘wands of

prophecy’.

The closeness of the relationship between the vǫlur and

their wands is attested in the fact that the word vǫlva is

derived from the same root as vǫlr, which denotes a

rounded staff. The ultimate source is probably Indo-

European *kwelo-s (`to turn’). This makes it distinct from

the more familiar English wand (Old Icelandic vǫndr),

properly relating to a cudgel or stick for beating, although

Norse poets used the term as a kenning for woodland.

The likely original meaning, to judge from related words in

other Indo-European languages, was a bundle of twigs

bound together, pretty much like the fasces of Imperial

Rome. The witch’s besom could represent a meeting of

these two entirely separate ideas.

The vǫlva’s staff is also called stafr, which is straightforward

enough; or gandr, which usually denotes a staff with magical

properties, though it also came to be applied to a

disembodied evil spirit, probably because the staff, like a

shaman’s drum, could be used as a means of transport.

This opens up further avenues. A stafr is also a written

letter, a rune. The plural form stafir is also used to mean lore
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or wisdom. The three Nornir, according to Vǫluspa, are said

to skaru a skiði (`cut on staves’), which implies the carving

of runes for magical or divinatory purposes.

The god usually associated with runes is Óðinn, who was

noted as a practitioner of seiðr, an art normally the domain

of women, which brought the stigma of ergi –

homosexuality: the term especially being pertinent to the

receptive participant in anal intercourse – to those men who

were versed in it. There are plenty of examples, in the sagas

and poems, of women cutting and reading runes, so they

were by no means a strictly male preserve; but seiðr seems

to have included rune magic in tandem with ecstatic

prophesy involving the use of chants and wands by women.

Staves are known to have been employed by male sorcerers.

In Landnámabók, for instance, the flooded fields of

Loðmundr the Old are cleared of water when he puts his

staff into the water, grasps it with both hands and bites the

ring that adorns it (similar staves are known in the religious

rites of the Saami in the northern part of Scandinavia).

Generally, though, the magic staff is associated with

women, although it is sometimes loaned to men. The

sorceress Þordís lends her magic staff Hǫgnuðr to a man in

the incident from Vatnsdœla saga mentioned above. Snorri

Sturluson’s Skáldskaparmál tells how Þórr borrows a staff

from Gríðr, a giantess: her huge staff, while it is not said to

be magical, does help Þórr to overcome a difficult foe, and

it must also be allowed that giant-women were very often

characterised as sorceresses.

Óðinn’s nicknames include Jálkr and Gǫndlir – ‘gelding’

and ‘bearer of the magic wand’. While it may not be entirely
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appropriate to take these otherwise explained names out of

their context, the lengthy list of Óðinn’s nicknames given in

both Eddas, it is difficult to resist the temptation to put

them together here, and to argue that Óðinn’s ergi and the

loss of genitalia implicit in his name Jálkr are thematically

linked and that both are relevant to his patronage of the

runes, his expertise in seiðr, and to his connection with a

magic staff that does not otherwise appear in the

mythology.

Or does it? The use of the staff as a steed is attested by the

popular belief that witches rode on their staves. This was

known as the gandreið (literally the ‘wand-ride’) that has

evolved into the storybook witch’s favoured mode of

transport: the flying broomstick.

In Brennu-Njál’s saga the gandreið is witnessed by one

Hildiglúmr Runólfsson, who sees what seems to him to be a

pitch-black man on a grey horse, riding inside a circle of fire

with a firebrand held aloft, screaming a prophetic verse.

Hildiglúmr is told that it is an omen of disaster. Although

the rider is not identified, the circumstances suggest that it

may be Óðinn.

Yggdrasill, the World Tree, is so named because it is the

‘steed of Yggr (Óðinn)’: as the archetypal tree, Yggdrasill is

by analogy the source of all staves, and thus is the greatest

staff of them all. Just as the runes are, in a sense, the fruits

of Yggdrasill, so the staff is the shaft of the tree itself.

This gives the magic staff a cosmological significance that is

altogether appropriate: for the world tree, as a

representation of the axis mundi, is the ultimate source of all

magical power. It is where Óðinn found the runes, and it is
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the place where all places and times conjoin. It gives access

to all the worlds – the land of men, the underworld, and the

celestial abode of the gods. From the wood of its arboreal

cousins, the Eurasian shaman obtains his drum, and the

Norse vǫlva her staff, both objects of power and the means

to travel between the realms.

Its all-encompassing nature seems to have caused the

heathen Scandinavians some confusion, so that the earth-

encircling World Serpent, the Miðgarðsormr, has been

given the alternative name, Jǫrmundgandr (‘Mighty Staff’), a

term that is patently better applied to the World Tree or the

Cosmic Pillar, like Irminsul, the name given by the pagan

Saxons to their own sacred tree-trunk, the ‘Mighty Pillar’.

The axis mundi is frequently associated with serpents and

bodies of water.

In this way, one can interpret the magic staff as a

representation of the cosmos – the tree or pillar topped by

the guiding light of the Pole Star: just as the axis mundi is

imagined in the shamanic lore of Finland and central and

northern Asia.

If Þorbjǫrg’s wand – the only one that is described in any

detail – is a typical example, then the relationship would be

clear enough. The knob would represent the Pole Star (is its

navigational value relevant to the use of the staff as a

vehicle?) with the stones below it perhaps being symbolic of

the circumpolar stars. Wound about with brass, the shaft

may indicate both the trunk of the World Tree and the

metal Cosmic Pillar found elsewhere in Eurasian folklore.

As it is, the wands and staves typified by the examples given
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in the opening paragraph, above, suggest that Þorbjǫrg’s

instrument accords with a pattern that definitely existed.

The vǫlr that gives the vǫlva her name essentially denotes a

cylindrical object but, as we have seen, the word is derived

from the root meaning ‘to turn’, the same root that gives us

the word wheel, the second element of revolve, and so on.

Once again, this gives a cosmological significance, referring

to the sky rotating about its axis in the far north.

This location in turn is the probable source of the name

Nornir, the Fates of Norse myth, the original ‘weird sisters’,

who live at the root of Yggdrasill. It is well known that the

Nornir are the makers of fate and destiny, imagined as webs

or weavings; though they were originally spinners, like the

Fates of Greek mythology. The oldest norn is Urðr – the

same word as Old English wyrd – whose name may

ultimately derive from an Indo-European *wert-, another

stem indicating rotation or a spinning motion (although

there is also a good case for a source in words generally

denoting worth or development), as does Sanskrit vṛtrá,

which can be roughly translated as ‘cosmic order’.

