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PREFACE

Shamanism and magic within the Norse field have been the subject of
several major studies in recent years. Even within the bounds set by our
limited medieval sources, the topicis a wide one — wide enough, perhaps,
not to call for particular pleading when another study is presented. Each
scholar has his or her own forte; my own focus is on the literary use of
mythic motifs, and this has informed my approach throughout, although
not all the discussion is devoted precisely to this consideration. My focus
therefore differs somewhat from other recent substantial studies: Neil Price,
in his The Viking Way, coversa good deal of the same ground asdo I, buthis
most worthwhile focus is upon archaeological aspects of the topic; Frangois-
Xavier Dillmann, in Les magiciens dans I'Islande ancienne, concentrates on
what the title states, magicians (rather than magic as such) as depicted in
Icelandic family sagas; John McKinnell, in Meeting the Other in Norse Myth
and Legend, offers a detailed'analysis of beings such as vplur, but his focus
is upon the structural analysis of literary themes, and his ambit extends far
further into folklore materials than does mine, though Ido indeed recognise
that while motifs which appear in literature may have many sources, any
attempt, such as, in part, the present one, to glimpse something of the
ancient pre-Christian traditions through this literature takes us into a pre-
literary world of originally oral tradition, which formed part of the folklore
of the people concerned. The present study therefore involves looking at
the manipulation of motifs, many (but not all) deriving ultimately from
folk tradition, in an increasingly artisitic, literary milieu; yet the overriding
concern is to answer the question of whether Norse literature indicates that
ancient Scandinavians had the notion of a practice which might reasonably
be termed “shamanism”, whether as an actual phenomenon of ordinary
life, or as a motif appearing in fictional settings.

I hope that the length of the present study will not predispose the reader
to nod in agreement with the poet and cataloguer of the great library of
the ancient world at Alexandria, Callimachus, who proclaimed uéya
BiBAtov péya kaxdv, “abig book is a big evil”; the length in fact reflects
a fundamental aim I have sought to meet, namely to avoid considering
an isolated list of supposedly “shamanic” features divorced from their
context: I therefore present fairly full discussions of the myths and texts in
which these features occur, dealing with a wider range of interpretations
than the purely shamanic. I do not engage in lengthy consideration of
al or archaeological materials or arguments.
work is the result of a long process of maturation; I began
ns in the topics under consideration in the mid-198os,

purely historic
The present
my investigatio
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leading to my doctoral thesis, submitted at Oxford University in 1993
Personal circumstances thwarted my intention to develop my research and
produce amore substantial and connected interpretation than appeared in
my dissertation within a reasonable period thereafter, but, my thoughts on
the topic having naturally developed over the years, I am glad now to be
able to offer these reflections in a rather more considered form than would
have been the case fifteen years ago, and which in important areas algo
amend earlier published work of mine (the section on Hrélfs saga kraka in
Chapter 20 is, however, adapted from my recent article, Tolley 20074).

Whilst the book is scholarly in intent, I believe it may also be approached
by less specialised readers, as well as by scholars whose speciality is n.Ot
Norse. I have presented as wide a range both of shamanic source materlc?l
(thoughsstill very selective) and of Norse texts as seemed feasible and justi-
fied by the aim of contextualising the Norse sources under discussion, and
out of consideration for readers who may not otherwise have ready access
to them. Thave also held to the principle that all materials discussed should
notonly be presented in the original language whenever possible, but als.o
rendered into English (as translation is interpretation, and the scholar is
thereby obliged to clarify what he believes a text to mean; translations are
mine unless noted otherwise). I trust too that the reader will find I have
been able to avoid any obfuscation of academic jargon and expression.

Itis my hope that this volume will contribute positively to the growing
debate in this area of research, and that the reader will emerge from tl}lS
book not only with greater understanding, but also, through that, with
greater enjoyment of the works considered and appreciation of the cultures
described.

Clive Tolley

Chester, Christmas 2008



THE COVER ILLUSTRATION

nting by Thomas Fearnley (1802—42), a Nor-
wegian of English descent, of the Slinde birch, which he completed in 1839.
The tree grew on an ancient Iron Age grave mound, Hydneshaugen, in
Sogn. It was the subject of a number of romantic paintings and poems in the
nineteenth century, which have rendered it one of the best known of Nor-
wegian trees, yet its tale isnota happy one. Itis clear from local research,
in particular by Wilhelm Christie in 1827, that the tree was regarded as
holy in the eighteenth century, and offerings of beer were placed at its
foot at Christmas, but such customs had dwindled by the early nineteenth
century. The mound was supposed to contain treasure, guarded by a white
snake, and twelve interlocking copper cauldrons. In 1861, the tree had a
girth at ground level of 5.6 metres, and its height was 18.8 metres, whilst the
canopy had a diameter of 21.6 metres. The grave mound on which it grew,
which was 19 metres in diameter and 4 metres high, was a local boundary
nexus; Fearnley’s painting illustrates how the tree also functior}ed, at least
metaphorically, asa vertical axis uniting heaven, earth (mougtam) and sea,
aswell as, on a temporal plane, standing on the boundary of light and dark-
ness, day and night - the discussions later in the present volume suggest
these may not have been simply nineteenth-century romantic notions. The
tree blew down in a storm in 1874 In 1892-3 locals dismantled the grave
mound, no longer awed by the old stories that disaster would ensue any
damage to the monument, and removed three thousand loads of stone
from it. A couple of burial cists were found, but no treasure, cauldrons or
white snake; no archaeological survey was undertaken. Nowadays a new
road and petrol station have, it seems, obliterated what remained of this

once revered site.
The Slinde birch is surely al

The front cover shows the pai

ate local manifestation of an ancient Norse
tradition of sacred guardian trees, which reached its culmination in myth
in the form of the world tree, guarding and sustaining the cosmos and
reflecting its passage through time, stretching up to heaven and, like the
Slinde birch on its burial mound, reaching down to the world of the dead,
where resided the serpent Niohoggr and where were to be found springs
bestowing life and wisdom, as well as the spring Hvergelmir, the Cauldron
Roarer, the source of all waters. In Siberia, it was along the world tree
that the shaman was believed to pass to other worlds to fulfil his spiritual

missions for his community.
Aside from its topical relevance,

stands as a fitting symbol for much th

itis an imaginative, artistic response to

Fearnley’s depiction of the Slinde birch
atis discussed in the present volume:
and use of an object rooted in cult,

b
)
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as are many of the poetic and literary sources discussed here, and it EIOC;
trays something of erstwhile religious significance, a significance w of
had already faded into vague memory. The Slinde birch teeters, a thing
beauty, on the brink of oblivion.
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CONVENTIONS

oferred to throughout the study are

Source texts. The main source texts T ‘ : .
gathered togetherin volumell, and referred toby numberin thediscussions
in volume L The intention is that the two volumes should be used in close

conjunction, as much of the argument is focused on interpretation of these
texts, and their presentation inadiscretesectionis meantrather toemphasise
their fundamental importance than to divert attention from them.

Cross-references. Many matters discussed at lengthare referred to in passing
elsewhere; I rely on the reader to peruse the Contents and Index to find
relevant entries, but where ithas seemed of benefit to point the reader to
index entries, | have done so with a reference in small capitals withinangle
brackets (taus); (V) (i.e- quod vide) signifies the index entry to be consulted
is identical with the term mentioned . mmediately before the reference. ()
are also used to enclose references by number to the texts presented in
the Sources section. I have wholly eschewed the use of cross-references to

particular pages (other thanin the index itself, of course).
ate to volume I It is intended that they be used

The indexes. The indexes rel
iled list of contents to Uncover passages of

in conjunction with the deta
specific interest.

References are made by author-date system; ancient sources are generally
referred to by author and title. As far as possible, physical volumes are
indicated by upper-case roman umerals, “books” (generally in Latin
works) by small-capital roman numerals, chapters and sections by arabic
numerals, however designated in the original publications.

Citations. Run-on citations of sources in original languages are marked
off with « and », and translations of these sources with the normal speech
marks, “ and ”. Words or phrases cited as lexemes rather than specific

quotations are putin italics.

Standardisation of Norse and other texts. In order to arrive at some semblance

of consistency in the matter of citing from both standardised and diplomatic

scholarly editions, I follow the common practice (as in the Islenzk fornrit
series, for example) of standardising most West Norse texts (East Norse are
left unstandardised). In practice, this means citations on the whole follow
editions if these are already standardised (but I have generally altered 0
to g, as § represents a sound change which was only beginning at the time
of the very latest texts used here; 1 also render the reflexive ending as -sk
rather than -st except in the Jatest texts; some of the excessive and wholly
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unauthentic punctuation used in some editions is toned down; it is com-
mon to find slips into modern forms even in scholarly editions, and these
have been corrected when noted). I have standardised any diplomatic
texts myself (however, law texts, cited for example from Norges gamle love,
are not standardised). Standardisation is only ever a compromise, and
can at times be misrepresentative (it is scarcely acceptable, in truth, to
standardise a ninth-century skaldic text to a thirteenth-century ideal, for
example), yet it seems preferable to adhere to the practice in a work of
this nature, as a diplomatic orthography would at times be distracting in
the extreme. Precise manuscript forms are only a matter of concern in the
present study when explicitly discussed; similarly, I generally incorporate
silently any emendations from the editions used, though such forms are
discussed when pertinent. Diplomatic versions and manuscript facsimiles
of many texts have been published and may be consulted by readers who
wish todo so. Old English (and other Germanic) texts are not traditionally
standardised, and are cited according to the editions used, except that I
use the Old English wyn character p instead of w, since I can see no reason
for replacing the original form with thisg purely modern letter, and I do not
(generally) reproduce the diacritics used for example for long vowels.

Norse texts. Eddic poems are cited from various editions (which on occa-
sion vary in stanza numbering); Thave also consulted the manuscripts and
occasionally differ slightly from the printed editions used. I cite firstly from
the edition of Ursula Dronke (Atlakvida, Atlamal, Baldrs draumar, Gudrunar-
hvot, Hamdismil, Lokasenna, Rigspula, Skirnismgl, Volundarkvida, Voluspd),
then from KLE (Alvissml, Fifnismal, Gripisspd, Hirbardsljod, Hclgakviffﬂ
Hjorvardssonar, Helgakvida Hundingsbana I and 11, Hymiskvida, Hyndluljéd,
Reginsmil, Sigrdrifumdl, brymskvida), or failing that from the edition Qf
Jon Helgason (Grimnismal, Vafpriidnismil), but none of these editions 1s
complete (though the KLE edition is nearing completion). Other heroic
poems (Brot af Sigurdarkvidu, Gudriinarkvida I, IT and III, Helreid Brynhildar,
Oddrinargritr, Sigurdarkvida in skamima) are cited from the edition of Neckel
and Kuhn (eschewing the idiosyncratic standardisation); Hivamdl is cited
from the edition of Evans; Fjolsvinnsmdl and Grégaldr (together forming
Svipdagsmdl) are cited from the edition of Robinson; Hipdskvida is found
within Hervarar saga ok Heidreks (also in Neckel and Kuhn Edda edition);
Forspjallsljéd is edited by Bugge; Sélarljoo is edited by Fidjestel; for Grotta-
songr T use my own edition. A translation of all the main Eddic poems is
found in The Poetic Edda, trans. Carolyne Larrington, World’s Classics,
Oxford: University Press, 1996.

Skaldic verse in general is cited from the edition of Finnur Jonsson

(Skjaldedigtning); other editions have been used for selected poems: Dar-
radarljéd is edited by Poole; Davidson (1983, amost valuable edition regret-
tably only available in thesis form) edits Eyvindr Finnsson skdldaspillir’s
Haleygjatal, Einarr Helgason skalaglamm’s Vellekla, Hallfredr Ottarsson
vandreedaskald’s Hiikonardripa and Eilifr Godrinarson’s Dborsdrdapa; North
edits Pj6d6lfr of Hvinir’s Haustlpng. Finnur Jonsson's Skjaldedigtning will
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in time be replaced by the new international edition under the leadership
of Margaret Clunies Ross, but this has not advanced far enough at the time
of publication to make use of here; in any case, I have no reason to believe
that my conclusions derived from the analysis of skaldic verse would be
seriously affected by it. No general translations of skaldic verse can be
recommended; the verse is so complex that it almost invariably requires
detailed analysis for its comprehension.

For Snorri Sturluson’s Edda most references are given to chapter (so
various editions may be consulted, though I have used Finnur Jénsson’s
from 1931), but I refer to the edition of Finnur Jénsson when it is necessary
to consider particular manuscript forms, whereas I use Faulkes’s stand-
ardised edition for citations of text. The translation by Faulkes (one among
several available) may be recommended. ]

Saga editions are listed individually in the References; generally, Islenzk

fornrit editions are used where available. Many of the family sagas are
presented in translation in The Conplete Sagas of Icelanders, various transla-
tors, general editor Vidar Hreinsson, 5 vols., Reykjavik: Leifur Eiriksson,
1997.
Nantes of divine beings in Norse. I refer to all supernatural beings in lower-
case forms, as esir, vanir, dlfar, doergar and so forth; however, it is clear
that Snorri, with his euhemerising tendencies, regarded Asir and Vanir
as more or less racial terms, so it is appropriate to use these upper-case
forms here.

Kamlanie. ] use the Russian term “kamlanie” (xkamaanne, pl. “kamlania”,
Kamaarnmst) instead of the commonly used “séance” for the shamanic rite,
in which the shaman typically (but not necessarily) goes into trance and
converses with spirits, since “séance” is apt to evoke images of spiritualist
meetings, and is best confined to that usage.

Finnish forms. 1 use Finnish nominative plural forms when necessary, which
are marked by -f, and which may cause consonant gradation and other
changes: thus the plural of viki is vdiet.

Simi forms. There is a good deal of variation in spelling in the sources; for
names, other than for direct citations, I generally use the forms in Mebius
(2003), which are predominantly North Sami.

Ethnonyms. In general, the native names of peoples are used (so Mansi,
rather than Vogul, for example), at least in principle; in some cases, no
native name in fact exists, or has not received recognition. Most names are,
inany case, passed through Russian, and then anglicised, so forms are only
approximate. Huge variations exist in ethnonym forms in English; some
attempt is made to impose consistency (mainly based on the most com-
monly used forms in recent publications such as Forsyth 1992), though the
result is bound to be somewhat arbitrary. I add a plural -s when referring
to ethnic groups as necessary, except when the singular “looks” plural in
English, that is when it ends in a sibilant or -i/y (as Nenets, Mansi).
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1. Introduction
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notably cosmological concepts such as the world tree, and the ritual of the
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shamanism to the ancient gcandinavians on the basis of coincidences of
imagery or practice in both Norse and Furasian? belief-systems relating to
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misplaced to consider the Norse evidence inisolation from other European
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ism in ancient Greece, and the witchcraft of

to the question of shamant

medieval western Europeé and a brief consideration is made of European
contacts with the peoples of the steppe in the early Middle Ages, whence
some shamanic ideas may have been brought.*

Norse myth is the main topic of this work,

and clarify a selection 0
usually in the specific form o

ch is presented is in fact but a
Italian, see Marazzi (1984).

Norwegie of Sami shamanism,
at of S4mi and Siberian

assic shamanism whi
f texts rendered into
count in Historia
rspective and from th

* The amount of material relating to d
small selection; for a useful collection O
2 T make one exception: the Norwegian ac
which I seek to elucidate both from a Norse pe
shamanism.

? I use “Eurasia” to refet, ap
fncludes most of the areas O
included in the cultural-§e05

he former Soviet Union, which

to the territory of
f classic shamanism (by extension, the Sami areas are also
raphic area of Eurasia); I do not consider areas south of the

steppe in any great detail, though[ do make some use for exan}ple of Indian and Japanese

material, which, treating the term #Furasian” flexibly, may be included within it.

+ I also make some use of Celtic materials, but a more thorough study than as yet exists
themselves often exhibiting broadly shamanic

of Celtic traditions of seers and magicians,

proximately,
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note that comparisons between Norse and Sami, and other, shamanic
practices and beliefs go back well into the nineteenth century, notably to
Fritzner’s comparison between Sami and Norse magic practices (1877); in
1935 Dag Strémbiick argued for a strong connection between Norse seidr
and S4mi shamanism, whereas Ake Ohlmarks (1939) saw the evidence as
not supporting such a link, whilst recognising similarities with forms of
shamanism from further afield. In more recent years, the debate may be
said to go back to Peter Buchholz’s short thesis of 1968, which outlined a
number of features in Norse myth of an ostensibly shamanic nature, and
ed the debate about the extent to which ancient Norsemen
nism.’ Thereafter opinions have been divided
ple Regis Boyer and Frangois Dillmann argu-
ing against any strongly shamanic presence in Norse, while Neil Price is
more sympathetic to the idea, and, like Strdmbick, seeks parallels in Sami
" practices and beliefs. As long as the debate focuses only on those features
which can be directly perceived as shamanic or not, it will continue end-
lessly; my own approach is to attempt to encompass a rather wider array
of material in order to provide a much more substantial body of contextual
evidence and argument, of which the debate on shamanic features forms
part. Rather than relying on, or referring to, the presentations of primary
materials by scholars such as Buchholz or Price, I have presented such
materials anew along with my own interpretations (acknowledging the
contributions of earlier scholars as appropriate).
Asnearly all our ancient Norse records are literary® in form, a constant
leitmotiv will be the interpretation of the sources which relate religious or
nin the light of their literary context. I find myself much
in agreement with Jane Harrison, who in the introduction to her great work
on Greek religion, Prolegomena, pointed out the tension inherent in using
literary sources to illuminate religion (1962: vii): whereas for literature
Homer is the beginning, for religion he represents “a culmination, a com-
plete achievement, an almost mechanical accomplishment, with scarcely
a hint of origines, an accomplishment moreover, which is essentially lit-
erary rather than religious, sceptical and moribund already in its very
perfection”. These words apply just as forcibly to the Norse monuments,

hence rekindl
practised a form of shama
on the issue, with for exam

mythic informatio

s Buchholz’s thesis is at best preliminary in nature: the number of texts and mythic motifs
discussed is very limited, there is practically no discussion of the reliability and background
of sources, and little consideration of the degree to which supposedly shamanic features in
Norse add up to anything like a systematic religious practice.

6 By “literary” is meant that the main focus of the piece is on the aesthetics of the composi-
tion (use of words, structures and so forth), whether the composition is written or oral in
origin; the point is that the main purpose is not to communicate a religious message or
information. Many works might be termed “semi-literary”, in that the main purpose was
(arguably) divided among various COncerns; foxl‘ examplt?, Ahmad ibn Fadlan’s account of
his journey to the kingdom of the Bulgars, which describes a Viking funeral, was partly
what we might call ethnographic, but this is balanced with a desire to produce an aestheti-
cally pleasing composition (in this case, we have the further complication that the extant
account is in fact only a summary of the original with various passages cited from it; a
different sort of problem also arises from the account being that of an outsider to the culture

described).
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and the mental capacity of the original thinkers who produced it, and to
allow the sources to speak for themselves as far as possible; the converse
approach of applying an ideologically formulated theory and finding evi-
dence to fit it has been eschewed.

It is fundamental to my approach to place any inferences about the

presence or absence of shamanism within as broad a context as possible:

throughout, the prime question I seek to answer is “What is the nature
and meaning of the text or motif under discussion?” rather than directly
“Ts this text or motif shamanic?” In essence, I find the primary sources far
more fascinating than any theoretical discussion; yet a few further remarks
may not be out of place.

One principle adopted in this study in the elucidation of Norse sources
is to work from the close to the distant. “Close” means other sources
close in time and place, and #distant” means sources further removed in
time or place. Problems arise immediately, of course: most of our Norse
sources are written down in the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries, but
many are believed to be much older, in whole or in part, and moreover

h from their place of writing, Iceland (usually),

many derive not so muc
but rather Norway or elsewhere, with roots going back further in time and
place. As well as geographical distance, cultural distance also has to be

taken into account; Indian traditions may be more informative than Sami,
for instance, since both Indian and Norse mythic systems developed out
of a shared Indo-European base (at least, so it appears), whereas the Sami
belonged to a different cultural sphere. Levels of culture also have to be
borne in mind; an agricultural society with a hierarchy from peasants to
princes (the Norse) is rather different from semi-nomadic hunters with
only rudimentary animal husbandry (the Sami).

Hultkrantz (1970: 84) writes: “Every allegation which is made concern-
ing a religion or an element of religion is comparative in its nature, this
being due to the fact that the identificationin itself presupposes a compari-
son with other religions and other elements of religion.” He mentions the
two main types of comparison: between phenomena that can be related
genetically to each other (for example, they belong to one time and place,
or one is a borrowed version of the other), and between those that cannot
(they are from societies with no links); the present study involves both

e should study the religious phenomena both criticially, unbiasedly, in a
scholarly manner, and at the same time wi?h empathy .. I am firmly convinced that the
average historian of religions should abstain from speculations about matters of method,
which can only be adequately solved by students of phllosophy and philosophy of religion.”
This eminently sensible statement has come under much bombardment from partisans of
the “theory before practice” school, but is reiterated by Hultkrantz, who, in an important
work on the methods of comparative religion available only in Swedish, says (19734: 7):
#Jt should, however, be apparent that every method is only a help-mechanism, that it only
suits a particular type of objective, and that a humanist science like comparative religion
with its many turns of insight cannot be bound to any specific method. It is always the aim
of research and its object which determine which methodology should be used, and itis up
to the individual researcher to choose the method he finds most practical and appropriate
in the context, One and the same comparative religious investigation can indeed make use

of several methods, according as the objectives change.”

rule, i.e. that o
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symbolisms, one may elucidate the meaning of the other. I am, however,
far from Eliade’s realist, or neo-Platonic idealist, position, with his notions
of the “logic of symbols” and “invariant core meanings”;** the comparisons
are introduced by way of suggestion, and the likelihood of their being
useful depends on how much supporting evidence there is, and how far
we believe structures of myth tend to be replicated throughout the world
(for whatever reason). Tradition is, in any case, always variable. Meaning
resides in an interaction between accepted (but changing) tradition and
individual creativity, so that a myth or symbol cannot in fact ever be said
just to have one meaning per se (hence, my position is fundamentally
informed by nominalism in a way Eliade’s is not).

Needless to say, the results of comparison are bound to be speculative
to a greater or lesser extent, but uncertainty is a hallmark of almost any
consideration of medieval sources. There is a certain inadequacy imposed
by the practical necessity of isolating merely one aspect of ancient religion,
namely shamanism, and the insufficiency of contextualised source materi-
als on both the Norse and Siberian sides leads to a discussion which might
otherwise be more holistic in its approach. Nonetheless, these problems are
relative, and do not preclude us from making useful observations about

Norse monuments.