The spinning Nornir bring with them two associated

images: the spindle, which is in turn sometimes used to

represent the cosmic centre; and the distaff, a forked stick

or wooden rod that holds the unspun flax. The distaff thus

conforms to the broader pattern of magical wands and

staves.

Spinning, it has been pointed out, is like smithcraft in that

they are both concerned with the creation of ordered

structures from material in a shapeless, chaotic state. In

Uralic lore the smith and the shaman are seen as brothers in
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craft, and the folklore of northern Europe demonstrates

that spinning and magic are closely allied – in the story of

Sleeping Beauty, for example.

This is especially true of divinatory magic. The ‘effeminate’

enareis of the Scythians foretold future events while twisting

strips of bark with their fmgers. In rural Germany, the

amount of spinning done during the twelve days of

Christmas is taken as an indication of prosperity for the

coming year. In the Irish Táin Bó Cuailgne, a seeress employs

a distaff as she divines the future.

In the Norse tradition, the magic wand or staff seems to be

the emblematic tool of wise women or ‘feminine men’,

those males who practice seiðr and allied techniques. The

symbolism is rooted in the idea that the central point of the

cosmos, the axis mundi, so important in shamanistic lore and

religious iconography, is a place where time can be

transcended, and where it is possible to manipulate the

fabric of reality in order to achieve a desired result.

The staff represents a direct link with the axis mundi, just as

the vǫlva, by virtue of her sex, is effectively identified with

the triune divinities who govern fate and destiny, and who

therefore know the future. By becoming feminised, Óðinn

and the other males employing seiðr can do likewise, as do

the homosexual or transvestite shamans of other cultures.2

In this context, it would probably be fallacious to impute

any phallic connotations to the magic staff, except to note

that the cosmic axis is occasionally likened to a vast phallus.

Its shape might be enough to lead the unwary into an

erroneous Freudian interpretation, which would probably

be accurate if applied to the royal sceptre – a solid symbol
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of masculine might – but such a consideration would not

really be relevant here. Ultimately, the magic staff or wand

is, from the Norse viewpoint, an object representing a

peculiarly feminine cosmological function and the traits that

go with it.

Other cultures tend to associate magic wands and staves

with powerful men. The serpentine rods of Moses and

Aaron, descended from the rods of office of Mesopotamian

and Egyptian priests and public officials, have had a definite

influence upon the development of the staff from the

Middle Ages onward, including the crooked staves of

Christian bishops. Tolkien’s wizards are all men, as are the

high magicians of the Renaissance and beyond, with rare

exceptions. From the West Indies to the East Indies, in

Lappland and in India, the magic or sacred staff is reserved

almost exclusively for male use.

But the inherently cosmological aspects of the staff in

Norse magic suggest that its feminine association is a

survival of an archaic state, rather than a late, local

aberration. The persistent, widespread traditions that give a

female origin for shamanistic magical techniques tend to

support that view.

In the popular imagination, however, the powerful female

magic implicit in the Norse tradition has declined, so that

stage conjurors (it is only recently that women have been

admitted to the Magic Circle) and fictional wizards

monopolise the potent magic staff, while the Fairy

Godmother and the Good Fairy wave little sticks with

starred tips, and the likes of Granny Weatherwax and her
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cronies in Terry Pratchett’s Discworld novels are reduced to

roaming the skies on disreputable and unreliable besoms.

Notes

1: A clue to the process can perhaps be found in the case of

Alice Kyteler of Kilkenny, accused of witchcraft in 1324.

According to one source (Holinshed’s Chronicle of Ireland,

1587, based on the earlier Annals of Ireland), among her

posessions was a ‘Pipe of oyntmenl, wherewith she greased

a staffe, upon the which she ambled and galloped through

thick and thin, when and in what manner she listed’. The

southern part of Ireland has been the subject to a great deal

of Viking influence and settlement, like Scotland, where in

1596 the Aberdeen witches were accused of rydand on treis –

that is, branches or wooden staves. The connection

between witches and stick-riding is made mainly (but not

exclusively) in areas where there has been a strong

Germanic influence. A number of reports refer to both

ointments and the riding of sticks or batons; but it is not

often clear as to whether the one was used to anoint the

other. The medieval use of hallucinogenic substances is

now well-attested, and it is likely that such mixtures aided

the witches’ nocturnal journeying; but the smearing of

intoxicants on a phalloid staff for application via the vaginal

membranes – as suggested in Michael Harrison’s The Roots

of Witchcraft (1973), for example – remains conjectural.

2: Homosexuality and transvestism are, of course, two

entirely distinct types of sexual behaviour. Genital

mutilation, whether it is circumcision, subincision, or

amputation is a separate issue again. In the magical or ritual
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context, however, each of these can be taken as a means of

blurring the boundary between male and female. I have

suggested elsewhere (Wyrd: Fate and Destiny in North

European Paganism, 1989) that the name Jálkr expresses

Óðinn’s acquisition of a specifically feminine magical

attribute, menstruation, which I believe to be important to

the nature of seiðr and similar magical and divinatory

techniques.
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Seiðr

First published in Talking Stick 16, 1994.

References to seiðr in medieval Scandinavian literature make

it absolutely clear that it was once formally recognised as a

unique and wholly distinctive type of magic.

As is often the case with Norse myth and tradition, the

most telling passages come from the thirteenth century quill

of Snorri Sturluson. In chapter 4 of Ynglinga saga (in his

Heimskringla), we read that it was Freyja who kendi fyrst með

Ásum seið, sem Vonum var títt (‘first knew seiðr among the

Æsir, as it was common among the Vanir’). This passage is

often rendered in such a way as to state plainly that it was

Freyja who taught seiðr to the Æsir, although that is implicit

in a close translation anyway. It makes it clear that seiðr was

transmitted, through Freyja, from the Vanir to the Æsir.

Snorri also refers to seiðr in chapter 7 of the same work:

Óðinn knew also the skill, in which a great a power

resides, and himself practised it, that is called seiðr and

through this he knew people’s ordained destinies and
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unspoken lot, and could make people’s death or bad

luck or ill-health, and also take from people knowledge

or might and give them to others. But from this sorcery

[fjǫlkyngi], if it is practised, follows such great

unmanliness [ergi], that it is thought shameful for men to

do it, and so it is appropriate for priestesses to know

this skill.

In this passage, then, Snorri tells us that seiðr enabled

Óðinn to know people’s futures, whether preordained or

not; to inflict death, illness and misfortune; and to transfer

knowledge and power from one person to another. Snorri’s

list of seiðr’s properties is framed by a list of Óðinn’s other

magical abilities; and as Snorri is careful to distinguish seiðr

from those other techniques, it may be instructive to take a

look at them.

Óðinn’s non-seiðr abilities, according to Ynglinga saga, are as

follows:

 he can change into the shape of an animal, and so

travel abroad, although his body remains in a death-

like state;

 he can control the elements of fire, water, and wind,

using only words;

 he can call up and control the dead, and can hang

himself with impunity;

 he knows and uses runes and incantations (galdr);

 he knows the whereabouts of hidden treasures, and

uses songs to open up their hiding-places.

Snorri also notes that Óðinn uses magical objects and
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animals – his ship can be rolled up like a cloth, his two

ravens bring him information, and he consults the severed

head of Mímir.

Throughout this chapter, Snorri is careful in his use of

language: seiðr refers only to seiðr, while the word fjǫlkyngi

is used to denote magical practices in general.

From this, one thing becomes absolutely clear. Seiðr was

not, as far as Snorri was aware, simply an Old Norse term

for what we now call shamanism. The familiar shamanic

abilities – ecstatic trance, shapeshifting, spirit-journey,

commerce with the dead, and mastery of the elements – are

all attributed to Óðinn, but seiðr is carefully separated from

these and other magical pursuits. Indeed, seiðr is, according

to Snorri’s view, a rather maleficent activity, and its main

function seems to be to harm or manipulate others.

Óðinn can divine the destiny that has already been set down

for a person by the Nornir; but he can also see those that

have yet to be determined by the goddesses of fate. Taken

in conjunction with the statement that he can cause death,

ill-health and misfortune, this can be interpreted as meaning

that Óðinn can thus usurp the Norns’ function and ordain a

particular fate for those whose destinies are not already laid

down. By means of seiðr, he is able to redistribute certain

qualities from one person to another, as it suits him, or to

blight the lives of those he does not favour – but only when

their destinies are not yet fixed by the Nornir, the prime

ordainers of fate.

Other Sources

How does Snorri’s view compare with what other sources
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tell us of seiðr? One well-known practitioner is the

sorceress Heiðr, who creates havoc among the Æsir.

According to the poem Vǫluspá:

Heiðr she was called

who came to the house,

a vǫlva wise in foretelling,

who gave power to her staff;

she knew seiðr,

she took pleasure in seiðr,

she was always the delight

of evil women.

Again, there is a careful application of terminology in this

stanza. In the first part, we are told that Heiðr is a vǫlva, a

seeress, and that she possesses the typical magic staff

(gandr); but the second part speaks of seiðr as if it is

something she possesses in addition to the normal skills of

the vǫlva.

An alternative reading of the line seið hon [hug] leikinn, which

I have translated ‘she took pleasure in seiðr’, has been

proposed by the scholar Sigurður Nordal, who suggests that

it denotes an ecstatic state; but leikinn is certainly ‘joy,

delight, pleasure’, and was nowhere else used in a way that

could invite comparison with the popular misuse of the

word ‘ecstasy’ today. Finally, there is an implicit

confirmation of the evil nature of seiðr, and its peculiar

connection with women.

One source that is sometimes cited as evidence for seiðr

being a kind of shamanism is Eiriks saga rauða (also known

as Þórfinns saga karl sefnis). The episode in question involves

one Þorbjǫrg, known as lítil vǫlva (the ‘little seeress’). In the
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text, she is also called spákona (‘seeress’), and from her

costume and paraphernalia it seems likely that she was a

shaman along similar lines to those of the Uralic and Altaic

traditions.

The story tells how she foretells an end to the famine and

sickness that has been afflicting the Greenland settlement,

and then tells the fortunes of those present. It is stated that

she employs seiðinn (usually translated as ‘spells’), but she is

unable to do so alone; a woman named Guðriðr helps out

by reciting incantations called varðlokkur to accompany the

seiðinn. These attract friendly spirits to the gathering, and the

seeress communicates with these. This saga was written

around 1256, a few decades after Ynglinga saga.

While its description of the vǫlva’s performance is detailed

and convincing, it is obvious that there are discrepancies,

both internal and between it and Snorri’s account of seiðr

as it applies to Óðinn. Her performance seems authentically

shamanic, but at the same time she appears to do very little

– the emphasis is mostly on Guðriðr’s chanting. Also, the

varðlokkur, patently a variety of galdr (which is not included

in Snorri’s description of seiðr, it will be recalled), appear to

be either one with the seiðinn, or are at least an integral part

of them.

Features of seiðr

It is hard to see how any stated part of the proceeding

could result in shame or dishonour to men; but it is true

that all the main participants are women. Þorbjǫrg foretells

for everyone present, and in this case her forecasts seem to

be just that. Like Óðinn, she can know destinies, but there
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is no hint of malice or manipulation. However, there is an

interesting incident in which she tells Guðriðr, who is a

Christian, that she can participate in the rite ‘and still be no

worse a woman than before’ – an ambiguous but suggestive

utterance. On the whole, however, one is left with the

impression that, to the author of this saga, seiðinn was just

another word for magic spells, and that seiðr may not be

what is being described in this episode.

One interesting shamanic feature of Þorbjǫrg’s ritual is the

platform on which she sits while Guðriðr chants. In the text

this is called hásæti [‘high-seat’), and also hjallr, which means

a wooden platform or scaffold. We may perhaps compare

this with Hliðskjálf, the high seat from which Óðinn can

see over the whole world. Similar structures are ascribed to

workers of hostile magic in Laxdœla saga, Gísla saga Súrssonar,

and Friðþjófs saga hins frœkna.