Some concepts

RELIGION

Religion has been defined in many different ways. The functional defini-

tion of religion as “ultimate concern”, suggested by Baird (1971: 18), may
appeal in a general study of religion, but is scarcely of much use in the
Norse field: we cannot, given the paucity of sources, determine what was
of ultimate concern to people, a matter which no doubt varied from one
person to the next anyway, we cannot say in any case that worship of the
pre-Christian gods of the Norse people necessarily was, or related to, their
ultimate concern. For the present purposes, especially given that this work
isnot primarily concerned with the nature of religion initself, the definition
of Hultkrantz (19734: 13, My translation) is adequate: “the certainty of the
existence of a supernatural world, a certainty which is mainly expressed
in various sorts of opinions relating to belief and which in concrete terms
is manifested in rites and observances, as well as in narrative accounts”.
In most cases, it is (the outward manifestation of) Norse religion that is
referred to, that is the worship of the asir and vanir gods and related beliefs

1 A useful summary of Eliade’s approach is given by John Clifford Holt in his introduction
to Eliade (1996: xiv-xv). For a lengthy and penetrating discussion of Eliade’s approach,
see Dudley (1977). Dudley (ibid. 129), following Lakatos, makes an important point about
methodology and falsification theories: he suggests that instead of attempting to use meth-
odological falsification, a system should be judged on whether it is progressive, leading to
the discovery of new or unexpected phenomena and accounting for known but unexplained
phenomena, or degenerative, when it ceases to clarify unexplained facts and when there

are alternative theories that promise to be more progressive.
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and practices, especially as expressed in our surviving, mainly VYI‘IttQH,
monuments. Shamanism is counted as a religious practice reflect.mg the
religious belief system of the society concerned.’s Religions may impos€
ethical codes on adherents, as in the religions of the Book; they may al§0
be primarily aimed at enlisting (or in the case of magic compellin'g') th? aid
of divine powers to further the aims of individuals or communities n an
amoral fashion. Most sources indicate that Norse religion was of the latter
sort; the same is true of many forms of shamanism. The division is scarFely
hard and fast, however, and one sort may develop into the other (]u4a1sm,
for instance, appears to have moved over into the ethical category 10 the
course of its recorded history). )
Connected with religion are terms used when two religions COI_nz
together. Baird (1971: 142—4) has pointed out the need for a more preClSe
terminology here; thus, when elements from different rehgl‘ons COmn
together in a harmonious unit then the term synthesis is appropriate; whe
the elements co-exist without consistency, we have syncretism; when an
element is absorbed from outside and the borrowing religion changes a5
a result, we have reconception. Yet determining which process ig at play
in any given instance requires an objective knowledge of the history Oe
the religions in question, which is rarely available in the case of NOI$

paganism.

RITUAL

Rites may relate to many aspects of life — passage from one state to anothef
(such as adolescence), the seasons, commemorations, exchange, com‘mu1
nion, affliction, feasting, fasting, politics (Bell 1997: 94). Although ritua
has sometimes been seen as a sort of dramatised version of myth, such @
view is now rejected; the relationship of ritual to myth is often casual, SO.
the one cannot automatically be used to illuminate the other (G. Kirk 1979
18). Rites can only be understood by taking their whole social context mt_O
account, yet they are not merely reflections of social order (or of mythlc
order). Bell (1997: 38) argues: “These rites also function to reinforce the
social status quo, since temporary inversions or suspensions of the ustid
order of social relations dramatically acknowledge that order as norma-
tive. Hence .. j ritual is the occasion to exaggerate the tensions that exist
in the society in order to provide a social catharsis that can simultane-
ously affirm unity and effect some semblance of it. The goal of ritual as
such is to channel the expression of conflict in therapeutic ways so a8 to
restore a functioning social equilibrium.” There has, of course, been a long

" A, Jensen (1963: 233) regards shamanism as magic: “Shamanism - as we CnCOL?n{CI &:
today - is inseparable from acts of volition, which in extreme forms do not even hesitate
make the deity subservient to human will. This is ‘genuine magic’; through it, shfﬂnjamf‘mn
attains its exceptional position.” This legitimate viewpoint raises matters of the'dxstmctio)
between religion and magic, which I do not believe it would be beneficial to discuss h‘L.fL{
For the present purposes, magic may be regarded as a subclass of religion, one in whic
ritualistic control of the supernatural plays a significant role.




FFC 296 1. Introduction 9

tradition of social interpretation of ritual (with varying ideas about how
ritual reflects society), but thisis not the on_ly. dimen'sion: ritual clearly also
fulfils a religious function, and also participates in the symbolic world
of the adherents — the symbols of ritual must be interpreted in terms of
the position they occupy within the over§11 systerp of symbols operating
within the society concerned (ibid. 41). thual action may be metaphoric
(for example, pouring water stands fgr rain) or metqnymlc (5'1 crown stands
for royal authority). An interpretation of the socio-mythic structure of
ritual is offered by Bouritius (1979: 406—7), who argues that ritual reflects
what he terms a “macro-micro-cosmic order relationship”: most societies
believe that a macrocosmic primordial chaos is abolished by the establish-
ment of a macrocosmic order, whichis realised on the microcosmic level
as a human society, the life of which maintains order. Yet there is always a
latent tension between hidden chaosand order, so that order is perceived
as potential disorder, and all rituals are directed at the continuation and
realisation of the everlasting order of macrocosmic and microcosmic rela-
tionship. Whilst order itself is everlasting, the forms in which it is realised
are in a state of change, so that rituals are to be understood as ordering a
continuum, and as fighting the hidden chaos latent in all life. There are
three types of rituals, dedicated to oriering, re-ordering or new-ordering the
macro-micro-relationship. The first includes rites of passage, which put
all members of a community in their just place, and daily rituals needed
in ordinary life, such as hunting rituals; the second group includes sea-
sonal rituals, re-ordering society and its concrete environment of place
and time on the everlasting model of the original macro-cosmic order, and
renewing the powers of nature, as well as rituals directed against latent
chaos in everyday life, such as healing or anti-witchcraft rituals; the third
group includes for example rituals of new religious movements, which
change the order of the macro-micro-cosmic relationship in totally new
circumstances unbounded to kinship, time or place.

MYTH

Imagination is central to myth. A myth conveys an unreality that is imag-
ined as real.# A myth is a tale - though it may be presented so allusively
as to Jack almost all narrative thread.’» Myths may be distinguished from
legends, which purport to commuricate historical stories, though since
gods and supernatural beings intervene in legends, and since legends may
be humanised versions of divine myths, the distinction is often difficult
to make in practice. Myths are also in principle distinct from folktales, in
which the supernatural element is subsidiary and the narrative element

1 ] thank Ursula Dronke for this succinct description.

s In Norse poelry, a so-called kenning may se an allusion to a mythic or legendary motif
(or narrative); for example Draupnis dogg, “dew of Draupnir”, designates gold, since the
mythological ring Draupnir dripped gold rings from itself. Even in extended poems, the
narrative element may be limited: for example, a myth of Pérr is alluded to in Dérsdrdpa,
but rather by means of a series of scenes than a linked narrative.
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to the fore; again, since myths often em

are
forinstances of ingenuity, the one class overlaps with the other. Myégz, of
distinguished ag being about serious matters — thig may be the giet)’ or
the creation of the world, or reflections on deep problems (of Soceti nes
individuals); nonetheless, among these serious matters may S‘?H}‘le con-
be counted humour, Myths are not narrative versions of rituals: t arily
nection with rituals js often tenuousg and trivial: nor do they necez exist
reflect religious Practices or beliefs, Myths are usually traditional, aneti nes
as part of cultural heritage, but each retelling alters elemenFS/ Somterpfe'
drastically, and a non-traditional myth ig 4 theoretical possibility. In orson
tations of myth no doubt varied from time to time, place to place, pa few
to person. In Norse, we usually have a myth preserved only once or ofa
times, and often i, 4 fragmentary or allusive form. Each realisation oet
myth is distinct, and We must aim to distinguish between what the P

“inherited” and whathe hag altered, rearranged or emphasised differ ently
despite the difficulty of doing s0 in many instances, 16 th,
Itis Unacceptable to impose a Particular generalised theory on all my

suchas structuraligm )

r'social function, At the same time, it must be borrerll}e’
Inmind that mythsoften, if not always, serveq afunction beyond the PL; oo
narrative, be it religious, political, initiatory orwhatever, and hence thestr
turing of a particular Vversion may be subject to these external factors. are
I assume on the part of the reader an understanding that myths ;ny
often expressed through figurative language; I do not undertake ) it.
discussion of thig topic here, since much has already been written Or;rk
As an example of what | refer to, consider the menta] processes at wher
when a shaman says that his drum ig aboat which takes him to the Otf ee
world; having set off on thig path of metaphor, the shaman is thenb(r)at
to elaborate the picture of the boat in question. Both the drum and o
are legitimate objects of study (are both “real”, so to speak) in the conte n
of the present study; it is nNecessary to be able to perceive the dlStlI‘lCtlt(t)‘ )
between, for €xample, physicy] objects of rityals Or concepts such as lise
structure of the €Osmos and mythical objects which explain or materlacl1 17
them, whilst also discerning the conceptual interpenetration involvetk-le
The essential figurativity of myth algo allows for, indeed encourages,

11
figuring of concepts in multip]e ways, even within one myth — af‘d Fhe io
attempts to apply “logic” at the expense of imagination
the interpretation of myths leads

to an over-systematised and stultifieg
ngendered and refine .
ample, I suggest that Odr may be viewed both al
eyja, and as 4 realisation of her own inspired seu ’
hedging my bets as to the “correct” interpretation,

. rly
ploy folktale elements, Partlcula

an dss mate to the vanr Br
00r, it is not because am

*$ This Summary of myth ig based largely on G. Kirk (
ceptability of pinpointing the function of m
Strauss’s notion that

school, and so forth,
7 Siikala discusses thig

49-60, whence the dru

1970: 7-40). He points out the unz‘llcl:
yth in general: for example, he attacks Lé -
all myths medjate contradictions, or the ideas of the nature-my

area at greater length with specific re

ference to shamanic texts (2002:
m/boat example is take

T see also the worksg referred to there).
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butbecause I believe that ancient poets exploited all the potential readings
of the myths they told, and of the words they used in telling them.

EVOLUTIONISM AND CHANGE

Evolutionism is the notion that religions develop alonga predictable course
from primitive to advanced, and itis usually normative, i.e. each successive
stage is regarded as better than the previous. This approach, typical of
the nineteenth century,® is now defunct;” the point of mentioning it is to
distinguish it from legitimate approaches to the uncovering of processes of
religious change. Anexample of this istheecology of religion, which seeksto
relate the type of religion found in asociety toits relationship to itsenviron-
ment and hence the source of its economy; the correspondence is pertinent
particularly in more “primitive” societies (see Hultkrantz 1979)-

Animportant aspect of cultural change is the survival of elements from

earlier stages, which may be simple practices, superstitions or aspects of
the overall world view, which make statements about reality which areno
longer experienced as true. In practice this means that in investigating any
religious system, we should expect o find elements which are inconsistent
with each other because they reflect different rates of change, or for that
matter may reflect different geographical origins.
_ In the unfurling of religious, and indeed cultural, change there is an
interplay of the polarities of creativity and Urdummbeit. The term Urdumimheit
was used by evolutionists with reference to the supposed state of primordial
human ignorance, butis appropriated by A.Jensen (1963:8) asanapt word
for something found at all stages of human development: “it is spiritually
uncreativey.. jit wasinmostinstances asignificantforce inthedegeneration
of originally meaningful phenomena into semantically depleted routines”.
Thus, whatever stage of a culture we look at, we shall find such depleted
routines, as well, perhaps, as newly creative forms of expression.

These points are mentioned as a potential theoretical means of justifying
the existence of something like shamanism, which is after all character-
istic of socially non-hierarchical hunting societies, as a survival within
Norse religion even though the society was clearly hierarchical (and not
primarily based on a hunting economy); MOreover, while it may have been
a meaningful phenomenon in say the tenth century, it could have become

fossilised and depleted by the thirteenth.

® It was pursued by leading scholars such as Miiller, Tylor and Lang.

" The fact that certain human activities, for example scientific knowledge, involve progress
has the unfortunate effect of persuading people that all human activities progress; religious
evolutionism was a crude response to the new thinking of Darwinism. A.Jensen (1963: 34)
puts the case well: “It has long been apparent that the idea of progress could contribute
statements of only limited value to culture history. Who would apply ‘progress’ to a com-
parison of the work of Beethoven, Bach, and Corelli? ... But the inalienable, individual
worth of a culture, which permits no comparison with other cultures, is not fundamentally
{and never solely) determined by the sum and the distinctiveness of rational cognitive
elements; it lies in a genuine creativity which can never be any the truer, more beautiful, or
better, for belonging to a more advanced period.”




2. The nature of the sources

The great majority of sources used in the present work are written; I delimit
the field of investigation to exclude, other than incidentally, sources of an
archaeological nature, or which stem from later oral folk tradition. In the
case of Norse texts, they are not only written, but also chiefly literary, or
sometimes historical, in nature, and date predominantly to before around
1400. Shamanic texts are mainly of a broadly ethnographicnature, recorded
by outsiders observing the practices of shamanic peoples; they are mainly
from the seventeenth to twentieth centuries. The principal texts which
are considered in the discussions are presented in the Sources section in
the second volume (which it is intended should be used in conjunction
with the discussions throughout); some general observations about the
source materials are offered here, but more detailed presentations of the
background and interpretation of the individual texts are given, in the
main, in the course of discussion later in the volume.,

Sources for shamanism

Our sources of information on shamanism are varied.? Records of Siberian
shamanism begin in the thirteenth century, butbecome plentiful only in the
seventeenth; full and reliable accounts were made from about 1880, and
from the early twentieth century onwards trained ethnologists, sometimes
native to shamanic cultures (for example, Banzarov), have undertaken
extensive field work, which has, however, been increasingly the taking
down of the last vestiges of moribund traditions.

After the Revolution, shamanism continued to be a subject of research
by Soviet scientists; they are characterised by a more or less overt political
agenda, predictably reflecting a materialist Marxist-Leninist perspective.
Whilst a good deal of useful information is given, the ideological approach

* For a study which seeks to incorporate far more archacological material into the discus-
sion of Norse shamanism, see Price (2002). I am not an archacologist, and whilst accepting
that archaeology may sometimes have useful material to offer, I remain generally sceptical
that physical objects by themselves, without some piece of writing or other expression of
human thought upon which to hang an interpretation, can suggest meanings (as distinct
from any utilitarian purpose their form suggests). The classic case is the Scandinavian rock
paintings, which appear to be replete with narratives of possibly religious significance,
which, however, we can never fathom or define more specifically than to observe, for exam-
ple, that the sun played a significant part in prehistoric religion; the extensive literature on
these is therefore more or less ignored here (sec Schjedt 1986, and, for a somewhat more
positive view of the usefulness of rock art in comparative religious study, Hultkrantz 1986;
there are, admittedly, some interesting contributions to the interpretation of Scandinavian
rock art, such as Bradley 2006).

* Sec Siikala (1978: 77-87) for a detailed account of the history of recording of information
on Siberian shamanism.
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can sometimes call into question their value as scientific studies, and the
self-adulatory tone of some of them, contrasting with what was actually
taking place in the Soviet empire (in particular programmes designed to
root out all aspects of local cultures), can make them particularly sick-
ening to read. Since throwing off the shackles of Communism research
has fortunately continued and is moreover often published in English or
German.?

Shamanism has also become, over the last few decades, a major com-
ponent in general anthropological and religious studies in the West (see,
for example, the whole chapter devoted to it, with references to further
works, in Morris 2006). Such works often expend considerable effort on
matters such as the distinction between trance, ecstasy and possession in
an attempt to plumb the religious nature of shamanism, as well as seeking
to place the study of shamanism within philosophical schools of anthropo-
logy or religious study. These more general considerations lie outside the
ambit of the present work.*

Since shamanism still survives (just), there are some excellent modern
studies based on field work. I would mention as exemplary Jane Atkinson’s
The Art and Politics of Wana Shamanship (1989) and Caroline Humphrey’s
Shamans and Elders: Experience, Knowledge, and Power among the Daur Mon-
gols (1996). To mention some points from Humphrey’s work: the emphasis
is upon shamanism as one part of the overall culture of the Daurs, and
indeed determined in its nature by that culture. Not only is a questioning,
comprehensive approach taken, but the very assumptions that a Westerner
brings to the questioning are themselves questioned. Unfortunately, such
approaches are rare, and have only taken place in very recent years, when
shamanism has largely disappeared from many areas of the world (par-
ticularly from Siberia). Humphrey, however, was in a privileged position,
of having a native informant who had spent much of his life in the West,
and so could qommunicate his ideas clearly, and this was supplemented

3 Most of the major Russian research into shamanism has appeared in one form or another
in English or German; there are, of course, many studies available only in Russian, but these
are generally concerned with what might be termed the minutiae of shamanism, which it
is beyond the aim of the present study to consider except in so far as they are relevant to
Norse materials. Hence, whenever possible, I use materials which have been published in
Western languages, which are more accessible to most scholars of Norse (myself included),
both linguistically and in terms of library holdings. For a detailed study of Soviet research-
ers into shamanism (primarily of the Samoyed peoples) and their political agendas, see
Sundstrém (2008). .

4+ On the issue of trance/ecstasy/possession, it seems clear that in practice shamanism
included various degrees of altered consciousness, even within a single tradition, which
stretched from an unaltered state to one in which the shaman might appear merely a vessel
of the spirits. The determination of the physiological differences between such states is not
of relevance in the present study, nor are they used to determine the presence or absence of
“true” shamanism. It may be expected that in general possession will involve the summon-
ing of spirits to the shaman to speak through him or her, whereas trance is more likely to
involve the shaman’s soul undertaking journeys to the spirit realms, but examples such as
the Indian Soras, where spirits speak through the shaman, yet the shaman is also believed
to travel down to the realm of the dead (Vitebsky 1993: 21), show that any such simple
expectations are often likely to be frustrated.
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by visits to the area studied, where further interviews were obtained.
We cannot question the past in this way, only weigh up fragmentary and
biased sources, and our results are bound to be more hesitant. Essentially,
the further we go back from the present, the less satisfactory the sources
become.

Another way of looking at our records of shamanism is from the point
of view of Rezeptionsgeschichte: almost all the accounts we have are etic, and
therefore represent a view of one type of society (generally a more primi-
tive one) by another (in the main, a modern or early-modern Western one).
Whilst this is a fascinating topic, which indeed has spawned a number of
important studies (such as Flaherty 1992; Flutton 2001; and, with a focus
more upon neo-shamanism, Znamenski 2007), it is concerned essentially
with the recipient, non-shamanic, society, and hence lies outside the com-
pass of the present study. There is one area of exception, however. The
studies mentioned are almost invariably deficient in that they begin too
late, often only with seventeenth-century accounts. Our earliest reasonably
detailed Western account of shamanism is from the twelfth century, and it
is Norwegian (the Historia Norwegie);s a number of other, less significant,
accounts of Sami shamanism also exist in Scandinavian sources before
the main records begin in the seventeenth century. My discussion of these
sources therefore complements the published studies of the reception of
shamanism in the West.

Shamanism was practised by speakers of many language groups. The
neighbours of the Norsemen were predominantly Finno-Ugric speakers
(the Sami and the Finns, with other groups scattered in European Russia,
through whom the Vikings passed on the way to the eastern Mediterra-
nean). Not all Finno-Ugric speakers had a developed form of shamanism,
atleast in historical times, but the Sdmi certainly did, as did the Ob Ugrians
(the Khanty and Mansi). The Hungarians, who split from the other Ob
Ugrians in the first millennium ap and migrated south, appear to have
preserved vestiges of shamanism, as recorded in Hungarian folklore (see,
for example, Oinas 1987, Hoppal in Siikala and Hoppal 1992: 156-68, Voigt
2001), but the intermingling with traditions local to the Carpathian area
presents problems of interpretation which, while fascinating, would lead
the present study too far astray; hence I use Hungarian materials only
sporadically. More obviously relevant to the Norse area are the beliefs
of their neighbours the Finns. Finnish® sources present their own prob-
lems. Shamanism in Finland survived in a coherent but remnant form, as
compared with classic shamanism, and the Finnish sources used in the

> The next oldest Western accounts would appear to be those of Pian del Carpine, who
wrote of Tatar practices seen on an expedition of 1246, and Marco Polo’s account of Chinese
shamanism (written in 1298) (Flaherty 1992: 26-7).

¢ I'use “Finnish” as a short-hand for “Finnish/Karelian”; the majority of traditional poetic
texts were recorded in Karelia, which spans the Finnish-Russian border, but most of which
in fact lies outside Finland. Various dialects were spoken in Karelia, all closely related to
more westerly Finnish but distinct in certain respects (Karelian dialects have now largely
been displaced by Russian).
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present volume are not only shamanic but also mythic, and are mostly
poetic; they are thus comparable to Norse sources, preserving ancient
motifs in traditional verse. The earliest writer to give information about
Finnish gods is the Lutheran reformer Mikael Agricola (1510-57).7 Serious
collection of mythological poems did not however begin until the late
eighteenth century under the inspiration of Gabriel Porthan; there are
now some 150,000 poems (mostly variants) in the Kalevala metre in the
archives of the Finnish Literature Society, of which around 86,800 have
been published in the multi-volume Suomen kansan vanhat runot (Ancient
poems of the Finnish people), now available online (Timonen 2000: 627).%
The dating of Finnish poems poses problems. As they belong firmly to an
oral tradition, our records merely present a particular version of a poem as
sung on one occasion; nonetheless, these poems, considered as an artistic
assemblage of themes rather than of specific words, have an origin at a
particular point of history. Yet working out what that point may have
been is fraught with difficulty. Kuusi proposed a system for establishing
broad dates for poems, based on various factors. One of these factors is
style (as set out for example in Kuusi 19944); while Kuusi’s analysis of dif-
ferences in style in traditional poems is interesting, the inferences drawn
about what styles are likely to have originated at any historical period are
characterised by rather more assertion than evidential proof;? moreover,

7 On the collection of Finnish folk beliefs and poems see Virtanen and Dubois (2000: ch. 1),
Hautala (1954, 1958); a brief account is also given in FFPE (pp. 27-38). Although it scarcely
constitutes a full scholarly edition, I refer to FFPE for versions of relevant poems when
possible, since it provides a fairly substantial collection in Finnish, with English translation,
of some of the main Finnish poems (including, on occasion, variants), as well as brief intro-
ductions and commentary on each. There is, of course, a huge literature in Finnish which
informs these presentations, some of which is listed in FFPE, and which I refer to when it
appears enlightening on points under discussion. One of the main earlier anthologies of
traditional poetry in Finnish is Haavio (1980, 2nd edn), which has valuable discussions of
mythological background, though it is rather outdated (being written in 1952), presents
the poems in standardised Finnish without ascription of singer, place or collector, lacks a
line-by-line commentary, and does not discuss social context or purpose.

8 For readers not conversant with Finnish, it is worth pointing out that as most poems
exist in many — sometimes hundreds - of variants, the selection of 148 poems edited and
translated in FFPE in fact presents a far larger proportion of the total number of major nar-
rative and mythological themes (as opposed to poem variants) than might be apparent.

» As an example of the problematic nature of the methodology of suggesting dates may
be mentioned comparison with Norse poems (for example Kuusi 1949: 348); these are
themselves often of uncertain date, and the stylistic interpretations he uses, by scholars
such as Finnur Jénsson and Erik Noreen, have of course been subjected to half a century
of criticism. In any case, the co-existence of stylistic features in two traditions only weakly
suggests contemporaneity of these features, even if it can be proved; in fact, it is unlikely
that Finnish oral poetry underwent similar chronologically determined stylistic develop-
ments to Norse skaldic verse, from which it is utterly distinct in almost every aspect. Kuusi’s
notions of what constitutes a style would need greater space than can be afforded here;
it is simply worth pointing out that, valuable as a typological analysis of features such as
syntax is, it is impossible to assign particular syntactic features to particular periods without
external corroborating evidence, Kuusi (1978: 223) also suggests a line of development of
the Kalevala-type verse form, which he relates broadly to actual dates: but this chronological
scheme is based on now discredited notions of when the Finns occupied given parts of
Finland, and needs wholly reconsidering.
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the categorisation of the features of a particular style derive in large part
from the subjective opinions of the modern scholar — it is impossible to
demonstrate that any traditional folk-poetry singer would accept them.”
There is a clear need, which has still not been met, to attempt to delineate
the stylistic features of individual singers, of particular communities, and
of the whole Kalevala-type verse area, before any firmer arguments can be
drawn. There are, of course, many other factors involved in assigning a
date to traditional poems;'* nonetheless, the need for a re-examination of
some of the arguments is worth noting (to some extent, more recent schol-
arship, as exemplified by Siikala 2002, seeks to establish broader cultural
epochs as likely to have given rise to elements within the poems, without
being precise either about dates or about individual poems’ provenances).
Despite such doubts, itis, in any case, clear that, as in Norse poetry, ancient
pre-Christian elements survived to varying extents in the Finnish poems;
Siikala (1986a: 224) for example is of the opinion that “some mythical poems
and the so-called adventure poetry contain so many features referring to
pre-medieval cultural milieux that it is impossible to imagine that folk
poetry singers in the eighteenth and nineteenth century Karelian cultures
invented them - especially since no corresponding tradition in prose has
been found to exist”: it is these ancient elements from pre-medieval cul-
tural milieux which are of use in the present study, whatever the absolute
age of the compositions. The slow adoption of Christianity means that the
gap between a pagan origin and the time of recording may not be as great

as might be imagined.

Norse and other sources for Germanic traditions

The scope of sources discussed here is somewhat wider than purely Norse
texts, as analogous materials are drawn from other Germanic and classical
writings, but the Norse material forms the focus.

Some evidence on Germanic religious practice is to be gleaned from
classical sources as ancient as Strabo (7 sc) and Tacitus (ap 98);** post-

* These comments are not meant as a critique of the “Finnish method” of analysing folk
poetry (and folklore) taken as a whole, as set out in some detail in Kuusi (1980). The method
seeks to apply logical methods to determine the dissemination and development of poctic
redactions through examination of recorded variants, and in this respect relative datings
may emerge, but it is notable that Kuusi only mentions dating within the context of the
section on stylistics, a section which lacks any detail, and where the reader is referred for
more discussion to the introduction to Kuusi (1963) — where, in turn, scarcely any more
detail is given.

" An example in Finnish of the detailed use of a wide array of arguments over the date
and dissemination of the sampo poems is found in Kuusi (1949); he shows that some later
poems deal with datable events, though none of these are relevant to this study. Some
mythological poems in the sanpo cycle existed in groups of variants on either side of histori-
cal borders (between Sweden and Russia), indicating an origin prior to the establishment
of the border, and subsequent differentiation on either side (ibid. 326-35): however, such
datable events, which merely form a terminus ante quem, again fall too late to be relevant

for the present study.
* The dates represent the publication of Strabo’s Geograply and Tacitus’s Germania (Pauly
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classical sources in Latin such as the late-eighth-century Langobard Paulus
Diaconus’s Historia Langobardorum are also made use of. Chronicles and
histories, notably the twelfth-century Norwegian Historia Norwegie, are
Occasionally cited. Arabic sources give factual evidence of the practices,
including sometimes the religious practices, of the Rus, who were in origin
Swedish Vikings who traded through modern Russia; the most important
such source for the present study is the account of a Rus funeral in 922 by
Ahmad ibn Fadlan.

As noted, most of the written sources in Germanic languages used in
the present study are literary: they are artistic compositions whose main
aim was not the expression of religious worship —religious texts are almost
entirely non-existent —nor, usually, merely to recount the events of a myth,
but to select and remodel them. They were composed for an audience that
already understood the necessary religious or mythological background,
as well as the ways that complex artistic artefacts like skaldic verse work.
To go into further details of literary theory would take us too far beyond
the topic of this work; many works already deal with this topic within the
Norse field, such as the recent study of Clunies Ross (2005) on Old Norse
poetry and poetics (where further references may be found).

One obvious fact about almost all Norse records (some early runic
inscriptions form an exception) is that they were written down long after
the introduction of Christianity, even when they were composed, which
not all ostensibly “pagan” poems were, before the conversion. The reasons
for the survival of ancient myth and legend in a Christian society is an
interesting one, but is not relevant here; however, it is relevant to bear in

196475, s.vv. “Strabo” and “Tacitus”). As Tacitus is the earliest extant author to give any
detailed information about Germanic peoples, the reliability of his account has come under
scrutiny; it is generally agreed that his picture is coloured by influences from his own
Roman culture, but the extent to which this invalidates what he says is a contentious issue.
The matter needs a more thorough discussion than appears to have been undertaken any-
where; my own stance is to err on the side of accepting him as reliable (but being aware of a
certain degree of distortion due to classical influences or rhetorical considerations). Jankuhn
(1966) argues that in general archaeology confirms his reliability, and in the field of beliefs,
McKinnell (for example 2005: 51-2) also considers him generally reliable.

Y Questions of various sorts arise when dealing with such sources. How far is a Moslem
writer’s understanding of pagan practices reliable? Thus, for instance, the “angel of death”,
while doubtless an actual female officiand in the ritual described, cannot have been con-
ceived as an angel by the Scandinavian Rus, to whom the concept was alien. How far were
Rus practices actually Scandinavian, as opposed to Slavic (or Bulgar, or Finnic)? Ahmad ibn
Fadlan’s account is analysed from this perspective by Schjedt (2007), who concludes (146):
“There seems to be no doubt that the ideological framework behind this funeral ritual is
likely to have existed among the pre-Christian Scandinavians, and even if there may have
been no funeral ritual proper carried out in exactly the same way all over Scandinavia, it
would be a serious mistake not to use ibn Fadlan’s description as a sort of model when try-
ing to reconstruct such rituals from archaeological material or from texts that are defective
in some way.” However, while Schjedt offers an excellent analysis of points which may be
paralleled in Norse myths, he offers no consideration of possible parallels in Slavic, Finnic
or Bulgar traditions, so the question cannot be described as settled.

“ See, for example, McKinnell (20074), who, among other things, argues (49) that “What I
would finally like to suggest, however, is that eddic poetry on mythological subjects was
preserved (and continued to be composed) mainly because, like the works of Ovid, it could
be used to investigate some of the personal, social, and moral issues that faced Icelandic
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mind that texts which were themselves ancient were subject to alteration
within the Christian milieu that preserved them, and that, given that cer-
tain ancient pagan elements did survive in these ancient texts, it was pos-
sible for antiquarian-minded Christians to fabricate pseudo-pagan texts.
The opposition between paganism and Christianity is but one aspect of the
development of religious notions, and their expression, over the centuries.
Norse paganism itself was certainly no monolith, unchanging over time
and place, and our surviving monuments doubtless represent traditions
(or fragments of traditions) of different geographical and chronological
origin. Yet, with some few exceptions, itis generally difficult or impossible
to trace the date or place of origin of pPagan motifs. The uncovering of
parallels, for example from classical sources, can sometimes suggest thata
motif is ancient; yet even if a motif is in itse]f very ancient, its context, and
hence its specific meaning, may nonethelesg vary greatly. Unless otherwise
indicated, any suggestion in the present work of the existence of a pagan
Norse motif (including those which are arguably shamanic) is intended to
place the motif in the religious belief system of some (not necessarily all)
Scandinavians of the few centuries preceding conversion, with the impli-
cation (sometimes made explicit by reference to more ancient analogues)
that such motifs are often derived from yet more ancient and centuries-old
tradition, but also with the understanding that a countless line of poets
and other tellers will each have used such motifs for their own specific
purposes.

Some of the main types of Norse sources are:!s

Skaldic poetry. The extant verse dates back as far as the ninth century
and it continued to be composed for several centuries; since the verse-style
flourished for long after the conversion, comparison of the old and the new
provides good relative dating evidence. Itis commonly by named authors,
and can be fairly accurately dated (often to within a few years). While writ-
ten down in many cases several centuries later, the texts are on the whole
reliable, representing something close to the original composition, since
the strict metrical requirements prevent serious corruption, and facilitate
emendation when corruption does occur.’ On the other hand surviving
compositions are rarely more than fragmentary, as often they have been
preserved asillustrations of poetics or of history, not as complete poems; in
Snorri’s time (the early thirteenth century) it is clear that the skaldic corpus
was substantially more complete, and he makes use of sources, and refers
without citation to others, now lost to us. A great deal of skaldic verse con-
sists of so-called lnusavisur, “loose verses” —odd verses inserted into sagas

secular aristocrats”. In another vein, Nordal (2001, esp. ch. 1) argues that skaldic verse
continued to be found useful as a vernacular equivalent of some of the complex Latin verse
discussed in the schools, that is it offered a sought-after intellectual training.

¥ McKinnell (2005: ch. 3) presents a somewhat fuller discussion of Norse sources relating
to myth or religion. ]

* This statement admittedly masks a good deal of debate on the issue, as well as varying
levels of textual corruption between poems; for further discussion, sce for example the

earlier chapters of Clunies Ross (2005).
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and ascribed to early skalds, but often by the saga writers themselves, or
their immediate predecessors: such verses are of uncertain (often late)
date.”” Skaldic verse is rarely concerned primarily with communicating
facts (which may be few and far between), but with clever, ornate poetic
expression within strict metrical and other rules. Deriving actual pieces of
information from skaldic verse is therefore fraught with difficulty.

A stanza may be given as an example of skaldic diction from the earliest
preserved poem, the ninth-century Ragnarsdripa by Bragi Boddason (Skj
B. 4, st. 16); the verse recounts the god Porr’s fishing of the mighty serpent
which, lying in the depths of the ocean, encircled the world:

Vadr 14 Vidris arfa
vilgi slakr, es rakdisk,
a Eyneefis ondri,
Jormungandr at sandi.

The fishing-line of Vidrir’s heir lay not at all slack — as unwound - on
Eynafir’s snow-shoe ~ Jormungandr on the sand.

Here, Vidrir is a name for O(’Sinn, whose son is Porr; Eynefir is a sea-
king’s name, used generically as a designation of the giant from whose
boat (“snow-shoe”, emphasising giants’ association with the barren cold)
Porr is fishing; Jormungandr is the world serpent. Its unwinding on the
beach is presented dramatically as a syntactic obtrusion into the statement
relating Porr’s angling.

Eddic poetry. The separation of Norse verse into skaldicand Eddic types
is somewhat arbitrary, and some poems are inbetween cases, but generally
skaldic verse follows stricter metrical rules than Eddic, and is often by
named poets, and associated with particular events or people, whereas
Eddic is always anonymous and is “traditional” in nature, dealing with
more general topics of myth or legend, and it does not, in general, engage
in complex kennings (poetic periphrases); the justification for distinguish-
ing skaldic and Eddic verse is further discussed in Clunies Ross (2005:
21-8). As an example, stanza 22 of Grimnismdl will serve:

Valgrind heitir, “Gate of the slain” is its name,
er stendr velli &4 that stands on the plain,
heilpg fyr helgom durom; holy before the holy door;
forn er st grind, ancient is that gate,

en pat fair vito, but few know

hvé hon er 11as lokin. how it is locked.

The reference to Valgrind is unique, but it may be related to other gates as
boundaries of the otherworld, such as Nagrindr, “Corpse gates” (Skirnis-
mdl 35, Lokasenna 63); the actual information in the stanza, however, is given

7 See for example Marold (1992) for a consideration of skaldic verse as a source for Norse
religion; she makes the important point that the whole of the tenth century should be
viewed as one of transition to Christianity — and in fact Christianity was an influential force
in the North even before this.
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in a straightforward manner, and the word order is almost prosaic. The
contrast with skaldic diction should be clear.

The largest collection of Eddic poetry is found in the Codex Regius (GKS
2365 4%), written down in Iceland around 1250-1300. There is consider-
able debate about the nature and dating of Eddic poetry (which I consider
somewhat more fully below), but the outer limits are generally recognised
(for example, Clunies Ross 2005: 5) as the ninth and fourteenth centuries,
though the mythic or legendary motifs may well go back to much earlier
dates.” One criterion of date is the extent to which the particular poem
shows an understanding of paganmyth or religious practice; thus Voluspd
for example shows a depth of understanding of pagan practices, yet within
a Christian mould: hence its composition must be placed near to the end
of official paganism in Iceland in 1000.* On the other hand Fjolsvinnsml

** Lindblad (1954: 241, 325) dates the manuscript to c. 1270 (arguing also that it was base‘d
on earlier antecedents from before c. 1240); however, the margin of uncertainty of date is
necessarily fairly wide, as Stefdn Karlsson confirmed to me (personal communication),
since we do not possess a sufficient number of Icelandic manuscripts from this period to
make a closer dating possible.

¥ Fidjestel (1999) devotes a whole book to the question of dating Eddic poetry; the work
was left unfinished at his death, with some significant topics left undiscussed, such as
the use to be made of skaldic verse in dating Eddic poetry, and the question of loans and
allusions. Over all, whilst the work maps out some of the main areas of the topic, it cannot
be described as furthering our understanding greatly; we encounter statements such as the
following (187-8), which is a petitio principii (since it asserts a position about the nature (?f
pre-written Eddic verse for which we have no evidence): “In the very moment that Eddic
poetry was written down, a metamorphosis took place, in which it was transferred from
one type of literature into another, radically different from, or even directly opposite to,
what it had been before, namely a fixed text.” For a briefer discussion on the dating of Eddic
poetry, see Séderberg (1986).

** The matter is, of course, more complex than this, since the identification of a pagan
element only illustrates that the passage in which it is contained is likely to be of pagan
origin (if it is not a later fabrication), without implication either for the rest of the poem,
into which it may, for example, be an interpolation, or for the age of the specific wording in
which it is expressed, since this too may change. It is possible to adduce arguments based
on other criteria to suggest that at least some poems (notably most of Vpluspi) are, in fac.t,
coherent wholes, though other poems (for example Grimnisimil) do not have great artistic
cohesion. The dating of poems such as Lokasenng is a contentious issue, illustrating the
difficulty of arriving at anything like a firm conclusion even on some of the basic questions
concerning the nature of our sources; the poem shows a depth of knowledge about myths
whose basis in pagan religious belief can be paralleled by comparative research, as pointed
out by U. Dronke (1989), who also, among other things, notes the fact that while we have
poetic compositions from around the thirteenth century, none of them in the least resembles
Lokasenna, nor do we have any evidence from this time for any archaising “school” able to
produce such a well-wrought fabrication of paganism which we would have to suppose
the poem to be (this is not to argue, of course, that the particular form in which the poem is
preserved has not been altered, and possibly its content edited to some small extent, since its
date of composition). Yet other factors point to a not particularly early date, in that there are
possible allusions to other Eddic poems, and the frequency of the expletive particle places
the poem chronologically tenth out of thirty-one in the Codex Regius (Fidjestel 1999: 224)
~ though the validity of this factor as a criterion of date is itself open to debate. Lokasenna
certainly alludes to myths we no longer have in poetic form, but other Eddic, and indeed
skaldic, poems could well have been extant in say the twelfth century where such myths
were presented. (On the dating issue here, see also Ruggerini 1979: 154-62; Séderberg 1986:
56~61; McKinnell 1987-8.)

* Asimilar dating applies if it was composed in Norway, where paganism officially ended
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for example is a composition that makes widespread use of extant Eddic
sources in a way thatis literary and creative but does not reflect any specific
pagan belief or religious reference (though it may preserve allusions to
older beliefs otherwise lost from record): hence a late date of ¢. 1200-50 is
to be assigned to it (P. Robinson 1991: 397-406).

Snorri Sturluson’s works. The works of (or ascribed to) the Icelander
Snorri Sturluson (t1241), in particular his Edda and Ynglinga saga (and to
some extent other parts of Heimskringla, of which Ynglinga saga forms the
first section) contain much mythological knowledge culled from earlier
poetic sources, which on occasion are cited; Snorri is sometimes the only
preserver of a mythological or religious record as a result of the loss of
his source since his time,* but also sometimes, it would seem, because he
has invented the feature himself.> Whilst Snorri is cited frequently, I use
his work as a primary source only in instances when other, earlier poetic
sources are not extant.*

Sagas and other prose sources; most used are [slendingasigur (family
sagas of Icelanders) and fornaldarsigur (“sagas of ancient days”), with occa-
sional reference also to other types such as riddarasdgur (chivalric sagas).
These date from the twelfth to fourteenth centuries (and some even later).
They make considerable use of pagan themes, but these are often the crea-
tion of the authors made on the basis of increasingly vague traditions of
actual paganism; nonetheless, arguably genuine elements do survive.

Laws of Norway and Iceland (and occasionally other Scandinavian areas).
Laws were originally handed down orally, but began to be committed to
writing soon after the arrival of Christianity, and underwent many revi-
sions thereafter. Icelandic laws rarely mention anything connected with
paganism, but the mainland Scandinavian codes have slightly more.

a few years earlier than in Iceland. The apocalyptic theme of Voluspi argues for a dating of
c. 1000. Christianity was not, of course, necessarily adopted wholesale and deeply by the
whole population in one fell swoop, but my position is that its official adoption would have
weakened the understanding of pagan religious elements within a couple of generations, so
a date very much later than mid-eleventh century for Vpluspd (leaving aside the millennium
arguments) would appear unlikely. Moreover, McKinnell (1994: 107-8) has shown that the
poem must almost certainly have been composed between 9g62—5 and 1046-65, since Voluspd
mentions two valkyrjur, Skogul and Geirskogul, which appears to be a misunderstand-
ing of Eyvindr Finnsson’s geir-Skogul, “spear-Skogul”, as a separate being from Skogul in
Hikonarmal 12 (Skj B, 58), composed around g62-5; the terminus ante quent is given by Arndrr
jarlaskald’s allusion to Vpluspd in Porfinnsdrdpa 24 (Skj B, 321) when he mentions the sun
darkening and the land sinking into the sea (cf. Voluspi 54, «S0l tér sortna, sigr fold i mar»,
“The sun starts to blacken, land sinks into sea”

= Of course, if Snorri alone records something, we can go no further than to deem it likely
that it is a part of older tradition on the basis of other relevant information; an example is
the information in Ynglinga saga ch. 4 that the vanir became the blétgod, “sacrificial gods”,
among the deities.

3 For example, that the three maidens who determine men’s fates were nornir who came
from a hall (rather than a sea) beneath the world tree.

* Clunies Ross (1994: 32) also notes Snorri’s selectiveness: “When pagan material did not
accord with his Christian explanatory model, he tended to omit it, so the apparent compre-
hensiveness of the Edda is to some extent an illusion,” Examples include the myth of Odinn
on the tree (recounted in Hivamdl 138-9 (48¢c)) and Gullveig (recounted in Vpluspd 21).
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As a good deal of the earliest evidence for pagan practices is found
in sources of an originally oral type, it is worth considering briefly what
the nature of these sources is. Extreme oralists take the Norse poems as
recordings of a performance of a poem, and each performance is viewed as
an autonomous recreation of the “text”, of no greater or lesser value than
any other performance. The amount of variation between performances is
accepted as being potentially great. The aim of reconstructing the original
text, by consideration of likely interpolations and so forth, is rejected.
This is scarcely an acceptable approach to Norse texts, and it moreover
represents the imposition on our sources of a particular theory of orality
derived from outside the Norse field, against the evidence proffered by
those sources, and is at the least disingenuous in its ignoral of the clearly
scribal history behind the recorded versions of texts;» moreover, it seems
to me an uninformed approach, given the recognition afforded by scholars
working on indisputably oral traditions that each tradition is different,
and values memorisation to varying degrees, sometimes deeply (see the
contributions to Honko 2002, to pick but one example).