The first two depict the sorcerers chanting their spells from

on high, with the intended victims at a distance. In the last,

the platform is called a seiðhjallr, and from it two sorceresses

send their spirits, which can be seen on the back of a whale,

out to sea to wreck a ship. Again, there is an emphasis on

what would later be called maleficum (hostile magic). The

sorcerers are both men and women. Apart from the

presence of the platform, the only convincingly shamanic

feature is the spirit-travel of Friðþjófs saga – and that, as far

as mentions of seiðr go, is a very rare phenomenon.

Seiðr may have been associated with women, but plenty of

men seem to have practised it. Snorri tells us, in chapter 62

of the saga of Olaf Tryggvason (Heimskringla), that it was

used by one Eyvindr Kelda. His use of terminology is as
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careful as it is in Ynglinga saga. He distinguishes between

those who use galdr or gørningar and those who are seiðmenn.

Eyvindr, says Snorri, is a seiðmaðr ok allmjok fjǫlkunnigr (a

seiðmaðr ‘and very knowing in magic’). Once again, seiðr and

magic in general are carefully separated.

In chapter 63, Eyvindr turns up again, with a shipful of

seiðmenn and other fjǫlkyngisfolk. On landing, they begin to

work their fjǫlkyngi, but Eyvindr’s plans go awry and he is

taken and put to death. The instances cited here are the

only references to seiðr in connection with Eyvindr, and,

while the actual technique is not described, it is clear that

his intentions were anything but benevolent.

One other character from Snorri’s repertoire who is worth

mentioning is Eyvindr’s grandfather, Rǫgnvaldr Réttilbeini

Haraldsson. In chapter 35 of the saga of Haraldr Hárfagri

(Heimskringla again) we learn that Rǫgnvaldr was fjǫlkyngi ok

gerðisk seiðmaðr (‘a magician and a great seiðmaðr’) and

Haraldr particularly hated seiðmenn. When the king sent a

message to another seiðmaðr, ordering him to cease his evil

activities, the man responded with a verse advising the king

to stop wasting his time on the low-born while Rǫgnvaldr

was still at large. The king was thus goaded into sending a

force to burn Rǫgnvaldr alive in his house, along with

eighty other seiðmanna (both male and female, according to

an earlier version).

Both Eyvindr and Rǫgnvaldr were slaughtered by members

of their own family (they were related to the ruling dynasty)

and seem to have been seen as rivals to the kings Óláfr and

Haraldr, so it could be that these accounts are nothing more

than the defamation of the losers’ character at the behest of
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the winners. Snorri, so careful in his terminology, treats

both their deaths in a humorous manner, and this makes it

difficult to take these particular seiðmenn too seriously. Even

though Snorri’s accounts are based on earlier sources which

use the same or similar terminology, the suspicion remains

that defamation, politics and flattery are the driving forces

of these tales.

Seiðr and Ergi

Such motives underline the need for caution when

discussing seiðr for, in medieval Scandinavia, the term

seiðmaðr was perceived as a deadly insult. This is directly

relevant to the ergi that, according to Snorri’ s account of

Óðinn’s use of seiðr, invariably ensues when the art is

practised by men. So, in Gísla saga, ergi is used to

characterise the sorcerer Þorgrimr. This word is identical to

another noun ergi, which denotes unusual sexual desire

when it is applied to women, and is related to the adjective

argr (or: ragr), meaning ‘unmanly’. When used in relation to

men, argr/ragr and ergi specifically refer to ‘passive’

homosexuality – from whence they also derive a secondary

indication of cowardice. According to the Grágás, the

earliest extant Icelandic legal text, ragr was one of three

words that could result in outlawry for the utterer, and

which left the victim entitled to kill the user.

The link between ergi and seiðr is further emphasised by the

term seiðberendr (or seiðberandr), a form of which occurs in

the Eddic poem Vǫluspá hin skamma (sometimes classed as

part of the poem Hyndluljóð). This is another word to signify

practitioners of seiðr, both male and female, and it is
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particularly interesting because the second element, berendi,

is found in other Old Icelandic texts, where it means a

female animal. Furthermore, it is properly used to mean the

sexual organs of a female animal, but especially those of a

cow, and is related to the verb bera, ‘to give birth’. Seiðberendr

is thus a rather curious compound. According to Vǫluspá

hin skamma, those skilled in the magical arts are descended

thus:

All the vǫlur [seeresses] are

from Viðólfr,

all the vitkar [wizards]

from Vilmeiðr,

but the seiðberendar

from Svarthǫfði

This verse – also used by Snorri in his Prose Edda – again

indicates that practitioners of seiðr were looked upon as

being of a very different type to either vǫlur or vitkar, even

though they are grouped together as users of magic. The

distinction is categorical: the three even have different

ancestors.

On the other hand, Óðinn’s ergi is linked with vǫlur and

vitkar in Lokasenna, where Loki waspishly tells him:

But it’s said that on Samsø you practised seiðr,

and beat the magic drum like vǫlur,

you roamed among men in a vitkar’s likeness,

and I consider that unmanly [args] behaviour.

The first two lines are ambiguous: it is hard to say whether

they should be taken to mean that seiðr and vǫlur are

linked, or that they are not. The ‘and’ [ok] is used as often to
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divide disparate themes as it is to link related ones.

The verse is Loki’s reply to one attributed to Óðinn, in

which he accuses Loki of unmanly behaviour – the last lines

are identical – so it ought to be supposed that everything in

the verse relates to ergi.

Denigration of a sorcerer’s sexuality might be expected in a

Christian verse, which would surely mirror the prevalent

Christian attitudes toward heathen magic and the supposed

licentiousness of witches and sorcerers; but there is nothing

to suggest that Lokasenna is anything but heathen in origin.

If such is the case, then the poem would rather suggest that

ergi was a risk in all magical practices, and that seiðr was

only that which involved the most extreme ergi.

The preceding verse does make it very clear, however, that

this ergi is not meant simply to denote cowardice or timidity;

Óðinn accuses Loki of having been a woman for eight

winters, and of giving birth during that time. And it should,

perhaps, be borne in mind that in Lokasenna Loki’s counter

accusations are always far more damning than those levelled

at him.

On the whole, the picture of seiðr that is presented in the

Norse sagas and mythological texts is rather confusing. It is

clear, though, that it has been misrepresented somewhat. In

the first place, uncritical readings of Snorri’s account of

Óðinn’s use of seiðr have resulted in unfounded claims

being made for it being identical with, or similar to, Lapp or

Finnish shamanism. Secondly, the ritual of Þorbjǫrg lítil

vǫlva has been used to bolster this interpretation simply

because she is obviously a shaman; and because her spells

are called seiðinn, which seems by that time to have been
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used as a general word meaning any kind of magic spell. In

many cases, scholars refer to the practise of shamanistic

magic as seiðr only because seiðr has formerly been

identified as a Norse version of Uralic shamanism.

All this stems, primarily, from a famous study by Dag

Strömbäck (Sejd. Textstudier i nordisk religionshistoria, 1935), in

which Scandinavian magic was compared to the shamanism

of the Finns and Lapps. While it is apparent that the vǫlur

are undoubtedly shamans, and that Norse myth and magic

in general contains many shamanistic themes and features,

there is hardly any worthwhile evidence to support the view

that seiðr was itself the Norse term for shamanism per se.

The narrow characteristics of seiðr are easy enough to

summarise. Seiðr is properly the domain of women. It is

practised by some men, but then it involves effeminate

(passive homosexual) behaviour. By using the technique,

one may know a) determined destiny, or b) undetermined

destiny. The user can cause death, illness or misfortune; and

can transfer might and knowledge from one person to

another. Seiðr is generally performed on raised platforms

(or hills, rooftops). Those who practise seiðr (seiðberendar,

seiðmenn and seiðkonur) are distinct from vǫlur and vitkar.

Seiðr involves the chanting of spells, seiðinn, which is also

the term used of the chants of at least one vǫlva. The name

seiðr seems to be applied almost without exception to hostile

magical activities.

Origins of the word

Beyond these sparse details, all else is conjecture, inference,

or supposition. Even the word seiðr is of uncertain meaning.
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It is often related to Old Norse sjoda and Old English seoðan

(‘to boil, seethe’), from a putative Germanic *seuþ- or the

like; or, much less convincingly, to Gothic afhugjan

(‘bewitch’), a compound of hugjan (‘think’). A rather better

derivation is from Proto-Indo-European *say- (‘pain’), or

*saywo- (‘sharp, biting’). This root is represented by Old

Irish saeth (‘pain, sickness’) and saethar (‘pain, difficulty’),

Lithuanian saizus (‘sharp, rough’) and Latvian sievs (‘sharp,

biting’). Another possibility is from Proto-Indo-European

*sey (‘to bind’), which is represented by a number of words,

including Old English sada and Old High German seito

(‘cord/bond’).

The ‘seethe’ meaning has attracted support from those who

accept the argument that seiðr is a straightforward

shamanism, in which case it could be contstrued as

referring to the frenzy that precipitates ecstatic trance. As it

has been shown, this connection rests only on very slender

evidence. The link with Gothic afhugjan is, quite frankly, a

nonstarter, especially as the same word exists in Old Norse

in a virtually identical form. A derivation from *sey- (‘ to

bind’), is attractive from the magical point of view (the

varðlokkur of Þorbjǫrg’s ritual is patently a binding-spell, as

its very name indicates) and it has suggestive reflexes in

Baltic languages, such as Lettish siet (‘bind’) and saite

(‘bond’), and the Lithuanian cognates sieti and saitas.

A similar group of words meaning ‘to sew’ occur in most of

the major branches Indo-European, and in the Baltic and

Slavic languages in form, with a broad phonological

resemblance to seiðr.

In view of the apparent ability of seiðmenn to detect (and
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probably to manipulate) the forces of destiny, this could

refer to the typical spinning and weaving of the goddesses

of fate, and the binding and snaring aspect of those of

death, in Indo-European tradition. On the other hand, a

possible relationship of seiðr to words generally denoting

affliction with pain, sickness and misfortune would accord

with the specifically hostile nature of the technique as

portrayed by Snorrri and others.

The absence, in other Germanic traditions, of magical

terminology related to the word seiðr, is total. The only

other Indo-European words for magic or sorcery that may

be related are Welsh and Breton hud, and Cornish hus – but

a clear relationship has yet to be demonstrated. This

absence of cognate words does not mean that seiðr had a

non-Indo-European origin. Bruce Lincoln (Death, War and

Sacrifice: Studies in Ideology and Practice, 1991: 108) favours the

‘binding’ derivation, and his argument seems eminently

sensible. It does not rule out a secondary connotation of

inflicting pain or ill-luck, as outlined above.

Strömbäck’s suggestion that the art of seiðr was adopted by

the pagan Scandinavians from the Finnish or Lapp shamans

rests almost entirely upon the assumption that seiðr was a

form of that shamanism, but it is plain that seiðr was seen

as distinct from the characteristically shamanic activities

that occur regularly in Norse magic and myth; and in any

case, it almost certain that shamanism was a feature of most

Indo-European societies before the rise of the Roman

Empire and the consolidation of its ideological structure

under Christianity.

It is unlikely that the Norse branch of the Germanic
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peoples would have needed to adopt a shamanistic cult

from a non-Indo-European culture.

Seiðr Practitioners

Freyja, the goddess most closely associated with seiðr, has

undoubtedly shamanic characteristics, not least her ability to

fly wearing a feathered cloak. It is not easy, however, to

disentangle divine attributes from solely shamanic ones, and

it is entirely possible that her patronage of seiðr is directly

linked to her voracious sexuality. Indeed, sex seems to have

been a major factor in determining seiðr in relation to other

types of magic.

The triad of magic-workers given in Vǫluspá hin skamma can

be categorised along gender-determined lines: vǫlur are

women, vitkar are men, but seiðberendar can be either male

or female. All possess what we would call shamanic

features, to a greater or lesser degree. But the connotations

of seiðberendr and ergi suggest that those who practise seiðr

are really women-men: women whose sexuality is as

voracious as that traditionally ascribed to men; and men

whose sexual behaviour is physically like that of women.

Again, the stated activities of the vǫlur are almost wholly

divinatory, while those of the vitkar are mostly concerned

with making things happen. Seiðberendar do both.

This implies a division of magical activities along gender

lines at a fairly early stage in the evolution of Norse

tradition from its immediate ancestor. Hints at this can be

seen in Roman reports of early Germanic culture, which

state that women were held in high esteem for their

prophetic abilities, while transvestite priests were known
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among the Naharvali.