The situation is in fact bound to have been a complex one; a scribe,
and before him a singer in the oral tradition — and singer and scribe may
on certain occasions have been one and the same person — could alter a
text either through carelessness, or deliberately, or else because variation
was a natural part of re-realising a song. At the beginning of the written
period some “recreation” of lines in correct metrical form is likely to have
taken place as a result of the scribe’s familiarity with variants found in
the oral tradition interplaying with failings in short-term memory of the
text. The likelihood of change occurring in the transmission of a particular
poem can only be assessed on an indivual basis; as noted, Eddic poems
are more likely to have incorporated changes than skaldic because of
their looser structure, but also the more general point can be made that
carefully worked texts are either less likely to suffer change (since their
corruption is more patent), or if they do suffer it, we are more able to detect
it; for example, had a “Husatal” of extra divine dwellings been added to
those already presented in Grimnismdl we might well be none the wiser,

* On the Codex Regius, Lindblad (1954: 233-5, 247-53, 325-7) has shown that several stages
of written development may be discerned, going back to before 1240, and including two
distinct histories, of the mythological poems on the one hand and the heroic on the other
(which appear to have been united into one collection only shortly before or as a result of
the composition of the Codex Regius collection); it is therefore not unlikely that the poems
go back in written form to about 1200, at around which date, indeed, the learned monk
Gunnlaugr Leifsson in the monastery of Pingeyrar composed the poem Merlinusspid (Skj
B, 10-45), which quotes from Eddic poems, including Gripisspi, itself probably a written
composition from the start — the inference Lindblad draws (1978: 22) being that there was
already a written collection of Eddic poems available to Gunnlaugr. Of course, given that
the Eddic poems do not appear to come from a tradition which espoused the sort of fluidity
found for example in Finnish oral poetry, it is possible that Gunnlaugr’s source (if we accept
Lindblad’s arguments for the borrowing) existed in a fixed oral form. Arguments can be
made ejther way for the existence of written forms of Eddic poems between about 1190 and
1240, but they appear to have achieved something approaching the form in which they are

recorded in the Codex Regius during this period.
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whereas the Dvergatal, or list of dwarfs, of Voluspa is clearly an irrelevant
interpolation in a subtle poem with important plays on key words, choice
of myths, and structure.

In fact we only rarely have different versions of texts on which arguments
about variation can be based; when we do, it seems to me that the vast
majority of difference can best be explained as a result of scribal, not oral,
change (whereas, for example, the many variants in Finnish traditional
poems are almost entirely oral in origin). For example, the supposed
evidence of the Hauksbdk version of Vpluspd as indicating an oral Eddic
tradition, with widely variant versions of this and other poems existing
well into the fourteenth century, may be dismissed. Ursula Dronke, in her
edition of the poem (in PE II), has demonstrated beyond any reasonable
doubt that all the Hauksbok variants, barring an occasional line possibly
introduced from other popular verse, can be explained as scribal confusion
of abroken-up text and lost pieces.? Moreover, while Snorri in the 1220s to
1230s clearly had access to a wide range of both Eddic and skaldic poetry
now lost to us, the compiler of the Codex Regius some fifty or so years later
did not — he was unable to correct errors or gaps in his written exemplars
from any oral versions; the tradition, at least in the areas to which this
scribe had access, had by then become both attenuated, and perhaps
purely written (though no doubt the oral tradition survived longer in some
areas than others —- we may ponder, for example, whether the presence of
Grottasongr in its entirety within manuscripts SR and T of Snorri’s Edda, as
opposed to only the opening stanza in C, derives from an immediate oral
tradition later than Snorri’s time).?

Whilst there was bound to be a certain amount of variation between
performances of poems in the oral period, our surviving evidence suggests
that memorisation of a notionally fixed text was the main principle
followed; possibly this may be a reflection of the rise in the ninth century or
earlier of the strictly structured skaldic verse, which of its nature demands

% Quinn (1990) attempts to see the Hauksbok version as a legitimate alternative reflecting
variations in oral tradition, but Dronke’s arguments that the version derives (apart from a
few stray lines imported from oral poems) solely from confusion in a scriptorium are much
more persuasive, and tip the balance towards literacy rather than orality being the more
important component in the transmission of Eddic verse in the thirteenth century.

¥ Quinn (2000) provides a useful survey of orality and literacy in Iceland from the eleventh
to fourteenth centuries, though some of the points she makes call for more detailed and care-
ful consideration: for example, the fact that verse in Eddic metres was still being composed
in the mid-thirteenth century (and indeed, in an antiquarian manner, even later) does not
mean, for example, that the poems found in the Codex Regius were still being re-realised in
an oral fashion, or indeed that they were known at all in an oral form, at the time the Codex
was compiled. The assumption Quinn notes as being fairly commonly espoused by Old
Norse scholars that skaldic verses found cited in various prose texts derive from immediate
oral tradition may also be questioned (which is not to say it need necessarily be discounted,
however): though we have no direct evidence of a skaldic collection equivalent to the Eddic
Codex Regius, the erstwhile existence of such a manuscript is eminently possible — if the
Codex Regius had happened to perish, for example on one of the many ships transporting
manuscripts from Iceland to Denmark (which were indeed wrecked on occasion), our view
of the interplay of orality and literacy in the Eddic tradition would be quite different, which
should act as a warning when speaking of the skaldic corpus.



2 Clive Tolley FFC 29§

memorisation rather than improvisation for its survival.

In dealing with Norse materials we are confronted with the problen
of Christianity. Adhering to my standpoint as set out above, the earliesf
records antedate the official introduction of the new faith (around 1000),
though not its influence. I take as my starting point that familiarity with
the old beliefs waned with the coming of the new; hence greater familiarity
indicates greater proximity, usually in time, but potentially also in place, to
pagan belief and practice. Whilst all relevant factors must be considered,
and may alter our assessment, in general I believe that this may be used as
a principle of dating, though it can scarcely be anything but vague as our
only point of comparison is the small corpus of dated skaldic poems, which
indeed do not necessarily lend themselves easily to such comparison.

Itis possible to take the line that if we wish to uncover anything reliable
about Norse paganism, our study should be confined to poems definitely
composed in the tenth century and before, a line pursued for example
by Marold (1992). This seems to me a deceptively simplistic temptation.
Several very obvious factors militate against such an approach. We do not
have direct access to any actual pagan verbal material, except a few enig-
matic runic inscriptions: the early skaldic Poems were all written down in
(roughly) the thirteenth century, and were therefore the ones chosen for
preservation by a society long Christian; the centuries of oral transmission
before their recording will have had some effect on them, and vicissitudes
subsequent to their recording have further reduced their number through
the loss of manuscripts. Even if we had a more complete corpus of pagan
skaldic verse, the view of religion we would gain would be biased, since
most skaldic verse is in the form of praise poems dedicated to warrior
princes, where it is no surprise, for example, to find that the dominant
god is Porr; religion outside this rarefied setting could well have differed
significantly. We must, certainly, be ever on guard when using the much
fuller sources composed in the twelfth to fifteenth centuries, but when
their reliability as transmitters of lore from the pagan period is taken into
account sufficiently, I do not believe we end up with a picture of pagan-
ism which is any more distorted than if we chose to ignore them, and is
certainly a lot fuller. Marold objects to a structuralist tendency to ignore
the nature of sources and reconstruct meanings on the basis of disparate
pieces of information. The present study is not structuralist, in any clas-
sic Lévi-Straussian sense for example, but I do use what may be called
basically structuralist arguments at various points; I have attempted to
bear in mind the likely reliability of the sources employed in each case,
but essentially any such reconstruction of a myth’s meaning or structure
must remain tentative. More problematic to me seems the implication,
such as may be inferred from the ability to reconstruct such structures,
that these structures were indeed some sort of fixed mythological entity
in the Pagan period, whereas the truth will certainly have been that many

# I consider the oral/written problem in Old Norse texts more fully in Tolley (20024); see
also Lénnroth (1971), J. Harris (1983).
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inconsistent features existed alongside each other, with poets and others
making their own varying structures and deriving their own meanings
within the kaleidoscope of living tradition; unfortunately, we can only
work with what we have, which may to a great extent leave the impression
of a monolithic mythic structure which never existed.

TEXTS ON MAGIC

Adam of Bremen, discussing the early-eleventh-century Norwegian king
St Olafr in Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum 11.57, claims that this
righteous monarch rid the land of sorcerers, but then switches to the

present tense to intimate that Norway still exceeded other lands in the
number of such monsters:

Dicunt eum inter cetera virtutum opera magnum zelum Dei habuisse, ut
maleficos de terra disperderet, quorum numero cum tota barbaries exun-
det, precipue vero Norvegia regio monstris talibus plena est. Nam et divini
et augures et magi et incantatores ceterique satellites Antichristi habitant

ibi, quorum prestigiis et miraculis infelices animae ludibrio demonibus
habentur.

They say that among other works of virtue he had a great zeal for God, so
that he evicted sorcerers from the land: the whole heathen world overflows
with their number, but Norway in particular is full of such monsters. For
diviners and soothsayers and magicians and spell-casters and other satel-
lites of Antichrist dwell there, by whose tricks and wonders unfortunate
souls are made a laughing-stock of demons.

The medieval sources — could we but take them at their word —bear out the
general truth of Adam’s statement.® But it is not my intention to examine
all magic as recorded in medieval Scandinavian records (see Dillmann 2006
for a wider presentation of magicians and their art in primarily Icelandic
prose sources), but only such as has attracted attention through its appar-
ent similarity to shamanic practices. Any such separating off of one sort of
magic is bound to be arbitrary to some extent, but the sources themselves
name a particular sort of magic seidr, and it is this which has attracted
most attention for its shamanic character, and which is hence dealt with
in most detail here.

The practice is attributed to both gods and men. The practitioner of
seidr is called by various names, most commonly “seidr man/woman”,
but also, in the case of women, vplva — though the activities of the vplva
are not (explicitly, at least) confined to seidr; other terms such as spikona,
“prophecy woman”, visindakona, “wise woman”, and periphrases such

3 Adam too, of course, is one of these medieval sources in question, which cannot be relied
on, generally speaking, to give a true picture of magic on the ground. Adam had his own
reasons for misrepresenting or exaggerating the lack of Christian observance in Norway, a
country which for some time had been converted, but which was not (yet) under the control
of Adam’s German master, the would-be patriarch of the North, Archbishop Adalbert. Yet
there may be some grain of truth in his statement.
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as a woman who is fréd ok framsiyn, “wise and foresighted”, also occur. As
McKinnell (2005: 95-6) points out, there is practically no distinction, such
as between divinatory and efficatory roles, in the use of the terms. I do not
offer any comprehensive survey of the many terms, usually compound
words, connected to seidr or other magic: doing so would tell us nothing
more than that the writers of mainly thirteenth-century works of fiction
could easily come up with whatever term seemed appropriate to them in
a given context — we have no reason to suppose such terms derive from
ancient tradition; moreover, the terms are considered by Dillmann (2006,
passint), and, gathered together in a more convenient manner, by Price
(2002: ch. 3).

It is clear that although seidr remained distinct as a term, the practices
referred to do not necessarily form a discrete type of magic, at least by the
time of most of the prose texts which mention seidr; an overall examina-
tion of magical practices (which it is impossible to undertake here: but
see Dillmann 2006, which surveys this whole area) would reveal that the
assigning of the title seidr to any particular example is more or less random.
For example, bad weather is attributed to seigr (or at least to performing
on a seidr-platform) in Laxdela saga ch. 35 (102), but in Eyrbyggja saga ch.
40 Porgrima galdrakinn is paid to cause bad weather, without seidr being
mentioned; the same is true of Grima in Féstbraedra saga ch. 10, who uses
old chants she had learnt in her childhood to change the wind to help her
protégé Kolbakr (see Dillmann 2006: g1-3).

The etymology of the word seidr is unclear, and hence it is impossible to
lay too much emphasis on interpretations of possible prehistories. A brief
survey may, however, be of some value (derived from AeW, s.v. “seid”;
recently Hall 2007: 119 presents effectively the same etymology). The word
may be related to Old English @lfsiden, “elf magic”; along with the fact
that in Old Norse a related strong (hence probably ancient) verb sida, “to
practise seidr”, is found, this suggests at least a fairly ancient Germanic
heritage. Related may also be Welsh hud, “magic” (< *soito-). Other sug-
gestions listed by de Vries seem implausible, in particular the suggestion
of a connection with Finnish soida, “to ring” ;> there does not appear to be
any Finno-Ugric origin to the word.>* An original meaning of “bind” for
the root from which seidr derives is possible — it fits well with designations
elsewhere of sorcery, for example Latin fascinum, “evil eye, bewitchment”,
alongside fascin, “band, bandage”, and would suggest a binding by the
practitioner either of spirits to her power, or else of human victims under
a spell.

The earliest mentionin skaldicverse of seidr is in Kormékr’s Sigurdardrdpa,
¢.960(98); thereafter it is mentioned fairly frequently, though not in skaldic

» The dentals in the Finnish forms cited are deceptive: -da is simply an infinitive ending,
and the root is soi-, which immediately bears less similarity to the Norse word.

» Karsten (1955: 11) proposes a connection with Sdmi sieidi, but the difference in meaning
poses problems, and later scholars do not favour any etymological link: a sicidi is a natural
object perceived as in some way abnormal - for example, an unusually formed rock — and
hence regarded as sacred; offerings are made to sicidi.
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verse, and only rarely in Eddic —but the Eddic texts include Lokasenna and
Voluspd, both of which contain much archaic mythic (and potentially ritual)
material (on which see in particular U. Dronke 1989: 106-8).>* Most of the
sources mentioning seidr are prose sagas, mainly of the thirteenth to four-
teenth centuries, of which a high proportion are fantastical fornaldarsigur.
On the whole, the corpus of texts represents a motley collection scoring
fairly low on the scale of reliability for providing information about an
actual practice; some of the texts are of considerable literary interest, how-
ever (though many are frankly not).

All the sources on seidr were assembled and cited by Strombéck (1935,
with supplement by Almqvist 2000), but it seems beneficial to give them
all in the Sources section of the present study, along with an English trans-
lation, as it is otherwise difficult to gain an overall view of the material
and what sort of sources the term occurs in. Were a wider survey to be
produced of all references to magical activities, it would not, I think, differ
greatly in terms of distribution among these various types of source, but it
would be considerably larger.

The question of how far literary sources’ mentions of magic indicate the
real presence of magical practices in medieval Scandinavia is a matter of
importance. The collection of sources on seidr cited in the Sources section
will demonstrate that on an axis ranging from the factual historical to the
fantastic imaginative, the occurrences of seidr are very much concentrated
towards the latter end; the study by Boyer (1975) on pagan survivals in
samtidarségur (contemporary histories) such as Sturlunga saga is therefore
particularly valuable. There islittle doubt that of the various types of medi-
eval saga these come closest to revealing what life in thirteenth-century
Iceland actually involved at around the time when most of our literary
sources were composed, or (in the case of originally oral poetry) recorded.
Among the significant points Boyer makes are the numbers of occurrences
of various pagan features known from other sources:

gods many mentions, esp. in verse, but no
religious value is attached to gods.

place names implying cult about a score (as opposed to many in
Islendingasigur)

day/season names almost none

festivals survive, but toasts etc. are christian-
ised: no actual pagan elements are
found

» The verse occurrences of seidr and related words are listed by McKinnell (2005: 96-7).
Seidr occurs twice in a literal sense (Voluspd 22 (125); Orms pdttr Stérélfssonar ch. 6 (107)),
and four times in skaldic verse in kennings for battle ((83)). Seidkona does not occur in verse,
and spdkona, “prophecy woman”, and spdmzr, “prophecy maiden”, once each in allegedly
tenth-century stanzas (Kormékr, Iv 53 (Skj B, 82); Pérarinn méhliding, Iv 7 (Skj B 107), ina
kenning for missiles, “dangerous prophecy maidens” of battle). The verb sida or seida occurs
six times: twice in mythic Eddic poems (Voluspd 22; Lokasenna 24), three times in supposedly
tenth-century verses (twice in Vitgeirr’s verse on Rognvaldr réttilbeini (Skj B 29), and in
Kormakr, Sigurdardrdpa 3 (Skj B, 69)), and once in a verse attributed to a glantess in Grims
saga lodinkinna ch. 1 (9o) (a late, archaising text).
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Jol assimilated to Christmas '\ feast
vetrnacty assimilated to St Michael’s fe
(except in one saga) _

4" e
none (bl6t just means “swear, revil
in samtidarsogur)

ondvegissiilyy none (pndvegi is replaced by hdszti)
tannfé Payment on firgt tooth none

reincarnation (endrborz'nn) 1 (Porgils saga skarda) it
hugr as wandering soul 1 (in the late Geirmundar pa

blot as sacrifice

heljarskinns) ) d-

fylgjal hamingja 4; fylgja concept merged with guar
ian angel

landvattiy 2 .

dlfar 2 in kennings; 2 in miracle storu;sé
Tepresenting impish beings, not t

agan spirits

troll Sss%’milated todraugror flagd, regarded
as demons

seigy none

fiolkyngi 13

volvg nones+

Laldy none

Sandreidy none

Iunes 5 (without magical powers)

Prophetic powers nearly all important people have
them, but ag a sign of sanctity.

Pagan baptism (ays, barn vatni) none

etrothal/marriage rites none

death rites none

political juridical systems survive (formulag christianised)

law 10 pagan elements Jjke nidstong

hélmganga duelling none

féstbrwdmlag fostering none

Pagan matters occyy largely in skaldic
jects, gesting a literary/artistic

convention. All the detajls of the gods and myths, even the kennings, can
i ibid. 156) concludes that “as far as

s0gur, the so-called pagan revival or
Pagan survivals are 5 purely literary featyre devoid of a]] living religious

significance”. Mogt of the pagan survivals are concentrated in the latest

rskinns, of . 1300; mistakes such as the parity
of gold to silver being 1 to 10 instead of the correct 1 to 8 of the Viking Age
show an antiquarian desire to reconstitute an image of the past: the author
“has endeavoured tq recreate a society and an atmosphere as he imagined
% This is noteq by Gisli P4ls

> Th

Son (1991: 164).
is is noted by McKinneli (2005: 98).
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” (ibid. 165). On witchcraft, Boyer (ibid. 161) i

that they should have been
res such as seidr occur, and

notes that none of the distinctively Norse featu

such mentions as there are cannot be distinguished from continental mod- !

els. He concludes (ibid. 138): S
an revival in Iceland is the result of foreign and literary o
ment of time (décalage) or deliber-

including archaic elements in the

ar in the samtidarségur have

The so-called pag
influences .. ; there is a kind of displace

ate attempt to fuse past and present by
texts p...; The pagan features which may appe

not infrequently an origin which is nof local.

conclusions must not be underestimated. To
“shamanism” on the basis of thirteenth- and
compositions which are

The importance of Boyer’s
form a picture of Viking Age
fourteenth-century fornaldarsogur and the like, ]
manifestly fantastic in intention and drawn up at a time when the magic

they describe was at best an antiquarian memory, would be only slightly |
more reliable than, say, determining the nature of magical practices in con- i !
temporary England on the basis of the Harry Potter novels. When magic i
is mentioned in late sources it needs to be treated with special caution. It
is possible that some genuine tradition derived from pagan times is pre-
served on occasion — but it may equally well be an antiquarian invention
of the author, or if it is indeed traditional lore it may still have been mis-
represented or attenuated. Nor should the degree of literary borrowing be
underestimated: a number of examples are discussed later in the volume,
but the overall effect of such borrowing is to reduce the number of inde-
pendent witnesses to traditions over which a huge Damoclean question A
mark was already hanging. Thus McKinnell (2005: 97) comments on how : ‘
remarkably consistent the picture of seidr is in the sources: but what is this

evidence of? If the sources are assumed to be independent, then we might
conclude we are being given a picture of something “real” in the everyday
world that the writers could describe. But if the writers are all borrowing
from each other, we arrive at the diametrically opposed view that there is
no reality to the practice described other than as a li.terary tradition; this,
as we have seen, is the view that Boyer arrived at, with good reason as far

as Iceland is concerned. Lo
L

CONCLUSION

Despite the apparent absence of paganism in thirteenth-century Iceland,
it survived in the literary culture of the poets and was recorded in some

[
detail by Snorri Sturluson, whose knowledge of pagan myths and to some g
extent practices was considerable, even if his understanding of them can o
often be faulted; some practices may in addition actually have continued in ak
|

continental Scandinavia — their continued condemnation in the laws, and,
ded in Volsa péttr, set in an out-of-the-

arguably, events such as that recor
n of this.? Unless we take an extreme

way farm, are some sort of indicatio

Norwegian law codes forbid seidr, defined as

% McKinnell (2005: 98-9) notes that early
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position of assurping that all Supposedly pagan or near-pagan poems are
in fact the creation of a twelfth. and thirteenth-century pseudo-pagart
revival, the poetry provides at leggt 5 better prospect of having preserved
ancient lore about both the gods and practices such as seidr. It is therefore
upon th? poetry that the Present study is focused: in some ;1reaS, weonly
have evidence from prose sources, so there is nolchoice but to use them,
but on 'the whole the prose sources are regarded with a greater degree of
scepticism.

at segja spir or af fara med spdspgum, “to tell fortunes” or “to go for fortune-tellings”; those
seeking prophecies are said to gern Finnfarar, or fara at spyrja spd, ot fara é Finnmarkr at spyrit
spddom, or trifa 4 Finna. In Iceland, there is a reference in Hikonarbok §19 (78¢) to spdfarar but
this is derived from Norwegian codes: no other prohibitions exist in Icelandic law. Norwe-
gian codes also prohibit «at vecia troll upp oc fremia heidni med bvi» (78). Hikonarbék is the
only Icelandic code to mention sitjaiiti. An apparent historical event is recorded in Hikonar
saga herdibreids ch. 16 (81), in 1161, when a woman called Pérdis skeggia wag commissioned
to sit out to discover if Hikon might be victorious,
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3. Norsemen and their neighbours

The present chapter falls into two distinct halves. In the first place, I present
an outline, based chiefly on archaeological evidence, to show the deep-
rooted and continuing contact that existed first between Norsemen and
their Sdmi and Finnic* neighbours, and then in later centuries between
Norsemen and the many inhabitants of eastern Europe. This demonstrates
the possibility that this contact may have resulted in the borrowing of
shamanic motifs - though of course it cannot prove any such borrowing.
The second part presents written sources dealing with the Norsemen’s
neighbours. Records of Finnic peoples date back to Antiquity, and the
information used by classical writers was derived from Germanic (presum-
ably ultimately Scandinavian) informants, not directly from the Finnic
peoples themselves. The written evidence, even when it purports to be
historical, is to a large degree literary in nature (this is true even of writers
like Tacitus); the intention here is thus to demonstrate the perception of Sami
and Finns in the minds of the Norsemen, rather than any precise historical
reality. The close awareness of their neighbours’ magical practices again
demonstrates the possibility of Norsemen having borrowed such practices,
or of accommodating them within their own traditions (accepting Finnar
to practise magic among them, for example).