On the whole, though, early Germanic divination appears

to have been the province of both sexes – except that men

are portrayed as divining by casting lots or reading omens,

while women seem able to divine through their own

femininity. It is not easy to ascertain how or why

Scandinavian magic became so differentiated, although the

roots of this may lie in the Indo-European heritage: for

instance, the Scythian enareis, for example, were seers

characterised by effeminacy, who foretold by twisting strips

of lime bark through their fingers.

Herodotus is at pains to point out that the enareis are to be

distinguished from other Scythian soothsayers – and similar

employment of homosexual or transvestite seers and

wonder-workers elsewhere in the Indo-European sphere

may indeed by related to parallel sexual patterns found in

Siberian shamanism.

Again, this does not necessarily imply recent borrowing

from non-Indo-European neighbours. It is just as likely that

these resemblances are due to a common origin in the very

distant past.

Conclusions

The problems of analysing seiðr are compounded by the

fact that most of our sources for heathen Scandinavian

magic – the sagas and shorter tales – were composed well

after such magic had ceased to be practised overtly. The

Christianised kings of Norway and Sweden could be fiercely

evangelical.
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Consequently, the most trustworthy sources for

information on pagan magic are the poems of the older

Edda, and the works of enlightened contemporary scholars

and historians, of whom Snorri Sturlusson was the best.

Unfortunately, these sources tell us next to nothing about

the actual procedures of seiðr.

The later medieval sagas patently confuse techniques and

terminology – in the same way that popular writers today

are often unable to make proper distinctions between

witchcraft, parapsychology, paganism, or Satanism – or are

happy to present magicians and diviners in general as evil-

doers or sexual degenerates, in accordance with the

medieval Christian viewpoint. Uncritical readings of Old

Norse texts by modern scholars have not helped the

situation. Any formal distinctions between seiðr and other

magical techniques are blurred by oversimplification and

misrepresentation. Galdr, for example, is sometimes cited as

a polar opposite to seiðr; but galdr, as a term, has been

subjected to exactly the same historical and semantic

pressures, so that its primary sense (a chant or incantation)

is submerged by its being used to signify magic in general.

But as we have seen, seiðinn is also used to mean an

incantation used by a vǫlva; and galdra are uttered by

seiðmenn. Furthermore, no reliable early text makes a formal

distinction between seiðr and galdr. Ultimately, we simply do

not know for certain just what seiðr entailed. The

mythological poems seem to tell us that it was the domain

of one of three distinct types of magical practitioner, and

those verses – along with other textual clues – indicate a

sexual differentiation.
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We cannot rule out the possibility that seiðr was a kind of

magic based on, or powered by, sexual activity; but there is

no certain evidence. Again, some facets of any given

magical technique or style will probably bear some

resemblance to various aspects of Uralic or Altaic

shamanism – but that does not mean that they are the same

thing, and the certain facts of seiðr suggest that it was

probably much less like classical shamanism than were

some other magical techniques used in pagan Scandinavia.

The emphasis that the mythological poems and early sagas

place on the malign aspect of seiðr, along with Snorri’s

implication that it involves a questionable interference with,

or manipulation of, the forces of fate and destiny, deserve

further exploration within the context of those forces; but

there is not space for that here.
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Ritual Sex Change in Pagan Scandinavia

First published in Talking Stick 25, 1997.

Ritual transvestism and sexual inversion are features of

certain religious cults and magical practices throughout the

world, from ancient times up to the present day.

In recent times both occurred commonly among the

shamans and wonder-workers of central and northeast Asia,

North and South America and Indonesia (Eliade 1964: 258,

351). In the ancient world the galloi, castrated priests of the

goddess Kybele, dressed as women; and the Scythian

diviners known as enareis were characteristically effeminate.

A similar practice has been attributed to the ancient

Germans. According to Tacitus, writing in the 1st century

CE:

Among the Narvahali is a prominent grove, the place of

an ancient religion: it is presided over by a priest in

feminine attire; but the deities are reminiscent of Castor

and Pollux in Roman tradition; that is the significance

of these gods, whose name is the Alci. There are no
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images; there is no sign that it is a foreign belief: still,

they are venerated as brothers, and as young men.

(Germania 43.4)

The text is quite unambiguous: Tacitus uses the term

muliebris ornatu which translates exactly as ‘in feminine

attire’. He does not offer any explanation, even though it is

plainly at odds with what he expects of a priest devoted to

the Dioskuroi, whose cult in Greece and Rome seems not

to have had any element of sexual inversion.

About a thousand years later, indications of transvestism

occur in the Icelandic Ragnars saga loðbrókar. Rory McTurk

has argued persuasively for the noun svardmerðlingar, which

occurs in a verse attributed to a trémaðr (‘wooden man’ – an

idol or cult image) as svarðmerðlingar, ‘wearers of

headdresses’ (McTurk 1991: 22). The original verse reads:

ok þvi settu [mik]

svardmerðlingar

suðe hjá salit,

synir Loðbrókú;

þá var ek blótinn

til bana mǫnnum

i Samseyju

sunnanverðri.

McTurk translates (from his emended reading) as follows:

So wearers of headdresses, sons of Loðbróka, set me up

in the south by the sea; at that time I was worshipped

with human sacifices in the southern part of Samsø.

(McTurk 1991: 23)
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McTurk compares the ‘headdresses’ with the Lapp custom

of men wearing women’s linen hats topped with wreaths of

flowers or leaves while making sacrifices to the pagan

deities. The ensemble was completed with a white apron

(McTurk 1991: 26). McTurk also asserts that Loðbróka is

another name for the fertility goddess Lopkona, and that

the name became used as a surname by the sons of her

priestess.

According to McTurk, Loðbróka (‘hairy britches’) signified

the wearing of shaggy trousers as part of the rituals

performed on Samsø – perhaps relating to the betrousered,

axe-wielding man depicted on a bronze plate found in 1870

at Torslunda on Öland, Sweden (McTurk 1991: 10).1 In

medieval Scandinavia, brœkr were also worn by women, as

undergarments, so the designation could apply to both male

and female garments.

While it would probably be erroneous to conclude that this

cult involved male devotees wearing the medieval

Scandinavian equivalent of lingerie, the headdresses do

point toward an element of transvestism. With this in mind,

it is interesting that the poem Lokasenna says that Óðinn

‘drummed with the vǫlur’ on Samsø. Vǫlur were seeresses

who, if texts such as the Eiriks saga rauða are any guide,

perfomed their divinatory rituals assisted only by other

women (Jones 1961: 135-6).

If Óðinn worked with similar female shamans on Samsø, it

suggests that he probably did so in feminine guise of some

sort. The old Icelandic texts are silent on this point, but in

his Ynglinga saga Snorri Sturluson states that Óðinn’s

practice of the magical technique known as seiðr involved
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ergi – a noun that denotes excessive sexual appetite when

applied to women.2 But when applied to men it means

taking the receptive part in anal intercourse, acting like a

woman during sex (Ström 1974: 4-10).

Óðinn is not the only Norse deity associated with

transvestism or sexual ambiguity. One myth recounted in

the Prose Edda, tells how Loki took the form of a mare and

was covered by a stallion. That unusual liaison resulted in

Sleipnir, Óðinn’s eight-legged horse.

H. R. Ellis Davidson agrees with Mircea Eliade that Sleipnir

resembles magical steeds reported in the shamanic lore of

Siberia (Davidson 1964: 142; Eliade 1964: 380). Lokasenna

mentions an otherwise unknown adventure in which Loki

spends eight years as a woman, milking cows and bearing

children.

Another myth, preserved in the poem Þrymskviða, tells of

the theft of Þórr’s hammer Mjǫllnir by giants. The price for

its return is the hand of Freyja in marriage. Heimdallr

comes up with a bizarre scheme that has Þórr reluctantly

dressing as a woman and taking Freyja’s place at the

wedding, with Loki disguised as a maidservant. When the

hammer is brought in to bless the union, the ‘bride’ seizes it

and wreaks his revenge.

Interestingly, Þórr’s embarrassment and shame at dressing

as a woman culminates when a headdress is placed on his

head. Richard Perkins notes that this must have been the

faldr, a type of headdress that seems to have been an

emblem of femininity. At the moment Loki addresses him

in the grammatical neuter, and Þórr’s humiliation is

complete (Perkins 1988: 280-2).
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Þórr’s faldr is effectively the thing that removes his

masculinity. The episode is a possible mythological parallel

of McTurk’s interpretation of the ‘headdress wearers’ of

Samsø as priests wearing feminine attire, particularly if

Lopkona/Loðbróka is indeed an aspect or form of Freyja,

as some scholars have suggested (McTurk 1991: 16).

Terry Gunnell discerns ritual transvestism on one of two

golden horns, one with runes and one without, found at

Gallehus in Denmark and dated about 400 CE. These horns

(now lost, though replicas have been made based on

drawings of the originals) were illustrated with what may be

mythological scenes. On one, the horn without runes, is a

bearded figure with long hair, holding a drinking-horn. The

pose is typical of depictions of valkyrja, the supernatural

women who served drinks in Valhǫll, but the beard makes it

clear that the figure is intentionally male. As Gunnell points

out, in Bronze and Iron Age Scandinavian art, long hair

normally signifies feminity, while men are usually depicted

with short hair.3 He concludes that the figure ‘is meant to

be a male in female disguise’ (Gunnell 1995: 51).

It would appear that effeminate behaviour was expected of

some characters from Norse myth. Loki turns into a mare,

and is impregnated; he dresses as a woman without batting

an eyelid. Perhaps significantly, in the Prose Edda he takes to

the air wearing a feathered cloak belonging to Freyja. In

Lokasenna, Njǫrðr calls him áss ragr, ‘the effeminate god’.

Loki’s lack of of shame may be part of the irony, of course,

but in Þrymskviða it is unquestionably Þórr who is the butt

of the joke.



Adventures in Pagan Germanic Europe

197

When Óðinn’s use of seiðr results in his becoming argr it

brings only mild condemnation from Snorri Sturluson and

seems perfectly acceptable to his fellow gods – though in

Lokasenna Loki taunts Óðinn for wearing a wizard’s guise,

among other things that show his unmanliness.

That ritualised effeminacy (though not everyday passive

homosexuality) was an acceptable reality in pagan

Scandinavia is hinted at by Saxo Grammaticus in Book VI

of his Gesta Danorum.

He tells how Starcatherus (Starkaðr) lived at Uppsala, the

great pagan centre of Sweden, at the time of sacrifices.

Starcatherus ‘had become disgusted with the womanish

body movements, the clatter of actors on the stage and the

soft tinkling of bells’ (Saxo: 172).

If Gunnell is correct in his belief that certain of the Eddic

poems are effectively dramatic dialogue, soundtracks to

pagan ritual, then the ‘womanish body movements’ may

have been theatrical ‘business’ that accompanied recitations

of sacred verses such as those mentioned above. Or they

may simply have been gestures characteristic of transvestite

or effeminate priests.

Unfortunately, Saxo wrote many years after the adventures

of Starcatherus were supposed to have taken place, so the

veracity of his remark is obviously open to doubt. Yet there

is sufficient circumstantial evidence of effeminate or cross-

dressing priests – not to mention some mythological

justification for such practices – to allow us to acknowledge

that some accurate memory of the Uppsala rites was

retained up to the time he wrote the Gesta Danorum, around

1200 CE.
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The account of the Narvahali given by Tacitus provides a

powerful precedent. But such phenomena were not

restricted to community priests. Lokasenna’s inclusion of

Óðinn’s wizard disguise (vitki líki) with his use of seiðr and

his drumming with the vǫlur as unmanly (argr) can be taken

alongside the general social scorn heaped upon male

sorcerers who practise seiðr. As Snorri comments in

Ynglinga saga, that particular art was the province of women.

It follows that any male who used it symbolically crossed

the gender boundary.

The Norse gods who are involved in ritual sex-change

exhibit three distinct types of behaviour. Þórr dresses as a

woman; Loki also dresses in female garb, but becomes

female, as woman and mare; the available evidence suggests

that Óðinn acts like a woman, probably in a sexual manner.

Through shame and embarrassment, Þórr regains his

mighty hammer. This is of great interest, as the hammer is a

symbol of male sexuality – representations of the hammer

were used to bless the bride at weddings, a practice utilising

the traditional fertilising power of thunder and lightning to

ensure the production of children – while the sexual

symbolism of Þórr’s potent weapon is quite clear.

The loss of the hammer results in loss of masculinity, which

is presented as a humiliating cross-dressing. But, while he is

effectively no longer a man, Þórr is still not a ‘real’ woman,

a state of sexlessness emphasised when Loki addresses him

in language that marks him firmly as neuter. The inversion

of Loki, meanwhile, is in no way to be thought of as sexless.