Historical contacts
between Scandinavians and their neighbours

THE NORSEMEN

Speakers of an Indo-European dialect which would have developed into
proto-Germanic and then Norse are widely believed to have arrived in
Scandinavia in the form of the Corded Ware culture at around 2300 BcC
(Carpelan and Parpola 2001: 65; Mallory 1991: 264).> The NordicBronze Age
culture (c. 1700-500 BC) of southern Scandinavia was a direct development
of the Corded Ware culture (Stenberger 1984: ch. 9; Carpelan and Parpola
2001: 90); it exerted strong periodicinfluence on coastal Finland. Atthe end

' “Finnic” refers to Finnish and other closely related languages (Estonian, Livonian, Vote,
Ludian, Karelian, Vepsian), to which Sdmi is somewhat more distantly related; the other
Finno-Ugric branches are further removed: Mordvin, Mari, Permian (Komi and Udmurt),
Khanty, Mansi, and the various Samoyed languages. Finnic is now no longer contiguous
with the other languages: languages such as Merya and Muromian, which would have acted
as a bridge to the others, disappeared in the Middle Ages.

* See also Helle (2003: 52-3). The Cambridge History of Scandinavia I: Prehistory to 1520 (i.e.
Helle 2003), which also covers Finland, is the most recent survey in English of the prehistory
of the area under consideration here, but is frankly disappointing, as it often lacks both
detail and clarity, so I have made use also of earlier works, mainly not in English.



32 Clive Tolley FFC 296

of the Bronze Age, ¢. 500 1¢, the long—standing prestige economy suffered a
greatset-back, butanew agrarian society emerged in the next few centuries
as theTron Age developed (J. Jensen 1982: 193). There is no sign of anything
but a continuity of population in this period, and there are marked signs
of cultural continuity from the late Bronze Age in northern Germany and
southern Scandinavia in cultures such as the Jastorf (Schutz 1983: 309)- The
risc of proto-Germanicethnic groupsis often placed in the earlier Iron Age,
from c. so0c (ibid. 310): itis, however, really impossible to say how people
inthenorthern Germanand southern Scandinavian areas viewed themselves
ethnically at any particular prehistoric period, and clearly earlier forms of
Germanic dialects had been spoken here for many centuries throughout
the Bronze Age, which in the earlier periods would not have been clearly
distinguished from other Indo-European dialects such as the ancestors of
the Baltic languages (indeed, many such dialects must have disappeared
without trace). Schutz (ibid. ch. 6) discusses the “northern genesis” of the
Germanic peoples, and the ideas implied in such an investigation, in more
detail, but it is of little relevance in the present context.

THE FINNS

The succession of archaeologically determined cultures in prehistoric
Finland is complex, and the complexity is amplified when surrounding
areas, and relationships between them, are taken into account.? A cultural
continuity may be traced in Finland at least back to the Comb Ceramic II
period (c.3300-2800 BC), if not further, and overall it is this culture that
is judged most likely, balancing archaeological and linguistic criteria, to
have brought to Finland the late proto-Uralic language (i.e. the ancestor of
the Finnic languages), though it may have absorbed speakers of distantly
related languages in the regions it spread to. The Comb Ceramic Il culture
spread across Finland and Russian Karelia up to the Arctic Circle, as well
as Estonia, Latvia and the south-eastern shores of the Gulf of Finland; it
originated in the Lyalovo Ware culture of the upper Volga. (Carpelan and
Parpola 2001: 79-82)

The Corded Ware culture (c.2500-2000 Bc) most probably represents
a settlement of new migrants from the south, who are assumed to have
been Indo-European (Moora 1956: 85-90). It is likely that the Corded Ware
culture brought some form of agriculture (the culture is characteristically
agricultural further south), but the earliest firm evidence of agriculture
from Finland so far is from c.2000 B¢ (Nunez 1999; Vuorela 1999). The
Corded Ware culture merged with the Comb Ceramic II culture, with

3 For a useful and quite detailed summary of (fairly) recent discussion of both archaeologi-
cal and linguistic evidence for the prehistory of the Finns and their contacts with Indo-Euro-
peans, Balts, Germanic peoples and others, see Hiikkinen (1996), as well as the somewhat
more academic Fogelberg (1999); Carpelan, Parpola and Koskikallio (2001) is a valuable
discussion, in English, of the origins and interactions of prehistoric Indo-European and
Uralic peoples. For a discussion of the archaeology of north-east Europe as it relates to
Finno-Ugric prehistory, see Carpelan and Parpola (2001). Calibrated dates for the ancient
cultures are a few centuries older than the dates given here.
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features from the latter predominating in the subsequent Kiukainen cul-
ture of south-west Finland (Helle 2003: 56). The Kiukainen culture also
received influences from southern Scandinavia and Estonia (Carpelan and
Parpola 2001: 89); Kiukainen finds have also been made in Scandinavia,
in Hedningahillen in Halsingland and in Gotland, indicating some settle-
ment (Huurre 1979: 85-9o).

By the Bronze Age (c. 1500 Bc) the population of Finland was divided
into hunters in the interior and agriculturalists on the coast; both received
bronze simultaneously, the inlanders from the east and the coastal dwellers
from the west. Overwhelming evidence of contact with cultures to the east
and west is found at this time (Huurre 1979: 107-8); there were probably a
number of Scandinavians living among the Finnish population, at least as
traders (ibid. 95-109). Their aim would have been to procure goods such
as furs which they could trade on to obtain metal from central Europe for
the Scandinavian bronze industry (Carpelan and Parpola 2001: 9o-1).

Iron was first imported to Finland ¢. 500 Bc; by the end of the first century
BC it was being produced locally. The Scandinavian contact continued, but
there was also increasing influence from the southern Baltic region and the
Vistula; in the later Roman period Gotland became a significant centre of
trade (Huurre 1979: 190-1). Finds from the whole Iron Age in Finland show
strong Germanic influence, though it is thought more likely this was the
result of local chieftains benefiting from trade with Scandinavia and acting
as middle-men to the dwellers inland (Helle 2003: 78). In the early Roman
period jewellery often followed a general Germanic pattern, and Scandina-
vian influence increases in the Migration Age. Weapons are almost without
exception of (originally continental) Germanic type. By the Merovingian
period, however, there were probably master smiths dwelling in Finland,
and weapons of a specifically Finnish type are found (notably the barbed
angon spears) (Huurre 1979: 178-82; Kivikoski 1967: 103).

Trade clearly took place towards the east as well; from ¢. 500 to 700 there
was a flourishing district near the Kama, which possessed for example
Persian and Byzantine silver bowls; traders from this region brought the
so-called Permian belts with them to Finland (Kivikoski 1967: 104).

The early Merovingian period (c. Ap 600-800) was one of intense Ger-
manic influence (though whether as a result of settlement or merely strong
trends of fashion is undecided: Lehtosalo-Hilander 1984: 28g-94). Thus the
oldest ship graves date from this time: burial, use of boats in graves and
rich grave ornament are characteristics of the Vendel culture in Sweden.

The Swedish town of Birka was a trade centre from c. 800 to 875, and
goods from as far afield as China have been found there, as well as many
Arab coins: the town's existence seems to have been dependent on the
trade route to the eastern realm of the Bulgars on the Volga, and when
this route was closed Birka perished (Ellis-Davidson 1976: 69). Western
Finnish pottery has been found at Birka, indicating the presence of Finns
there (Kivikoski 1967: 112). Birka's successor Sigtuna did not become a
prominent centre of trade with Finland.

The trade route the Vikings followed took them along the Gulf of
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Finland; many coins have been found indicating a Viking presence on the
south coast, and fewer on the north. The sporadic finds from the Finnish
coast indicate that the Finns came down from inland districts to trade with
the Vikings, but had no permanent settlement on the coast (Kivikoski 1967:
110). No finds of Finnish materials have been made along the Swedish
trade route through Russia, which suggests that Finns were not included
among the Rus (Kivikoski 1967: 114).

In west Finland interment became predominant ¢. 1000; in Varsinais-
Suomi, Satakunta and Hame the depositing of grave goods ceased by
¢.1150; in Savo and Karelia it continued after 1200 (Huurre 1979: 133).
It is likely that Christianity was general in western Finland by 1200, but
in Karelia pagan burials continued into the fourteenth century (Huurre

1979: 224).

THE SAMI

The Sami are archaeologically elusive. We know from historical recordsand
placenames thatthey dweltthroughout the interior of Finland up toabout the
fifteenth century, since when they have been retreating northwards (Vahtola
1999). How long they have dwelt down through the centre of Scandinavia
is more contentious, but it is at least since the earlier first millennium ap
(Sammallahti 1999: 88-9), and probably considerably longer.*

As the Sami have lived since prehistoric times well down into Scandina-
via, contact with Scandinavians is almost certain to have taken place from
an early date, and evidence of Norse and Sdmi contact from the later period
is clear. Helle (2003: 80) points out how graves from between Norrland
and Virmland of the early centuries Ap show both Sami and Scandinavian
features, indicating an adoption of Germanic culture or even ethnic affinity.
Simonsen (1967: 71-2) sees the Varanger period (ninth-century) hoards
from Norway as evidence of the Sdmi tax known from historical sources.
He also mentions a find from North Troms containing many Sami objects
(such as bone arrowheads) but also Norse furniture, which he interprets
as a Norwegian settlement which had adopted a Sami life-style.

1 They can be traced with certainty to the Iron Age; the settlement at Juikentta (Sodankyld),
for example, was in continuous use from the first centuries ap to the seventeenth century.
Moreover, since Sardisniemi Il pottery (¢. 1500-0 Bc) was found there this is presumably to
be seen as Sdmi, which furnishes a link back to the Bronze Age Asbestos Ceramic culture.
Whilst this had strong links with the east, continuity with the preceding indigenous cultures
is also clear: for example the site at Nimisjirvi (Sdrdisniemi) was in continuous use from
the Suomusjérvi period to the Roman. Sérdisniemi I pottery in fact scems to be the result
of the conflation of the earlier Textile and Asbestos Ceramic traditions, and its distribution
corresponds fairly closely to that of the Sdmi in historical times (Helle 2003: 59; Carpelan
and Parpola 2001: 89). Huurre (1979: 151—4) notes that two cultures were to be found in
northern Fenno-Scandinavia in the Stone Age: the Schist-quartzite, perhaps derived from
the ancient Komsa culture, and the Comb Ceramic (from which the Asbestos Ceramic
culture derived), and he considers it archaeologically possible that the Sdmi stem from a
mingling of these two cultures. Halinen (1999) argues that the Sami derive from the first,
mesolithic inhabitants of the region, and that there has been cultural continuity ever since,
even if, arguably, influxes of new populaces may have taken place (in particular the Comb
Ceramic culture).
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On the topic of the central Scandinavian graves on inland lake sites from
the Viking and earlier periods, Price (2002: 236-8), following Zachrisson
(1997), emphasises that apparent distinctions between graves of hunters
(interpreted as Sami) and agriculturalists (interpreted as Norse) may be
deceptive, reflecting lifestyle rather than ethnicity. He nonetheless dis-
tinguishes certain features which are likely to mark out certain graves as
Sami, such as the stone-set mounds from the Iron Age or Roman periods
covered in reindeer antler, or the later graves with skin scrapers of Sami
form, since these features are not met with in agrarian settings and can be
paralleled from known Sami sites. The overall impression is of an extended
interaction between the Scandinavian and Sami cultures through much of
central and northern Scandinavia. Zachrisson, on the basis of the archaeo-
logical discoveries, and taking the caveats into consideration, has mapped
adistribution for the Sdmi in the Viking period which comes considerably
further south and into more lowland areas of central Scandinavia than
the modern distribution, extending down as far as Uppland in Sweden,
including coastal regions, almost to the coast at Oslo, and covering almost
the entire mountainous region of Norway. A great deal of this area was also
inhabited by Norsemen, so social intercourse was inevitable.

Scandinavian finds have also been made in Lapland, for example a
scramasax, axe and spearhead in a sixth-century grave at Kalkoniemi
(Kemijarvi), axes (Kemijirvi, Sodankyld), a scramasax (Inari). Brooches of
the ninth century and other jewellery have been found at Kajaani, Kuhmo,
Suomussalmi and Kuusamo: these are Norwegian in origin, and may have
arrived on a trade route via the White Sea; there are in fact few non-Nor-
wegian Scandinavian finds here. After 1100 finds often contain Norwegian
coins, which indicates well-organised trade or tax. Also, many Finno-Ugric
finds have been made in the northern fiefs of Norway as far south as Trond-
heim from the tenth century; these may have come from Finns on northern
journeys. Sami sacrificial finds of the eleventh century include Karelian
items (Kivikoski 1961: ch. 8), which may confirm the picture of various
sorts of Finns trading in Lapland found in Egils saga, though the level of
organisation implied in the saga is probably a later invention (the saga is
of thirteenth-century composition).

Especially in the twelfth to thirteenth centuries there were strong con-
tacts between the S&mi areas of northern Sweden and Norway and north-
ern Russia (hence with Finno-Ugric peoples who were already becoming
slavicised), attested for example by many items of jewellery and pendants.
The trade appears to have been conducted along rivers; thereisno evidence
that a northern sea route was of importance (Makarov 1992).

THE VIKINGS IN RUSSIA

The establishment of the medieval realm of Rus (MAp 3), between the Baltic
and the Black Sea, was a long and complex process involving many ethnic
and other groups, but one of the catalysts was the exploitation of this area
by the Rus, Viking traders (and sometimes warriors) originating from
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the Milar valley in central Sweden (called Ruotsi in Finnish) and Aland
(which itself was thoroughly settled by Swedes by the seventh century,
and imported pottery, and probably wives, from Finland); a fairly detailed
(and very readable) analytical account of the history of Russia up to 1200is
given by Franklin and Shepard (1996).% The Scandinavian finds of c. Ap 500
from the island of Tytdrsaari and from Riekkala near Sortavala show that
Norsemen were using the Gulf of Finland from an early date, presumably
seeking a trade route to the south (Kivikoski 1967: 89-90); indeed, Jordanes
indicated that the Swedes traded in furs, indirectly, with the Byzantines.

Conditions advantageous for trade developed in the eighth century. The
Khazars, a Turkic people originally practising shamanism (but later largely
converted to Judaism), had established a realm to the north-west of the
Caspian, and extended their control along the Black Sea steppe and areas
to the north thereof. Khazar traders were frequenting the port of Darband
on the north-west coast of the Caspian by the 730s, and this became a
major trade channel with the Arab world, along which the Khazars traded
furs from the north. The Abbasids moved their capital to Baghdad in 762
and established a protected market for traders, and issued many silver
dirhams. Dirhams were finding their way to Scandinavia by 8oo, by which
time a settled peace existed between the Khazars and the Arab world to
the south.

The first major Rus incursion into the developing eastern trade network
took place to the south of Lake Ladoga. The Finnic population here can be
traced to about ap 600 (ibid. 111), but the Viking settlement of Aldeigjuborg
(Staraya Ladoga) was founded in the mid-eighth century (the earliest find
is a seventh-century brooch found in the oldest, mid-eighth-century layer),
and came to act as a staging post on the trade route to the south, whilst
acting as a hub of trade in many directions, in particular channelling furs
from the far north through Ladoga, the Svir, Onega and the Dvina; amber
has also been found. The earlier strata of the town do not contain Finnic
materials, but Balts were present alongside the Scandinavians from the
start. Dirhams are found from the very inception of the town. (Franklin
and Shepard 1996: 12-21)

Further settlements were established by the Rus further into Russia.
Whilst the ITosrcmb spemenviioixs Atomo is scarcely a reliable source for
this early period, it appears to preserve some elements of truth in its
account of how a series of towns existed among the various peoples of
the region — Novgorod among the Slovenes, Polotsk among the Krivichi,
Rostov among the Meryas, Beloozero among the Veps, Murom among the
Muromians — but that Ryurik (Norse Hreerekr) ruled over them all (ibid.
38). Archaeology confirms that in the early period (mainly ninth century)
there was an armed Scandinavian elite in the Rus towns, and that Norse-
men gravitated to towns, whether or not they had actually founded them.
Ahmad ibn Rustah, writing between 9o3 and 913 butrelying on somewhat

5 This is supplemented by the less satisfactory (and badly edited) Duczko (2004), which
focuses more on the Rus as Scandinavians.
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earlier sources, describe the Rus as living on anisland (Holmgardr, “Island
town”, i.e. Gorodishche, the forerunner of Novgorod), and that the ruler
there is the khagan of the Rus; in 838-9 the Rus sent an envoy, most likely
from Holmgardr, to Constantinople and then to Frankia (reported in the
Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 839). (Franklin and Shepard 1996: 39—41)

The next earliest Scandinavian presence after Aldeigjuborg is found in
the territory of the Finno-Ugric Meryas (now extinct), in the settlement
at the Sarskii fort near Lake Nero (the forerunner of the nearby medieval
city of Rostov), which existed from the sixth century and was populated
at first by members of the local tribe, but where from around 8oo there is
a strong Scandinavian presence; this was a centre for the trade of dirhams
up to the north, and the Scandinavians appear to have been tempted away
from Aldeigjuborg to secure an advantage in this fur and silver trade (ibid.
22). The Sarskii fort appears to have been on one of two major north-south
trade routes, that which passed from the Caucasus north-west across the
steppe up to the valleys of the Don or Donets, or other rivers, towards the
middle Dnepr and then on further north; the other major route followed
the Volga further to the east (ibid. 27).

The Rus were a transient minority in the Finno-Ugric areas of Murom
and the Sarskii fort, but for a time were the majority at Timerévo and other
settlements in the Yaroslavl area. Izborsk, where a Scandinavian minority
presence is found from the ninth century, already exijsted in the eighth
century with a mainly Finnic populace, with some Slavs and Balts; the Balts
occupied large areas of the taiga in north-western Russia, but the Slavs
arrived at Izborsk and around Lake Ilmen from the south only in the eighth
century. Both Aldeigjuborg and Hélmgardr were in areas predominantly
occupied by Finnic peoples, and Beloozero was in the Finnic Veps territory,
with a smallish Scandinavian presence. Both Izborsk and Beloozero were
on major trade routes, which the Rus sought to exploit (ibid. 46-9). To the
south and south-east of Ladoga, and to a lesser extent to the south-west
of Beloozero, there is a widespread distribution of Scandinavian finds
across the countryside, but in the other areas, the finds are confined to
the towns and the trade routes along the rivers (ibid. 49; Stalsberg 1982:
283). There is generally a strong intermingling of native items with the
Scandinavian, though the Ladoga region appears to have been more con-
centratedly Scandinavian. The Scandinavian graves are richer than the
Finnic or Slavic ones, and often contain items like scales, indicating the
Scandinavians were tradesmen; it does not appear that in general they
took up farming (Stalsberg 1982: 280-2). There was continuing contact with
Sweden throughout the Viking period (ibid. 271, 284).

The Rus were somewhat hemmed in to the south and east, yet they
eventually exploited both routes. On the middle Volga anewly independ-
ent realm of the Turkic nomadic Bulgars, who had been living in the region
since at least the eighth century under the suzerainty of the Khazars, was
established shortly before Ahmad ibn Fadlan’s mission there in 922. This
posed both an opportunity and a threat to the Rus; on the one hand, they
were able to expand their trading activities to the new centre near Kazan,
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which attracted fur traders from the reaches of the Kama valley and beyond
to the north, and channelled silver from the south, but the Bulgar realm
prevented the Rus using the lower reaches of the Volga on any regular
basis, forcing them to confine their trade to that with the Bulgars (and to
pay the appropriate taxes) (Franklin and Shepard 1996: 61-5)- Towards
the south was the powerful realm of the Turkic Khazars, with whom the
Rus at times attempted to deal (ibid. 69), and the steppe, over which swept
various marauding bands of nomads: in the ninth century the main fero-
cious force on the Black Sea steppe was the Hungarians, who for example
appear to have been responsible for the destruction of the Bulgar fort of
Tsimlyanskoye on the Don in the mid-ninth century. The Hungarians in
time moved further west, into Europe, leaving the steppe open for a yet
more ferocious Turkic tribe, the Pechenegs, who occupied the Black Sea
steppe from around the 89os and were a menace to all whom they encoun-
tered (ibid. 84—5). Despite the difficulties, around 900 the Rus established a
centre at Kiev, previously a Khazar tax-collection point and site of a ferry
over the Dnepr for those passing east-west; in goy and 911 they established
trading rights with Byzantium. All the Rus names at this point are Norse,
and elements of material culture linked several of the Rus settlements with
Birka: it was to be some time before the Scandinavian culture of the Rus
was absorbed in that of the local populaces (ibid. 105).

The opportunities for dissemination of ideas between different peo-
ples is illustrated by the ninth-century Mayatskoye forts on the middle
Don; there were already some Slavs living this far east, but the forts were
occupied chiefly by Alans, whose realm lay to the south-east towards
the Caucasus, and Bulgars; in the settlements around the forts lived the
indigenous local population, as well as a few Finno-Ugric peoples, [ranian
Alans, Turkic Bulgars and Slavs each with their own distinctive dwellings
randomly assembled within single settlements (ibid. 80).

The Viking Rus travelled to distant locations well beyond Russia.
Between 864 and 884 they attacked Abaskun, an important emporium on
the south-east coast of the Caspian whence merchants would venture onto
the Volga trade route. In 912 a Viking force penetrated as far as Ardabil in
Azerbaijan, this being one of three recorded raids within the area between
910 and 912, where no further raids seem to have taken place for a number
of years. In 944, however, they sacked Barda‘a in Armenia, apparently
under the leadership of one Helgi (H-L-G-W), taking the women and
children slaves (ibid. 117, 147). In 968 the major trading centre and capi-
tal Itil itself, along with other major Khazar forts, was overrun, marking
the demise of the Khazar realm (ibid. 143; Ellis-Davidson 1976: 111-12),
though the Rus rulers were by this stage heavily slavicised — the degree
to which the Rus regarded themselves as Scandinavian is debatable and
naturally diminished over time, yet Vladimir, who spent time in exile in
Sweden, still relied on a gang of Swedish Varangians to usurp the throne
in Kiev around 980 (though his subsequent treacherous betrayal of them
perhaps indicates the weakness of any loyalty felt towards the original
Rus homeland).
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During the ninth and tenth centuries Scandinavians were, then, in
direct contact with many eastern European peoples, including several
Finno-Ugric tribes (even the Hungarians), as well as Balts, Slavs and Tur-
kic-speaking peoples; incidental contacts via the markets of Bulgar, Itil
and the southern Caspian would have taken place with many peoples
living further to the east (Foote and Wilson 1973: 220-9). Much of the trade
was essentially oriented on an north-south axis, but the routes included
east-west sections: thus by c.1000 a route was established from Permia
along the Volga to Lake Onega, up to the White Sea, across the rivers to
the Gulf of Bothnia, and into northern Scandinavia (Stalsberg 1982: 285),
passing through far northern latitudes where shamanism was often a cen-
tral practice in the life of the inhabitants. As the tenth century draws on, it
becomes increasingly less appropriate to view the Rus as fundamentally
Scandinavian traders; the silver trade, which enticed the Scandinavians
into Russia in the first place, diminished, and actual Viking finds along the
Volga, for example, disappear by the late tenth century, probably reflecting
a lessening of trade as a result of the closure of the Central Asian silver
mines (ibid.). The slavicised descendants of the Viking Rus by now were
concentrating not on trade directed back to Scandinavia, but on the estab-
lishment and strengthening of their realm of Russia.