When Loki assumes a female guise, he copulates as a female

– woman or mare – becomes pregnant and gives birth. He
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is also able to make use of Freyja’s feathered cloak to fly,

which may be construed as both transvestism and

shamanism.

Óðinn, if the sexual terminology pertaining to seiðr is any

guide, almost certainly takes the sexual role traditionally

assigned to women in order to perform seiðr; and his

participation in the rites of the vǫlur, a shamanic sisterhood,

points directly to an assumption of female guise to facilitate

shamanic activity. Furthermore, one of his nicknames

(given by Snorri Sturluson in Gylfaginning) is Jálkr (‘gelding’),

perhaps an echo of some tradition of ritualised genital

mutilation once associated with the god. But although he

takes a feminine sexual role which immediately contrasts

with Þórr’s asexual cross-dressing, Óðinn does not become

wholly female the way Loki does – he does not do a

woman’s work, nor does he become pregnant and give

birth.

Unfortunately, there is no mention of sexual acts in

connection with the ‘head-dress wearers’ of Samsø, nor are

we told whether or not their transvestism occurred outside

the immediate context of ritual. The same is true of the

Alci, the ‘actors’ at Uppsala, or whatever type of

functionary was depicted on the Gallehus horn. The myths

of Loki and Óðinn would be a powerful legitimisation of

such sexual activities – if only there was sufficient evidence

of their historical reality.

However, sexual activity is not the major feature of

ritualised sexual inversion, nor is it even a consistent one.

The primary function of ritual transvestism and effeminacy

is to blur the gender boundaries, to crack the surface of
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reality sufficiently to allow the journey between sexes to

mirror the journey between worlds, by attaining a state that

does not allow for categorisation under normal rules.

When existing on the threshold between two states, by

analogy one has access to all other interfaces. It is by

exploiting such loopholes in the perceived natural order

that a shaman ceases to be bound by the same laws that

restrict others.

This interpolar existence does not have to be based on

sexuality or gender. Many Asian shamans are initiated

through serious illness, during which they are effectively

between life and death, a pivotal experience that sets the

pattern for life as a shaman. Such experiences sometimes

include dreams of dismemberment in which some part of

their body is replaced by a crystal, or by iron – so that they

are simultaneously broken and whole.

The mythological evidence of Loki and Óðinn, the Samsø

‘headdress wearers’, and the ‘actors’ mentioned by Saxo

Grammaticus all argue for a widespread practice of ritual

inversion in pagan Scandinavia, in Denmark, Iceland and

Sweden.

The numerous mentions of seiðmannar – feared sorcerers

who practised seiðr, which had homosexual connotations

and was characterised as argr (‘unmanly’) – in the Icelandic

sagas further suggest that it was not only widely distributed

but relatively popular, and not at all a rarity.
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Notes

1: The same Lopkona is derived from the adjective loðinn

(‘hairy’, ‘woolly’, ‘grassy’) and the noun kona which generally

means ‘woman’. In other words, a ‘hairy woman’ is also

named ‘hairy trousers’. As McTurk points out, this has led

to Lopkona being identified as a harvest-goddess, which

may be a reasonable interpretation. Or are we looking at

something rather more fundamental here? Old Norse kona

is part of a widespread Indo-European teminology for

‘woman’, derived from *gwenna (Latin cunnus) conventionally

supposed to be from cunum (‘wedge’) (an improbable

derivation), and is not dissimilar to Greek gynos, which is

itself from the same source as kona. Compare also the

British colloquialism cunny which denotes the obvious but is

also applicable to small furry animals (as coney, which though

disguised by spelling and genteel pronunciation, actually

rhymes with honey and money)

2: Ergi has two adjectival forms, argr and ragr.

3: Long hair, tied in the elaborate ‘Suebian knot’, was worn

by certain German warriors in the first century CE,

according to textual and ornamental evidence. This possibly

signified their dedication to a particular god, perhaps the

early Germanic form (or forerunner) of Óðinn, a deity of

both magic and war. Long hair was also emblematic of the

Merovingian nobility of Frankish Gaul, who probably

represented a conjoining of religious and secular authority.
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A Guide to Pronunciation

Old Norse

As a rough guide, the character ð and its upper case form Ð

are pronounced like th in the, then, father. þ, and its upper

case form Þ are spoken like th in thin, bath. (These are the

same in Old English.)

All double consonants are pronounced that way, as if they

are hyphenated: for instance, -kk- in a word would be

pronounced as in book-keeper. However, when double

consonants occur at the end of a word (including double

consonants followed by final r), they are pronounced long.

Letters d, t, n, and l are spoken with the point of the

tongue against the teeth; but an n in ng or nk is

pronounced as in sing or sink. J is like the y in young; z is

pronounced ts. H is usually aspirated, as in house; but in hv it

has the same value as ch in German ach; and before l, n, and

r it is voiceless. S is always like those of said or last, never

like s in raise or blasé. G is probably the most complicated

consonant: initially, doubled, and in -ng-, it is like g in got,

good; when ng or gg come before s or t, they are spoken

like a k; when medial or final, or before final r (draga, dagr) g

is like the g in drag or dragon, but when followed by s or t it

becomes like ch in loch.

Vowels are differentiated in writing more than they are in

English, usually by accent. As a vowel, y is spoken as in

french une; ý as in French sûr; a is pronounced as in art; á as

in slaver, have; e as in men; é as in see; i as in it; í as in ravine; o

as in dome; ó as in sore; u as in put; ú is pronounced as in rule;



ǫ as in not; ø as in French creux; œ like u in fur; æ, Æ as in

fair; au as ou in house; ei is like say; ey is sounded like the

vowels of French oeil.

Other Characters

Most diacritics used in the transliteration of Indo-Iranian

languages can be ignored for everyday pronunciation by

Anglophones, and vowels and consonants spoken more or

less as the Latin characters suggest, though the phonetic

nuances are of course important to Zoroastrians and

Hindus. In the main, I have not been too fussy about using

exact diacritics or phonetic characters for words in Indo-

Iranian, with a couple of exceptions.

ǝ is pronounced as in ‘uh’ or the first and last letters of

‘America’.

ś and š are pronounced as ‘sh’.
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