CONCLUSION

The Norse culture of Scandinavia was well established, and almost cer-
tainly the result of a long and essentially unbroken development going
back to the Bronze Age and before. For much of this time, the Germanic
speakers were in contact with both Finns and Sami. During the Meroving-
ian and Viking periods Norsemen began to explore further afield, deep
into what is now Russia and beyond. Many of the peoples they came into
contact with were practisers of shamanism, and it is clear that lively trade
routes brought many different peoples into contact in the east of Europe
during the Viking period, rendering the borrowing of motifs of a mythic
or religious type, even from remote peoples, a distinct possibility.

The Finnar and other Finno-Ugric peoples

Literary mentions of Finno-Ugric, primarily Sami, peoples go back some
two millennia in Western European sources;® I present a survey of these
writings up to about the thirteenth century, first dealing with those in Latin
and Greek up to Adam of Bremen, then those in Old English, then those in
Old Norse.” First, however, a point of nomenclature needs clarifying.

¢ T do not deal with Arabic or Russian sources.

7 The survey by Milan (2001) continues on into later centuries; his point is to demonstrate
that the Fenni of Tacitus are indeed Sami, not Finns (a matter which could be described as
already well settled, despite occasional doubters), which he does by a thematic analysis of
Tacitus’s account. A fairly wide-ranging survey of Finns (in a wide sense) as they appear
in Old Norse sources is also presented by M.-L. Holmberg (1976). The most thorough
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i
FINNS” WHO WERE NOT FINNS

The Fenni/Finni/divvol (Latin and Greek), Finnas/Finne (Old English) or
Finnar (Old Norse) were most likely the ancestors of the Sami,* not of Finns
in the modern sense; the application of the term “F inns” to the Suomalaiset
is in fact fairly late: the term Fenni or Finni in Latin is not used clearly tO
refer to Finns until the bull of Pope Alexander III Gravis admodum of 1171/2
for example (Milan 2001: 84).9

Apart from the tribal name, Finn(r) was also a personal name in oid
English and Norse. Both may originate in a proto-Germanic *innaz, “wan-
derer” or “hunter”, which later appropriated the proper senses of the tribal
and personal names (Svennung 1974: 139), though this etymology is far
from settled (another interpretation is that it means “finder” in the sensé
“guide”: Valtonen 2008: 382, who also cites a range of other suggestions)-

As a tribal name, Finnar was used in Old Norse to refer to Sami (who aré
called Lappir in West Norse only in Fundiny Noregr within Orkneyinga sagh
(p-4); in Vatnsdeela saga ch. 12 the term semsveinar occu rs, “Samilads”), and
there is no reason for assuming the word had changed its essential signifi-
cance since Tacitus’s day, who is the earliest writer to use the term (Fenni)-
Until recently Sami have continued to be called Finnar in Norway (note
the name Finnmark for their region), whereas Finns who immigrated were
called Kvaener (Svennung 1974: 135), a word used already in Old Norse (a$
Kvenir) to refer to a particular group of Finns. In Egils saga other tribes aré
referred to as Kirjilar (Karelians) and Kylfingar, suggesting that even in
the thirteenth century there was no overall term for “Finns” in our sense
—which is unsurprising, given the lack of any political or close geographi-
cal or cultural unity between the various groups from which modern Finns
are descended. The nearest we may get to this is possibly the term Finnlend-
ingar, “Finnlanders”, used by the eleventh-century poet Sighvatr (cited

discussion of the North (not just Finno-Ugric peoples) in classical and Old English sources
is Valtonen (2008), who also contextualises the sources in a way that is beyond the scope of
the present chapter. Griinthal (1997), in his discussion of Finnic ethnonyms, also mentions
many of the oldest sources in which the cthnic names occur; the etymologies of the various
cthnonyms is complex and contentious, and are mentioned in the present discussion at most
in passing - full analyscs are offered by Griinthal.

8 This bald statement of course needs qualifying, though in essence it is probably correct:
Fenni was clearly the name for a group of people given by proto-Norse speakers, not a
self-designation, and hence the people concerned may not have conceived of themselves
as one race at all; similarly, the Scandinavians who used the term *Feiniiz probably did not
have a clear idea of exactly who constituted the group so named, or how widespread they
were. Similar reservations should be applied, mutatis mutandis, to the most of the peoples
considered in the chapter.

9 The carliest papal bull to use Finlandensis and Finlandia with clear reference to Finland,
according to de Anna (1992: 11), dates from 1229, however,

* The Finnish for “Karelia” is Karjala, from which Kirjilar must by some (unclear) means
be derived (Griinthal 1997: 85-6). Kylfingr could derive from kolfr, “club”, which could be
a translation of Finnish kainu(t) (Vilkuna 1957: 130) or Vote vatja (Briem 1929-30); at least
the link with kolfr is accepted by Griinthal (1997: 135-6), who points out, however, that it
is uncertain that the Kylfingar were Finnic; a Turkic origin for the name has even been
suggested. The Kylfingar appear in carly Russian sources as forming a group in the time
of Yaroslav of Kiev (t+1054) under the name Kua6sru (Griinthal ibid.; Briem ibid.)
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below) in reference to those living in Finnland, which appears to denote the
south-west coastal region of Finland, where Finns did indeed dwell. How-
ever, the name Finnland, which on an eleventh-century rune stone at least
appears to refer to Varsinais-Suomi (whereas the mention of Tafstaland, i.e.
Héame, on another stone, indicates these two regions were distinguished),”
was presumably originally given in reference to the vast stretch of land
whose most notable inhabitants were the Finnar, or Sami, which included
effectively all of present-day Finland. Svennung (1974: 133-5) suggests
that the Swedes originally referred to both populations, Finns and Sami, as
*Fennoz, and later formed the compound word *Skridifinnoz, “skiing Sami”,
to distinguish the Sami; the sources which mention Skrithifinni, however,
still use Finni to refer to Sami, so Finnar cannot have been confined to
Finns even in East Norse. We do, nonetheless, find some indications that
Skridifinnar was a Swedish term, whereas the Norwegians stuck with the
simple Finnar: for example, in the late-ninth-century Old English Orosius, a
general section on the geography of the North, based on the Latin original,
mentions the Scridefinne as living to the north-west of the Swedes ~ we
may assume an original Swedish source for this information, which comes
among a list of peoples surrounding the Swedes — whereas in the section
derived from Ohthere, the Norwegian voyager, we find mention only of
Finnas (note also the difference in declension) for the same people.

FINNS WHO WERE NOT “FINNS”

As noted above, a term used in Norway for Finnish settlers was Kveerner.
This is an ancient term, first recorded in the account of the Norwegian
merchant Ohthere given to King Alfred in the late ninth century; the name
is there anglicised to Cpenas. The Cwenas are said to harry the northern
Norwegians over the mountains periodically, which indicates they origi-
nated from an area to the east of the mountains, above the north of the
Gulf of Bothnia. The term certainly only ever applied to a particular group
of Finns, and does not indicate what Finns from further south in Finland
were known as. The Kve(i)nir are mentioned frequently in Old Norse; one
of the earliest references is in the twelfth-century Historia Norwegie 1.7,
where the Kweni are mentioned, juxtaposed with Kyriali, Cornuti Finni and
Biarmones (Karelians, horned Sami (whatever that may mean) and Bjarmi-
ans) in a brief and vague geographical reference. The form «Kweni» may
represent a form changed by folk etymology to resemble kveern, “woman”

" The rune stone (U 582) of ¢. 1030 from S(iderby -Karl, Uppland, no longer extant, read:
biarn auk ikulfrip raistu stain aftr utrik sun sain han uar tribin 3 Finlanti, “Bjorn and
[gulfridr raised the stone after Otryggr their son; he was slain in Finnland”. Another stone
(Gs 13), from Givle, Gistrikland, probably eleventh century, reads in part: brusi lit rita
s[tain pina albtir ahil brur sin in han uarp taupr a Tafstalanti, “Brusi had the stone
inscribed for Egill his brother; he was killed in Hiame” (Tavastland is still the Swedish for
Héame). See Upplands runinskrifter and Gistriklands runinskrifter for details; also the pre-
sentations in Samnordisk runtextdatabas, available at http://www.nordiska.uu.se/forskn/
samnord.htm. Pictures of the stones are redrawn here as ¥16s. 10 and 11.
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(AeW, s.v. “Kveenar”; on the names, see also comm. ad loc. in Historia Nor-
wegie); the same may be true of the Old English form (cf. cpen, “woman”).
Some sources confirm the whereabouts of Kvenland already suggested by
Ohthere: Orkneyinga saga ch. 1 says:

Fornjotr ... réd fyrir pvi landi, er kallat er Finnland ok Kvenland; pat liggr
fyrir austan hafs botn pann, er gengr til méts vio Gandvik; pat kollu vér
Helsingjabotn.

Fornjotr ruled that land that is called Finnland and Kvenland; it lies to the
east of the end of the gulf which lies in the direction of the White Sea; we

call it Helsingjabotn.

Egils saga ch. 14 reads:

En austr fr4 Naumadal er Jamtaland ok Helsingjaland ok Kvenland,
Finnland, Kirjélaland; en Finnmork liggr fyrir ofan pessi ¢ll Iond.

And east from Naumadal is Jamtaland and then Helsingjaland, then Kven-
land, then Finnland then Karelia; Finnmark lies above [i.e. north of] all

these lands.

Landafreedi (Alfraedi islenzk p. 12) reads:

Naest Danmerk er Svipjod en [minn], pa er Eyland, pa er Gotland, pé
Helsing[aland], p4 Vermaland, pa K[v]enlond II, ok eru pau [no]rdr fra
Bjarmalandi.

Next to Denmark is Sweden the Less, then Eyland ((jland), then Gotland,
then Helsingjaland, then Vermaland, then two Kvenlands, and they are

north from Bjarmaland.

The reason that two Kvenlands are mentioned is that the region as a whole
was divided by the top of the Gulf of Bothnia (thus, someone setting sail
over the Gulf would leave one Kvenland and arrive in the other). The
implication is that there were Finns (as we would call them) living in the
northern reaches of Finland and Sweden at this time. Julku (1986: 182) in
fact concludes, on the basis of evidence including place names and ancient
boundary traditions: “Ancient Kainuu occupied the coastal strip around
the head of the Gulf of Bothnia from the Forest of Kdme or Kyr6 as far as
the broad limit represented by the Skellefte River.” The modern boundary
between Sweden and Finland, along the Tornea valley, goes back only
to the fourteenth century, and was the result of Swedish settlement of
Umeé and Bygde beginning in the late thirteenth century, followed by
various mass settlements organised in the early fourteenth century in a
bid to extend Swedish control, which petered out around the Torne river,
where an already thriving Finnish settlement was encountered (itself, it
seems, the result of a similar migration from Finnish areas). However,
there is evidence, identified at the time Julku was writing as reaching
back to the eleventh century, of an earlier and sparser population, which
may be identified with the Kvenir (ibid. 184). The evidence is rather more
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ambiguous than Julku indicates, however. The populations of Vasterbotten
and Norrbotten appear to have been multicultural from the Iron Age up
to the Middle Ages, with links both towards Sweden and Finland, and
methods of subsistence were seasonal and varied, including agriculture,
animal husbandry, hunting, fishing and fur-collecting; the coastal fur-trad-
ing settlements of Finnish Ostrobothnia may have been Norse-speaking
(Valtonen 2008: 393-6). Exactly how to relate the Kvenir to this cultural
milieu is a matter of debate.

The region of Kvenland in Finnish was called Kainuu (to use the modern
Finnish form) - the name of a district of Finland to this day, which, how-
ever, no longer includes the westerly reaches of ancient Kvenland west
of the Torne&. It seems likely that Kvenir is derived from Kainuu (or its
antecedent), but not according to any recognised sound laws: the Norse
evidently adapted the Finnish form to something more linguistically
acceptable to them.”

Latin and Greek sources

Tacitus is the earliest extant source to mention any Finno-Ugric peoples.
However, there is some evidence that further references have been lost,
either through disappearance of sources, or through textual corruption:

a. Tacitus mentions a tribe Oxionas (acc. pl.) beyond the Fenni. The declen-
sion is Greek, and implies a Greek source for the information. Pytheas,
who travelled as far as the Arcticin the fourth century sc, is the only Greek
writer in the least likely to have referred to such a remote people. His writ-
ings, now all but completely lost, were regarded in the ancient world as
«fabulosa» (Tacitus’s description of the Oxiones), though modern research
has largely vindicated what we have left of them (Pekkanen 1984: 231; see
Cunliffe 2001 for a fuller discussion of Pytheas).

* The etymology of the name Kainuu is far from certain, Lonnrot (1958, s.v. “kainu 2”
derived it from kainy, meaning “low-lying land”; however, Vilkuna (1957: 111-12) objects
that Lénnrot may have deduced this meaning himself from the landscape of Kainuu,
especially as there is scant evidence of this meaning from elsewhere. The derivation from
a supposed proto-Scandinavian form *lwainoo, “low-lying land”, supported by Julku
(1986: 182), is both inaccurate and impossible (as he admits had already been pointed out).
Vilkuna (1957: 109) argues that the long uu of Kainuu indicates an earlier form Kainut; in
certain dialects this is still in use as a name for a club-like part of a sled. He proposes that
the people named themselves after a club, a symbol of authority (cf. English club in both
its meanings) (ibid. 112~16; see nn. 8oc, 98, 176). Vilkuna (ibid. 136) attempts to explain
the Old Norse form Kveinir as a regular phonetic representation of Finnish Kain-; he cites
instances from place names where Old Swedish -vei- corresponds to Finnish -oi- however,
no instances of -vei- representing ai are cited, nor is it clear that Kveinir is necessarily a more
genuine representation of the Old Norse form of the word than Kvenir. The Old English
form Cpenas probably represents Old Norse Kven-; if the Old English form had a long ¢, it
could possibly represent Old Norse Koein- (the diphthong e not existing in Old English),
though the expected representation of the latter form would be *Cpanas: cf. Old Norse
Iireinn, “reindeer”, rendered in Ohthere's account (and nowhere else in Old English) as hran.
For further discussion of the etymology of Kainuu/Kven see Valtonen (2008: 390-3).
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b. Pliny the Elder (before ap 79) in his Natural History 1v.13.96 gives some
information on the immense island of Scatinavia, then mentions Aeningia,
apparently regarding it as another huge island, before passing on to the
Vistula: Aeningia was thus, it seems, situated approximately between
Scandinavia and the Vistula. The name (manuscripts also Aepigia, Aepingiq,
Epigin) may be a corruption of *Feningia, i.e. the land of the Fenni: in most of
Finland at this time, apart from a few narrow bands on the south-westand
west littoral (where Finns dwelt), lived the Sami (i.e. the Fenni) (Svennung
1974: 67)." No precise interpretation of *Feningia has been agreed upon,
however; Svennung (ibid. 144) suggests it could be either a diminutive
formation or a place name in “-ing-ja. There is, over all, insufficient informa.
tion to link it with Finland, and it could well have referred to some other
island in the neighbourhood of Scandinavia,

TACITUS

Thefirstof twosurviving references to Finnicpeoplesoccurringinsourcesof
the classical period, both of which purport to be accurate historical records,
is in Tacitus’s Germania (ap 98). As a conclusion to his work, he portrays
in ch. 46 a race of “noble savages”, no doubt arousing a mixed feeling of
disgust and envy in his urbane audience: these people are the Fenni:

Fennis mira feritas, foeda paupertas: non arma, non equi, non penates;
victui herba, vestitui pelles, cubili humus; solae in sagittis spes, quasinopia
ferri ossibus asperant. idemque venatus viros pariter ac feminas alit; passim
enim comitantur partemque praedae petunt. nec aliud infantibus ferarum
imbriumque suffugium quam ut in aliquo ramorum nexu contegantur; huc
redeunt fuvenes, hoc senum receptaculum, sed beatius arbitrantur quam
ingemere agris, inlaborare domibus, suas alienasque fortunas spe metuque
versare; securi adversus homines, securi adversus deos rem difficillimam
adsecuti sunt, ut illis ne voto quidem opus esset.

The wildness of the Fenni is astonishin g, their poverty wretched: tl}ey hav.e
no weapons, no horses, no homes; wild plants are their food, skins th.e1r
clothing, the ground their bed; their hope lies solely in their arrows, which
they tip with bones for want of iron. The same hunt nourishes both men
and women equally; for the women accompany the men everywhere and
seek part of the prey. For babies there is no shelter from wild animals and
rains other than being covered over in a knot of branches; hither the young
resort, and this is the refuge of the old. Yot they think it more fortunate
than to groan over fields, to labour away at homes or to risk their own or
others’ fortunes to the vicissitudes of hope and fear; safe against men, safe
against the gods, they have attained the most difficult thing: not even to

have need of prayer.

" Griinthal (1997: 40) rejects the idea that Pliny could have written of Finland under some
scribally antecedent form of Aeningia, but the proposal nonctheless remains vmbl.e; among
other things, Griinthal raises unnccessary difficultics by assuming the hypothetical form
in question must have been *Finingia, rather than *Feningia, Even so, it is true that -SUCh a
form would represent a compound with an -ing- suffix for which we have no evidence

elsewhere,
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Tacitus gives nothing like a precise location for the Fenni, though he
seems to work generally from known to unknown, moving towards the
north-cast; however, he begins ch. 46 by questioning whether three races,
the Peucini, Veneti and Fenni, should be classed among the Germani at
all. He notes that the Veneti (or more properly Venethi, probably a Slavic
people that gave rise, in name at least, to the later Wends and to Veniiji, the
Finnish for “Russia”) ranged in their plundering trips between the Peucini,
down by the Danube and Black Sea, and the Fenni; the Veneti are probably
to be located somewhere in the region of Belarus, and the extent of their
plundering may be exaggerated, but it perhaps suggests a homeland for
the Fenni more in the region of Finland than the mountains of Norway,
indicating an East Norse source for the information on them.

The Fenni’s non-agricultural lifestyle, along with their rough type of
shelters, accords well with known features of Sami lifestyle, particularly
when subsequent historical developments are deducted from their later
recorded modus vivendi (in particular, they began using iron, and took to
domesticating reindeer, only in the first few centuries aD). Yet, as Griinthal
(1997: 44) points out, in Tacitus’s time the Iron Age was only just beginning
in Finland, and the ancestors of the Finns (Suomalaiset) still relied heavily
on hunting and a semi-nomadic lifestyle in the wilderness — to outsiders,
they may have differed little from the Sami, and both Finns and Sdmi may
have been lumped together within the Germanic term answering to the
Latin Fenni. Our attitudes towards the accuracy of the description must,
however, be tempered by the need to bear in mind that Tacitus is surely tak-
ing advantage of the Fenni’s remoteness (and therefore the impossibility of
confirming the information) to extrapolate philsophical ideas of the “noble
savage” (to use a term related to the notions of a much later philosopher)
(Rives 1999, comm. 46/3); alienness is a feature which marks all succeeding
accounts of these people, even by their neighbours the Norsemen.*

The form found in Tacitus, Fenni, differs slightly from that in later
sources, Finni: thisis explained by a Germanic sound change of e to i before
nasals (cf. early borrowings in Finnish which still preserve the ¢, such as
rengas beside Old English hiring, “ring”), which clearly took place after the
information used by Tacitus had arrived in the Mediterranean world.*s

Other references to Finnic peoples may be discerned in Tacitus’s account.
In ch. 45 he mentions the Aestii as living on the «dextro Suebici maris
litore», “on the right [i.e. south or east] coast of the Suebian [i.e. Baltic] Sea”;
they were ardent agriculturalists and gathered amber. While it is natural
to associate the Aestii with the Estonians, it is possible that they were a
collective group of Finnic, Baltic and Turkic peoples (Ross 1978: 103—4).
Ross suggests that in Tacitus’s statement «lingua Britannicae propior»,

' On the image of the alienness of Finni, see de Anna (1992). He notes that the Fenni/Finni
were slotted conveniently into a pre-existing topos of “primitive peoples”, which persisted
for a long period (and does not require particularly close borrowing from onc source to
another to explain the sources” homogencity).

15 Attempts to read Fenni and Finni as separate peoples, such as have sometimes been made,
are wholly without foundation.
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Britannicae should be emended to Pruthenicae, i.e. “their language is cloger
to Prussian”; he views the name Aestii ag clearly of Baltic origin. On the
other hand it has to be explained how the name came to be applied (by
Germans) to the Estonians, which may indicate a long-standing incly.
sion of the Estonians among this people. A further complication is that
the only word of the Aestii Tacitus cites, glesum for “amber”, is certainly
Germanic. The magic cold of the Este, reported by Wulfstan in the Q14
English Orosius (Lund 1984: 25), may refer to a Turkic shamanic practice
of yat, involving the control of the weather by special stones, but equally
(indeed preferably, given the distance of Turkic peoples from the Baltic) it
could simply refer to the common practice of the Baltic area of storing ice
over the summer in underground chambers. Over all, Tacitus appears to
have received muddled information, which can no longer be clarified.

Beyond the Fenni, Tacitus says, lived the Hellusii and Oxiones. Much
(1967: 535-6) associated the names with Germanic words meaning “elk”
and “ox”; Pekkanen however suggests that the root of Oxiones is the old
Finnish oksi, “bear”. Both names, according to Pekkanen (1984: 232), would
be totemistic designations of Finnish tribes or clans. Much’s tentative sug-
gestion leaves the matter with the aura of uncertainty that is its due: that
the names may have a Germanic base seems probable, in that information
about them (as about the Fenni) is likely to have arrived via Germanic
mediators; however, the underlying meanings of “elk” and “ox” cannot
be regarded as anything close to certain, Pekkanen’s interpretation rests
on still shakier foundations.¢

' Several serious objections may be raised against Pekkanen’s proposal. a. It relies on Hel-
lusiimeaning “clk people”, as a parallel to the “bear people” (Oxiones): yet no explanation is
forthcoming as to why one name should have » Germanic base, the other a Finnish one. Nor
is any linguistically viable early Finnish form suggested which could lie behind Oxiones. Oksi
is the nominative singular, whereas for any derivative (and practically all other case forms)
the root ofife- is used, which would not yield the recorded Greek/Latin form. b. The proposal
restsin part on a suggestion of Kuusi (1 963: 43), that the Stone Age tools decorated with bear
and elk heads from Finland may point to the country’s Stonc Age inhabitants having been
divided into two clans, of which one worshipped as their forefather the bear, the other the
elk. Kuusi was not an archaeologist, and his archacological interpretations, and the notion
of a sharp split between areas of bear and elk hunting, are at best speculative. Morcover, the
age and provenance of the animal-headed weapons is not sufficiently discussed (in fact the
elk-heads begin much earlier: Salo 2007), butitis at least clear that such evidence relatesto a
much earlier period than is relevant for illuminaling the situation in Pytheas’s (or Tacitus’s)
time — notwithstanding vague claims of ”continuity” to the contrary. Since both clk and bear
were important to the economy and belief systems of ancient Finland, it is natural to find
both animals depicted within one society: there is simply no need to postulatedifferent clans,
c. It is clear from the investigations of Pulkkinen and Salmenkivi (2007) that place names
relating to the bear suggest no particular geographic splits. This article nonethcles's still
seeks to support the Pekkanen theory, but the efforts to postulate two non-geographically
specific tribal areas with (however) core geographical areas, in an attempt to accommodate
the distribution both of place names and the elk and bear-headed carved objects, put one
in mind of doomed Ptolemaic epicycles. Finnish place names do not in fact provide secure
evidence of ancient cult or totemic practices, since they are impossible to date other tha‘n 1}1
the widest terms (embracing a latitude sometimes of millennia); Pulkkinen’s and S{llm'cnklvx s
work is important in terms of Finnish onomastics and for its implications for the Finnish bear
cult in later centuries, but not for the situation millennia ago. d. The proposal involves the
observation that the totem animal is not hunted; the Kareljans are known not to have hunted
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PTOLEMY

Ptolemy (c. A 170), in Geographia 11.11, mentions the ®tvvoias holding the
northern parts of Zicavdiar (not in all manuscripts), and later, Geographia
111.5.20, as a smaller race living in another place, Zaguatica, about the Vis-
tula. Their location in different areas apparently arises from a misreading
of maps (Schiitte 1952: 264); Tacitus’s uncertainty in Germania ch. 46 about
whether to assign the Fenni to Sarmatia (whatever that meant precisely
- probably roughly the Russian steppe) or to Germania may also have
contributed to Ptolemy’s confusion.

Tacitus does not clearly indicate contiguity between the Fenni and Ger-
manic peoples; Ptolemy is more explicit: straight after the Scandian ®ivvot
are mentioned the I'obtarand Aavkiwveg as holding the southern parts of
Ykavdia: these are probably Goétalanders and Danes; and the Sarmatian
divvol are situated between the I'tOwveg and ZovAwveg, or Goths and
Swedes (as interpreted by Pekkanen 1984: 233-6).

JORDANES

Jordanes, a Goth (possibly of Alan descent), made use of the now lost His-
tory of the Goths of Cassiodorus (written c. 520), who, among other things,
had acted as a quaestor in the court of the Gothic Roman emperor. Jordanes
mentions the Screrefennac in his De origine actibusque Getarum ch. 2, written
¢. 551; whether this derives from Cassiodorus is impossible to determine,
but this remains a possibility:

Aliae vero ibi sunt gentes Screrefennae,” que frumentorum non queritant
victum, sed carnibus ferarum atque ovis avium vivunt.

There are indeed other races there: the Screrefennae, who do not seek sus-
tenance from grain, but live on the flesh of wild animals and birds’ eggs.

Then a little later he mentions the Finni beside various Germanic tribes:

Finni mitissimi,*® Scandzae cultoribus omnibus mitiores

the most gentle Finns, more gentle than all the inhabitants of Scandza.

the bear: the karhunpeijaiset, “bear-wake”, hunting rites (see Chapter 20) were from Savo,
where correspondingly there is little evidence for elk hunting. The Oxiones would thus have
been forerunners of the Karelians, the Hellusii of the west Finns. This “evidence” amounts to
nothing: the very point that bear-hunting did not take place in one area isinaccurate, and even
if it were, it would only tell us about a recent situation. The settlement patterns of ancestral
Finns were quite different a couple of millennia ago, and have been subject to the vagaries of
centuries of change. . Pekkanen’s suggestion is more than a little inspired by Finnish romantic
notions and has, unfortunately, not been accorded the critical appraisal it calls for. Finnish
linguists do not seem to have commented on the Oxiones problem; Riho Griinthal, at least,
feels that Pekkanen’s etymology is at best unlikely (personal communication); Valtonen (2008:
78) remains uncommitted and does not discuss the problem in detail. Pekkanen’s suggestion,
though interesting, rests on so many uncertainties that it can scarcely be described as any
less fabulous than the peoples whose identities it attempts to unveil.

7 Manuscript variants: crefenne, rerefennae, reraefennae, rerefenne, refennae.

# De Anna (1992: 17) notes that the readings «mitissimi» and «mitiores» have been ques-
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The way of life again points to the Sami. The repetition of the name in
different forms probably indicates the use of different sources.

PROCOPIUS

Procopius was a native of Caesarea, and trained to become a lawyer in
Constantinople. He travelled widely in the service of General Belisarius,
accompanying him for example to Mesopotamia, Carthage and Sicily.
He has a sizeable section on the ZkotOipuvol in his History of the Wars

V1.15.16-25, composed ¢. 555:

Teov 8¢ doLpévwV év BoVAT) BagPdgwy Ev pdvov €B8vog, ot ZkiBipvol
fmcaAodvat, Onewodn wvi Botv €xovotv. olte YaQ [pATI
£vddvoKkovtaLobte Drodedepévol Badilovay odte olvov Tivovoly oUte
TLEDWDLHOV Ei¢ TG YIG EXOVOLV. OUTE YaQ adTol YRV YEwEYOLOLY oUTE
T abTolg al yuvaikes £oyalovtal, GAAQ Gvdpeg del EUV Taig yuvaldi
v Onjpav povny érundevovot. Onpiwy te yaQ Kai dAAwY Lowv péya
T XeNHa i e DAal avtols Gpégovat, HeydAar DIepdpuig ovoal, ol
T& 601, & TAVTI) AVEXEL Kat KQEnTL pév Onplwv del Twv AALTKOUEVLV
owrilovtal, T déppata dE dudévvovtay, mei te adTolc oUTe Aivov odte
doyavov Gtw panTolév Eotwy, ot O TV Bnoiwv Toig vevpolg T déQuata
£¢ dAAN A Tavta Euvdéovteg oltw BN &g 1O cwpa 6Aov aumioxovat.
oU urv oLdE & Beédn avTolg Katd TavTd TIONVOLVTAL TOIG dAAOLG
avBownoLs. ov yag ortiCoviat Zkgibupivov mandia yuvaikov yaAaxtt
ovde untépwyv artovtat 1tdod, dAAG (Hwv TV GALTKOUEVEWV TOIG
HLEAOIG EKTOEPOVTAL HOVOLS. ETTEWDAY 0DV YUV TAXLOTA TEKOL, DEQUATL
0 Boédhog EUPAAOMEVT] KQEUQ LEV DOUG Tl DEVOQOL TIVAG, LVEAOV OE
ol émttob oTépaTog EvOeuévn OV T Avdpl Emi Ty clwOvIaY oTéAAETAL
Ofoav. émi kowvn Yo Té e AAAX DOGOL Kl TO ErTdevpa peTinot ToDTo.
TOVUTOLG péV obV 01) Toi6 BaPBAoOoLS T €6 Tryv dlawtay tavTn) T ExeL

Of the barbarians living in Thule one sole race, called the “Skrithiphinoi”,
has abestial lifestyle. They do not dress in clothes nor walk about with shod
feet, they do not drink wine nor have any victuals from the earth. They do
not cultivate the ground, nor do the women do any work for them, but the
men along with the women only ever pursue the hunt alone. A great sup-
ply of wild beasts and other animals is proffered by the forests, which are
excessively huge, and the mountains which rise up there. They always feed
on the flesh of the beasts they capture, and clothe themselves in the pelts,
since they have neither linen nor any means to sew, but, binding the skins
of the animals together with tendons, they cover their bodies with them.
Nor do they follow suit with other people about [nursing] children. For the
Skrithiphinoi do not nourish their children on the milk of women and they
donottouchamother’sbreast, butare nourished solely onthe marrow of the
beasts which are caught. So, as soon as a woman has given birth, she wraps
the child in an animal skin and immediately hangs it on a tree, placing some
marrow on its mouth, and sets out with her husband on the usual hunt. For
itisincommon that they doeverythingelse and that they follow this pursuit
too. Such then are the ways of life there among these barbarians.

tioned, with alternatives such as «minutissimi» and «minores» being suggested, in reference
to the small stature of Sdmi. However, Jordanes’s statement can be seen as a reflection of
Tacitus’s observation on the lack of arms among the Fenni.
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Procopius’s sources are uncertain; it is possible that information about
the far north was available in Constantinople from the Eruli, a Germanic
tribe which had split into two groups, one in Illyria and one which had
returned to Scandinavia, which maintained contact with each other, yet it
is more likely that Procopius had aliterary source — Tacitus’s account is not
strikingly close in detail, which leaves the possibility that it was primarily
a lost book of Cassiodorus that Procopius used (Whitaker 1983: 286-—7).*

THE RAVENNA COSMOGRAPHER

The Ravenna Cosmographer,* writing c.700, mentions Rerifenni and
Scerdifenni (the difference originating in manuscript variants in Jordanes),
who live in the mountains by hunting (1v.12):

Item iuxta ipsam Sithiam litus oceanum ponitur patria que dicitur Rerifen-
norum et Scerdifennorum. cuius patrie homines, ut ait Athanaric Gothorum
phylosophus, rupes montium habitare et per venationes tam viri quamque
mulieres vivere, cibo <cocto> vel vino ignari existentes, in omnibus dicun-
tur. que patria super omnes frigida esse ascribitur.*

Then next to this Sithia, an ocean shore, is situated the homeland which
is said to be that of the Rerifenni and Scerdifenni, the people of which
country, as Athanaric the philosopher of the Goths says, inhabit the crags
of mountains and live, both men and women, on hunting, existing entirely
without knowledge of [cooked] meals or wine. This land is recorded as
being cold above all others.

The next chapter places this land next to Dania, which is stated to include
Norway («Nordomannorum patria»).

PAULUS DIACONUS

Paulus Diaconus was a Langobard of the Friuli district of northern Italy.
In his Historia Langobardorum 1.5, written c. 787, he mentions the Scritobini;
they are hunters and use skis, and dress themselves in garments made from
reindeer hide (he goes on, after the passage cited, to describe the winter
and summer solstices):

» Whitaker (1983: 293) in fact concludes that since the accounts of Jordanes and Procopius
do not show any specific similarities, they may each have picked up oral stories, and not
have used Cassiodorus. Whilst we cannot demonstrate that Cassiodorus discussed the
Scrithifinni, it seems to me likely that he did so, acting as a source for this strange name in
both Jordanes and Procopius; in particular the account of Jordanes is too brief to conclude
that its source must have differed from that of Procopius, especially when, within its few
words, it nonetheless shares the distinctive ethnonym with Procopius. Another possibil-
ity is raised by Whitaker (ibid. 295), that the source may not have been Cassiodorus, but
Athanaric, a Goth philosopher named by the Ravenna Cosmographer as his source (see
below), who is otherwise unknown.

0 The Cosmographer’s works, including the section considered here, were copied by Guido
of Ravenna, who is thus not an independent witness.

* Manuscript variants: rerifennorum, reriphenorum, rerefenorum; scerdifernorum, scer-
difenorum, scordifennorum, sirdifenorum; aithanarit, arthanarit, athanarich (the edition
uses the form Aithanarit in the main text, but the correct form was clearly Athanaric).
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Huic loco Scritobini® - sic enim gens illa nominatur — vicini sunt. Qui etiam
aestatis tempore nivibus non carent, nec aliud, utpote feris ipsis ratione
non dispares, quam crudis agrestium animantium carnibus vescuntur;
de quorum etiam hirtis pellibus sibi indumenta peraptant. Hi a saliendo
iuxta linguam barbaram ethimologiam ducunt. Saltibus enim utentes,
arte quadam ligno incurvo ad arcus similitudinem feras adsecuntur. Aput
hos est animal cervo non satis absimile, de cuius ego corio, ut fuerat pilis
hispidem, vestem in modum tunicae genu tenus aptatam conspexi, sicut
iam fati, ut relatum est, Scritobini utuntur.

Near this place [the furthest borders of Germania] live the Scritobini - for
so this people is named. Even in summer they have no lack of snow, and
nourish themselves on nothing more than the raw flesh of wild beasts:
indeed, they are not unlike the beasts themselves in their way of life. From
the shaggy pelts of these beasts they make garments for themselves. They
take their name from their skiing according to the vulgar tongue. For they
chase wild beasts by using skis, pieces of wood curved by some art into
the likeness of a bow. Among them is an animal not unlike a stag; I have
seen a garment made from its hide, bristling as it was with hairs, formed
into the shape of a knee-length tunic, such as, so it has been related, the
said Scritobini use.

The fact that Paulus had himself seen a garment said to have originated
among the Sami is of great interest. The most likely time and place for this
to have happened is during his sojourn at Charlemagne’s court from 782
to 786 (Capo, in Paulus edition, pp. xxv-xxviii), which would imply some
direct contact with the Sdmi of Scandinavia at this early date, and thus
raises the possibility of further information having been known about
the Sami in the main centre of Western culture at the time. Capo (edition,
comm. 1.5.1) notes that Paulus appears to rely on oral information rather
than the earlier written accounts to form his description; this information,
as Whitaker (1983: 297) remarks, was clearly of good quality and thus
perhaps first-hand.

ADAM OF BREMEN

Adam of Bremen (c. 1075) gives considerable information on the Baltic
in his Descriptio insularum aquilonis. He says (ch. 14) that beyond Birka
the Swedes ruled wide areas as far as the “land of women”, which may
be a folk-etymology of Kvenland. Beyond them, he writes, lived the Wizzi
(perhaps Veps, cf. Russian Becn) (Ross 1981: 55), Mirri (the Mepst of Russian
chronicles, a now-extinct Volga-Finnic people), the Lami (perhaps Livoni-
ans), the Scuti (perhaps Chuds) and the Turci.» He calls the inhabitants of

** Manuscript variants: Scrittobini, Scriptobini, Scriptovini, Scriduwinni, Scridowinni,
Scritofinni, Seritovinni, Cristobini.

» The interpretations are as given by Pertz (Adam of Bremen 242 n.), and need to be treated
with caution; the suggestion that the Turci could be inhabitants of Turku, for example,
is unlikely, given that the city, whose Finnish name (a lexical borrowing from Slavonic)
means “market place”, did not exist before the late thirtcenth century. The Turci are more
likely Turkic races on the European steppe, mentioned often in Russian chronicles under

the name Torki.
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the Land of Women Amazons; they were supposed to become pregnant on
a gulp of water (ch. 19). The Amazons are mentioned again later, as semi-
mythical; he concludes the chapter with a more factual record (ch. 25):

Narravit michi rex Danorum sepe recolendus gentem quandam ex mon-
tanis in plana descendere solitam, statura modicam, sed viribus et agilitate
vix Suedis ferendam. Hiique incertum esse unde veniant; semel aliquando
per annum vel post triennium, inquit, subiti accedunt. Quibus nisi totis
resistatur viribus, omnem depopulantur regionem, et denuo recedunt.

The much to be recalled Danish king told me that a certain race is accus-
tomed to descend out of the mountains onto the plains, of modest stature
but scarcely endurable by the Swedes for their strength and agility; and
it was uncertain whence these people come: once in a year, or every other
year, he said, they suddenly arrive. If they are not resisted with full strength
they lay waste the whole region; and they depart again.

These may have been Finns: the description matches that of the Cwenas
given by Ohthere (see below).

Adam also mentions the Scritefini, some of whom had become Christian
(ch. 24):

In confinio Sueonum vel Nortmannorum contra boream habitant Scritefini,
quos aiunt cursu feras preterire; civitas eorum maxima Halsingland.*

On the borders of the Swedes or Norwegians to the north live the Scritefini,
whom they say are able to run faster than wild animals; their greatest
political centre is Hélsingland.

Adam’s mention of Scuti is potentially interesting, if it does indeed
refer to the Chuds, who were frequently mentioned in medieval times in
Russian sources. However, vagueness of application of the term H104p in
the Russian chronicles — it could refer to more or less any Finnic people
(Griinthal 1997: 281) — makes identification of the Scuti difficult.*

English sources

BEOWULF

In the Old English poem Beowulf, the hero, when describing his fraught
and lengthy swimming match with Breca, which serves to show he is up to

1 The reference to a civitas is puzzling, but probably means a political centre rather than
a city; Scholion 137 says that the Scritefini’s region was Hilsingland (i.e. Norrland): they
lived in the mountains there. In later centuries centres such as Jokkmokk were established
for the purpose of trade and tax-collection among the Sami, close to their traditional winter
habitations, and the civitas here may be a forerunner of such centres.

 The Chuds are discussed at length by Griinthal (1997: ch. 6); the name may be an ancient
borrowing from Germanic (an antecedent of Old Norse pjéd, “people”) into early Russian,
which was then applied to Finnic-speakers fairly indiscriminately. Within Finniclanguages

the term only occurs in Sdmi, where it is probably borrowed from Russian at an early
date.
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dealing with mere-dwelling monsters such as Grendel, the poem’s antago-
nist, describes (line 580) how he finally came ashore in Finna land. There is
no attempt at geographical authenticity (though, as the editors of Beowulf
note, p. 149, Finna land is commonly taken to be Finnmark in the north of
Norway); the point s to indicate that Beowulf reached the very ends of the
earth — the northern realms of the fabulous Finnas ~ in his exploit.?®

WIDSID

The Old English poem Widsid preserves many ancient legendary tradi-
tions, butit is impossible to date any of these precisely beyond saying they
are earlier than c. 1000, when the poem was committed to writing. In line
20 Ceelic is named as king of the Finnas, and the scop, the fictional narrator
of the poem, claims he had travelled among them as well as among the
Scridefinnas (lines 76, 79).

It has been proposed that Calic could represent Finnish Kaleva, an
ancestral hero and establisher of Kalevala, “Kaleva’s land”, in Finnish and
Estonian folk poetry (Chambers, in Widsith 1912: 192, citing Heinzel from
1886). Unfortunately, the idea is a mere reflection of the ill-informed and
romantic notions about Finland current in the nineteenth century; suffice
it to say that Kaleva is a far less prominent figure in Finnish folktales than
the publication of the Kalevala in 1835 may have led some outsiders to
believe, and our knowledge of the historical phonology of the Finnish
language allows us to exclude the possibility of deriving Calic from any
antecedent of Kaleva. Of course, the name may have been corrupted in
transmission (as Chambers hints), but such corruption would bring in its
train the impossibility of ever demonstrating any connection.”? We have
no reason to think that any other people than the (vaguely perceived) Sami
are indicated at this point in the Old English poem.

THE OLD ENGLISH OROSIUS

More certain information is to be gained from the accounts of travellers
presented around 89o to King Alfred and included in the Old English
version of Paulus Orosius’s Historine adversum paganos (Bately 1980: 13-18;
Lund 1984: 16~25); of the travellers, Ohthere was Norwegian (Old Norse

* All the Old English sources presented here are dealt with in more detail by Valtonen
(1992, and esp. 2008).

* T am grateful to Riho Griinthal for confirming by email my suspicions about the pos-
sibility of Kaleva being the antecedent of Calic. The chief problem lies in the supposed
earlier form of Kaleva, namely Kaleya, when in fact there is practically no evidence for the
independent existence of y as a phoneme in early Finnish, but plenty of indication that the
element -va never had any phoneme like y in it (if anything, it may be a weakened form of
-pa). On the other hand, other ancjent words exist in Finnish which Calic could be related
to; most notable is Kalanti, the name of an ancient settlement arca — taking Ceelic as “one
from Kal-land” offers a more likely solution than any connection with a mythical Kaleva.
In the end, however, we simply do not have enough information to be able to discern any
secure connection with any Finnish word.
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Ottarr), Wulfstan probably English. As the accounts are rather long, a sum-
mary of a few points only is given here.

Waulfstan sailed to the Vistula and on to Estland. Estland is larger than
Estonia (it is described as very large: «spyde mycel»), if indeed it included
modern Estonia at all, since Witland, bordering the Vistula to the east,
belongs to the Este («belimped to Estum»), and Zalew Wislany, distant from
modern Estonia, is called Estmere “the Est lake” (cf. Lithuanian Aismarés).
Each byrig, or fortified settlement, is said to have a king, and there was a
great deal of strife. Notable features of diet were mares’ milk for the king,
and mead for the lower classes; there was a good deal of honey and fishing
too. Cremation was the custom, and Wulfstan spends a lot of time describ-
ing the funerary rites. One tribe of Este knew how to cause cold, and could
freeze abarrel of beer eveninsummer. Itisunlikely that these customsrelate
to Finnic peoples, who even in Wulfstan’s day did not live as far south as
the area he visited, though Estonians may have been included in the wide
confederacy of the Este. Nonetheless, the account has a general importance
inthatitdemonstrates that trading expeditions ventured relatively fareast,
and participants were clearly interested in the customs they observed.

Ohthere declared that he lived the furthest north of any Norwegians,
though the land extended much further north, «ac hit is eal peste, buton
on feapum stopum styccemeelum piciad Finnas, on huntode on pintra
on sumera on fiscape be paere sae», “but it is all uninhabited, except for a
few places here and there where the Finnas have their camps, hunting in
winter, and in the summer fishing in the sea”. Ohthere was a rich man in
the currency of the region, reindeer, but the Norwegians there chiefly grew
rich on the tribute paid by the Finnas (Lund 1984: 20):

Ac hyra ar is meaest on peem gafole pe da Finnas him gyldad. beet gafol bid
on deora fellum ' on fugela federum* hpales bane * on paem sciprapum pe
beod of hpeeles hyde geporht of seoles. ZEghpylc gylt be hys gebyrdum.

Their wealth, however, is mostly in the tribute which the Finnas pay them.
That tribute consists of the skins of beasts, the feathers of birds, whale-bone,
and ship-ropes made from whale-hide and sealskin. Each pays according
to his rank.

Curious to find out what, if anything, lay beyond the uninhabited region,
he set out on a long voyage, and sailed right round the north of Norway
and the Kola Peninsula (the land of the Terfinnas,® i.e. the Terskii Bereg,
is mentioned: see Ross 1981: 24-8), down to a great river. The whole way
he encountered only Finnas engaged in hunting, fishing and bird-catch-
ing. But beyond the great river the land was all settled by Beormas. Their
language was almost the same as that of the Finnas. They told him many
stories of the region.

The Bjarmar are mentioned widely in Old Norse. The earliest reference
is in Grdfeldardrdpa 5 (Skj B, 66), c. 970, which sites them on the shores of the

# Tyrfi-Finnar, to be identified with the Terfinnas, are mentioned in Norse in Zvidripa
Qrovar-Odds.
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Vina (probably the Dvina)-though, asJackson (1992: 126) points out, skaldic
references to named rivers may indicate no more than “river” in a general
sense. Ross (1981: 29-83, including Afterword by Chesnutt) discusses the
Bjarmar at length, giving a comprehensive survey of Norse references to
them (see also Haavio 1965). He concludes that they are Karelians, some
(Ohthere’s Beormas) found on the White Sea, some around the mouth of the
Dvina. That they are Finnic, rather ,than for example Permian, is confirmed
by the name of their god Jomali (Olifs saga ins helga ch. 133), cf. Karelian
jumala, "god”; the word does not occur in Permian, and related Sami forms,
considered by Ross (1981: 50), are unlikely to have given rise to the Norse
form. Vilkuna (1956) derives the word Bjarmar from Finnish permi, used until
recently of wandering tradesmen from outer Karelia; the word would thus
originally have designated occupation rather thannationality. Bately (1980:
186~7) questions some of Ross’s conclusions, for example that in the ninth
century Karelianslived all round the White Sea, or indeed north of the Ladoga
region. However, Kivikoski (1967: 148-9) notes that permanent settlement
by Karelians on the north and east shores of Lake Onega begins at the end
of the Viking period; before this the White Sea would have been within
the sphere of influence of the Karelians living south-east of Lake Ladoga.
Our knowledge of settled areas at particular times is, in any case, subject to
archaeological research, which is far from complete in this region.
Ohthere mentions another people, the Cwenas (Lund 1984: 21):

Ponne is toemnes paem lande sudepeardum, on odre healfe paes mores,
Speoland, op pzet Jand nordepeard;j toemnes paem lande nordepeardum
Cpena land. Pa Cpenas hergiap hpilum on da Nordmen ofer done mor,
hpilum pa Nordmen on hy, Y peer sint spide micle meras fersce geond pa
moras, 3 berap pa Cpenas hyra scypu ofer land on 8a meras ' panon her-
giad on da Nordmen; hy habbad spyde lytle scypa '] spyde leohte.

Beyond the moors Sweden borders the southern part of the land as far
as the north, and the country of the Cwenas borders the land in the north.
Sometimes the Cwenas make raids on the Norwegians across the moors,
and sometimes the Norwegians make raids on them. There are very large
fresh-water lakes throughout these moors, and the Cwenas carry their boats
overland onto the lakes and from there make raids on the Norwegians.

They have very small, very light boats.

The Scridefinne and Cwenland are also mentioned immediately before
Ohthere’s account, in a general geographical description of the north (Lund
1984: 18): «be norpan him ofer pa pestenne is Cpenland, Y be pestannorpan
him sindon Scridefinne *J be pestan Norpmenn», “to their [the Swedes’]
north over the waste is Cwenland, and to their north-west are Scridefinne
and to the west Norwegians”. This account is not based on anything in
the original Latin of Orosius; the sources of information are uncertain,
but Lund (1984: 9) points out the vibrant contact with the Frankish court
and lands at this time, whence much of the information may have been
gathered and then passed on to the English. It has already been noted that
that Paulus Diaconus at an earlier time is likely to have gathered informa-

tion about the Sami at Charlemagne’s court.
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Scandinavian sources

Sami are mentioned frequently in Norse sources; I present here merely a
selection of texts and references to illustrate some of the main themes (see
Mundal 1996 and Herman Palsson 1997 for a detailed treatment).

PRIMITIVE LIFESTYLE OF THE SAMI

The primitive lifestyle of the Sami is illustrated in the Historia Norwegie
4.1—4:

Est igitur uastissima solitudo affinis Norwegie diuidens eam per longum a
paganis gentibus. Que solummodo Finnis et bestiis incolitur, quarum carni-
bus semicrudis uescuntur et pellibus induuntur. Sunt equidem uenatores
peritissimi, soliuagi et instabiles, tugurea corticea pro domibus insidentes,
que humeris inponentes leuigatis asseribus pedibus subfixis, quod instru-
mentum “ondros” appellant, et per condensa niuium ac deuexa moncium
agitantibus ceruis cum coniugibus et paruulis aue uelocius transferuntur.
Est enim illorum incerta mansio, prout copia ferarum tempore instante eis
dictauerit uenationis loca.

Thereis then a most desolate wilderness on theborders of Norway, dividing
it lengthwise from pagan peoples. It is inhabited only by Sdmi and wild
animals: on the half-raw flesh of these they feed themselves, and with their
peltsthey dress themselves. They areindeed most skilful hunters, venturing
outalone and not staying settled, residing in leather huts instead of houses;
they place these on their shoulders, and with smoothed laths fixed under their
feet (an instrument they call ondri®), they move swifter than a bird across
thick snows and the slopes of mountains with their spouses and children,
driving reindeer. For theirabodeis unfixed, asthe abundance of wild animals
dictates to them the places for hunting at any particular time.

When, as a result (the heathens claimed) of the Christian rule of the sons
of Eirikr in Norway, the seasons worsened, Eyvindr Finnsson skéldaspillir
(c.970) turned to the Sami for a comparison to the harsh condition the
Norwegians were then suffering (Skj B, 65, [v 12):

Snyr a Svolnis vru

sva sem hofum inn sem Finnar
birkihind of bundit

brums at midju sumri.

It snows on Svolnir’s [i.e. Odinn’s] mistress [earth] —so we have indoors like
Sami bound the hind of the birch’s bud [goat, sheep] — at midsummer.

The Sami’s skiing is mentioned in another anonymous verse (5kj B, 174,
C st. 3, cited by Snorri without ascription and thus undatable):

Erum & leid fra 1a6i
lidnir Finnum skridnu;

» The word in fact represents Old Norse gidurr, a special short, fur-lined ski for the right
foot used for pushing off (Grenvik 2000b: 13-14, 69—70); it is not of Sdmi origin.
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austr sé ek fjoll af flausta
ferli geisla merlud.

We are launched on our path from the land where the Sdmi ski; eastwards
I see mountains from the ships’ road [sea], illumined by a ray of light.

The Sami were proverbial for their range in skiing; the comprehensive
terms of outlawry for someone who breaks a legal settlement in Trygdamal
(Vigslidi §388 in Grigis 1879: 406) includes them: the culprit is to be driven
away from God and Christendom

sva vida sem menn varga reka, kristnir menn kirkjur scekja, heidnir mennhof
bléta, modir mog foedir, mogr modur kallar, elldar upp brenna, finnr skridr,
fura vex, valr flygr var langan dag, ok standi byrr undir bada veengi

as far as people drive wolves, Christians go to attend church, heathens
sacrifice in temples, a mother rears her son, a son calls his mother, a fire
burns, a Sami skis, a flame grows, a hawk flies the day long in spring, and

a breeze stands under both wings.

Both skiing and hunting are attributed to Volundr and his brothers, sons
of the king of the Finnar, in the prose introduction to Volundarkvida - «peir
skrido ok veiddo dyr», and in the verse (10/6-8) Volundr is described as a
«vedreygr skyti, / Volundrlidandi/um langan veg», “weather-eyed hunter,
Volundr, passing over the long way”, and Egill, one of the brothers, «austr
skreid», “skied east” (5/1) (or possibly just “slid off east”).

Sdmi are generally regarded as nomadic, dwelling in a primitive type
of shelter designated gammi, as by Sigurdr slembidjdkn, who stayed in one
(c. 1138) while some Sami built him a couple of boats (Haraldssona saga ch.

6; Skj B, 467):

Gott vas { gamma,
es gladir drukkum
ok gladr grams sonr
gekk medal bekkja.

It was fine in the gammii, as joyfully we drank and the warrior’s joyful son
went among the benches.

However, theexistence of the word biifinnr, asettled Sami, indicates that some
Samiadopted amore Norse form of lifestyle; sometimes they are presented
as living among Norwegians (for example Finnr in Oldfs saga ins helga ch.
82). Norges gamlelovell, 491, presents alittle cameo tale, in which aSdmi was
settled in an area between Jamtland and Angermanland (1268 x 1273):

Par deilldu bau v i anduerdri kristni Gunilldr snizella er bio a Solatunum
en Arne illi het madr er bio j Hizelsio a Rafuundum. Hann var fyrstr madr
kristin. Par volde pat peirra aseette at Gunilldr tok fin sin ok setti a land
Arna vidr Blafinnugs tiorn. Tok Arne pan fin ok scekte nidr j vatnet. Sidan
varo pat saatmeele beirra at Arne gallt londen firir austan tiornena. Pa let
Gunnildr en fara j votn Arna. En Arne let sua marka votn sin er hann for
fra. Scekte nidr reinshornom heilum ok rak j iarnagla till merkis ok fan Arne
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med pui agirnd Gunilldar ok sattrof. En sidan gengo pau lond aftr vndir
Arna e[n] finrin het Blafinnr ok var af honum kallat Blafinz tiorn.

Intheearly Christian period Gunnhildr the eloquent, wholived at Solatinir
[in Sollefted], and Arni the awkward, aman who lived at Hjaelsjor [Hallesjo)
in Rafundar [Ragunda socken, Jamtland], were in contention. He was the
first person to become Christian. Their argument was caused by Gunnhildr
taking her Sdmi and settling him on the land of Arni by Blafinnungstjorn
[Blafinntjdrn, between Fors socken, Jimtland, and Langsele socken, Anger-
manland].>* Arni caught that Samiand drowned himin the water. Thereafter
their settlement stated that Arni ruled the Jands to the east of the tarn. Then
Gunnhildrstill allowed passage down to Arni’s water, but Arnihad had his
water marked out when he left: he plunged whole reindeer antlers down
and drove in iron nails as a boundary, and by that means Arni discovered
the greed of Gunnhjldrand herbreach of the settlement. But thereafter those
lands returned to Arni’s control. And the Sami was called Blafinnr, “Dark
Sami”, and Blafinnstjorn, “Tarn of the Dark Sami”, was named after him.

TRADE AND WAR

Both Finns and Sami are mentioned quite frequently in connection with
trade and tax, which also often involved fighting. The setting for the sha-
manic kamlanie described in the Historia Norwegie (138} is said to have been
a meeting of Norwegians and Sami for purposes of trade.

The tax on furs exacted by the Norwegians from the Sami is mentioned

as early as Ohthere’s account (see above); the Historia Norwegie 4.11-12
also describes it:

Sunt eciam apud Finnos scuriones quam plures ac mustele. De quarum
omnium bestiarum pellibus regibus Norwegie, quibus et subiecti sunt,
maxima tributa omni anno persoluunt.

There are also among the Sami very many squirrels and ermines. They pay
enormous taxes every year to the kings of Norway, to whom they are also
subject, in the pelts of all these animals.

The thirteenth-century sagas add some details (the antiquity of which
is naturally open to debate);>" in Egils saga ch. 8 taxation of the Sami and
trade with them go hand in hand, and are a right conferred by the king;
likewise the trade rights, apparently monopolised, of Harekr and Porir
hundr are confirmed by King Knutr in Oldfs saga ins helga ch. 170. Egils
saga also illustrates the connection with fighting; Porolfr’s trips as Sami
tax collector are described in ch. 13, and on one occasion he meets some
Kylfingar, who had come west to trade with the Sami, and kills them (ch.

» Blafinntjdrn is (it seems) discussed in Fornvddaren 5 (1933-6), which Thave not accessed.
3* While Egils sagn and Heimskringla are written long after the events they describe (both
are probably by Snorri, t1241), the accounts of Norse-Sami relations are probably accurate
in outline: the descriptions refer to the same tradition about the tax as earlier sources like
Historia Norwegie and Ohthere, though the organised nature of the trade and tribute, and
matters such as the Kvenir-Karelian animosity, may be more thirteenth than eleventh-

century features. Snorri, as a friend of Jarl Skuli, would know traditions of this past trading
in northern Norway.
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10). Another time, he meets some Kvenir, who ask him to help their kif'®
Faravio against Karelian attacks (ch. 14). Kylfingar, Kvenir and Karelias™®
are all, apparently, Finnic groups, seemingly englaged like the Norw®”
gians, in trade with the Sami. '

Bjarmaland was also exploited for trade and plunder, particularly of
grave ?nounds and temples, the latter motif probably being largely e
invention of the saga writers; see Ross (1981: 28-39) for summaries of the
sagas, Bdsa sagn, QOrvar-Odds saga, Hilfs saga, Olifs saga ins helga, as they
relate to Bjarmaland. In connection with one expedition the name of ¢
god of the Bjarmians is given as Jémali (Olifs saga ins helga ch. 133), repré”
senting Finnish/Karelian jumala, “god”,

Finnland itself is also referred to by Sighvatr (before 1030) in Vikin gavist’
3 as a place where King Ol4fr went harrying (Skj B, 213):

Hrid var stals { stridri
strong Herdala gongu
Finnlendinga at fundi
fylkis nids en pridja.
En austr vid 16 leysti
leid vikinga skeidar
Balagards at bardi
brimskidum 14 sida.

Fierce was the third storm of steel of the prince’s son on the warlike Path
to Herdalar at the encounter with the Finnlanders, while east beside th®
water the host of Vikings loosed their warships. Balagardr’s coast lay by
the flank of the ocean sea-timbers [ships].>2

Sometimes Sami are said to be aggressors; in Gull-Asu-bordar pdttr (p-
345) some Sami are said to have taken the farm of Sigurdr Hranason n
northern Norway (in the twelfth century).

MARRIAGE

Sexual relations between Norwegians and Sami fall into two broad cat-
egories; practically all instances are either fictional or unreliable as fact,
though the accounts in Landndmabdk, Annglar and Heimskrin ¢la may be at
least historically based. In the first place Norwegian noblemen take (noble)
Sami women as wives. Ynglingasaga ch. 13 (111) tells how Vanlandi marries
Drifa, the daughter of Snjér inn gamli the Sami.» In Haralds saga ins hdrfagra

3> Although edited by Finnur Jénsson as proper names, there is no strong argument for tak-
ing either Herdalar or Balagardr as such: hierdalar/herdalir may be simply the valleys where
fighting took place, and bilagardr probably means “castle of flames”, perhaps in reference
to watch-fires at castles kept by the Finns (possibly a defence against Viking raids such as
Sighvatr describes); the coastal reaches of Finland were indeed occupied by small castles
at this time (see map xvur in Huurre 1979: 201).

33 In such tales, the Sdmi girl is invariably daughter of the Sami king (when a relationship
is spelled out). Mundal (1996: 110) asserts that the Simi king was no fairytale figure, since
the Icelandic annals for 1313 relate that Marteinn, king of the Sdmi, visited King Hakon. It
is possible that the Norwegians recognised some particular leader(s) of the Sdmi population
as “kings”, but what status such individuals had within Sami society itself cannot be said,
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ch. 25, Haraldr marries Sneefridr, daughter of the Sami Svasi (based on
Agrip ch. 3—4, where Sviési is called king of the Sami, and the daughter’s
name is Snj6fridr: see Driscoll in Agrip pp. 86~7 on the development of the
story).>* A Sami woman Lekny/Leikny/Laekny is mentioned in Finnboga
saga ch. g and Landndmabok S244, H208. She was the mistress of an Icelandic
chieftain, with whom she had a son Finnr/Finni, nicknamed draumspeki,
“dream-interpreter”. One of the Icelandic settlers, Hrosskell, was married
to Joreidr, granddaughter of the Sami king Mottull (Landndmabdk 543, H31).
King Hringr marries Hvit, daughter of the Sami king (Hrélfs saga kraka ch.
24 (ch. 17 in Slay’s edition)).

In most cases, marriage to Sami women s perilous, however, and results
in disaster. When her husband leaves her, Drifa attempts to get him back
by magically inspiring him from afar with a longing to return; when this
fails, he is trampled to death by a nightmare.>s The beauty of Snaefridr is
bewitching, even in death; after bearing Haraldr some children she dies,
and her body remains incorrupt. The king dotes over it in an all-absorbing
state of madness (even, it seems, composing a skaldic poem about her,
Sneefridardripa, of which some remnants remain) until Porleifr persuades
him to move it, whereupon all manner of corruption emerges from it.
Hringr’s wife proves to be an evil stepmother.

We have occasional tales of Norwegian women falling into the hands
of Sdmi: in the Icelandic Konungsanndll of 1258 (Anndlar p. 47) the crew of
Eyjolfr is said to have been killed in Finnmark, and sixteen years later two
of the women on board reappeared in Norway; no sexual relationship with
the Sdmi is mentioned, however. In Haralds saga ins hdrfagra ch. 32 a Norwe-
gian girl from Hélogaland (in the north of Norway) named Gunnhildr, the
future queen of Eirikr, is freed from two Sami sorcerers who are instructing
her in their art; she says both of them wanted to marry (eiga) her.

These two social relationships mirror the pattern of the relationship
between gods and giants: gods desire to marry beautiful giantesses (the
primary example being Freyr’s wooing of Gerdr in Skirnismil), though
the relationships seem to be doomed (most famously in the case of Njoror
and Skadi), whereas giants are always trying to acquire goddesses, which
they attempt to do by force or deception (for example, Prymr’s plan to get
Freyja by stealing Porr’s hammer in Prymskvida).

other than that it was no doubt quite different from that perceived by the Norwegians. As
almost all the Sami girls are given Norse names based on words for snow, winter and the
like, it is probable that few of them were historical persons.

3 This recalls the custom of the Este (who may have included the Estonians) related by
Waulfstan: a dead man would lie uncremated for half a year, corruption being prevented by
artificial freezing (Bately 1980: 17; Lund 1984: 24-5): «4 peer is mid Estum an maegh peet hi
magon cyle gepyrcan, 3 py peer licgad pa deadan men spa lange *J ne fuliad, peet hy pyrcad
pone cyle hine on», “and there is a tribe among the Este that knows how to cause cold, and
this is why the dead men there lie so long and do not rot, because they keep them cold”.
Note how the names of Sami women always recall ice and snow.

3 1t is to be noted that Snorri mentions Sdmi magic three times in his prose context for
Ynglingatal, but the verses themselves do not mention it.

% For a more detailed (but feminist-oriented) treatment of these two social relationships
see Clunies Ross (1994: ch. 4).
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GIANTS

Finnic peoples are connected with giants. In Saxo, Gesta Danorum viil.14,
Thorkillus and his men are greeted in Biarmia by the huge Guthmundus,
and various fantastic adventures ensue. The name of the king of Biarmiain
Gesta Danorumv.13.1, Egtherus, isalso that of the glantwhoin Voluspd 41 sits
happily ona grave mound playing his harp as the world’s end approaches.

Giants were associated with magical powers (to cite but one example,
note the illusions wrought on Pérr by Utgarda-Loki, Gylfaginning ch. 45-7)-
It was no doubt this characteristic, shared with Finnic peoples (see next
section), that prompted a connection between them; the remoteness and
cold of the lands of the Sami and especially Bjarmaland would also have
contributed — giants are constantly associated with the cold (and indeed
originated from the cold in myth): Ymir, the primeval giant, is described
as a hrimkaldr jotunn, “rime-cold giant”, in Vafpriidnismdl 21/5, and his suc-
cessors are the hrimpursar, “rime giants”. The legendary names of Sami are
often based on snow words — Snafridr, ”Snow-lovely”, Drifa, “Snow drift”,
Snjdr, “Snow” (Ynglinga saga ch. 13 (113), Haralds saga ins hdrfagra ch. 25
(116)); Sneer, “Snow”, appears in Fundinn Néregr as a son of Frosti, “Frost”,”
a descendant of Fornjotr, who, according to the Flateyjarbok version, ruled
over «Jotlandi, er kallat er Finnland ok Kvenland», “Jétland [giant land]
that is called Finnland and Kvenland” (Flateyjarbék I, 219; Orkneyinga saga
ch. 1, including this variant); Fornjotr is moreover included in the list of
giants in Pula IV b 3/5 (Skj B, 659).° Norr, the grandson of Snjér, was the
founder of Norway.

In his poem Hileygjatal, composed for the earls of Hladir, Eyvindr Finns-
son took the rulers’ noble lineage back to the union of Odinn with the giant-
ess Skadi, according to Ynglinga saga ch. 8; their son was named Seemingr.
Davidson (1983: 60), who suggests that in the original Hdleygjatal Seemingr
may in fact have been the son of Freyr and grandson of Odinn and Skadi,
views Saemingr as deriving from the Sdmi’s name for their land, Sdpmi,»

3 Fundinn Noregr forms a “preface” to Orkneyinga saga; a (probably) later version of Fundinn
Néregr appears in Flateyjarbok, and is referred to as Huersu Noregr byggdisk. For a detailed
analysis of the relationship between these texts and the purpose of Hversu Noregr byggdisk,
see Rowe (2003); she concludes (215) that while Magntis Dérhallsson, the compiler of the
latter part of Flayteyjarbok from 1388 on, “was imagining a Norwegian monarchy gloriously
independent of the rest of Scandinavia and the church, Margarcta was forging Norway,
Denmark, and Sweden into the Kalmar Union”; this serves as a salutary reminder of the
potential disengagement —in this case the text is a sort of fantasy-world rejoinder —between
literary texts and their social setting.

¥ Clunies Ross (1983: 48) suggests that Fornjétr was regarded, not only by Snorri but also
in skaldic verse, as the father of the personified natural forces of fire, wind and sea seen
as destructive (fire: Ynglingatal 29 (Skj B, 12): «glodfjalgr r...; sonr Fornjéts», “the glowing
hot son of Fornjotr”; cold wind: Nordrsetudripa (Skj B. 388): «toku fyrst til fjika/ Fornjots
synir ljotir», “first the hostile sons of Fornjétr began to blow drifting snow”; sea: no skaldic
evidence, but Fundinn Noregr presents Hiér (god of the sea) as a son of Fornjétr; Snorri has
identified the three sons as elements (Clunies Ross 1983: 64).

» Some aspects of her etymology appear false, such as the connection with Finnish Suomi,
which does not mean “Lapp”, and is most likely not associated (or only in the remotest way)
with Sdpmi (Griinthal 1997: 62-72); nonetheless, the overall point is surely valid.
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emphasising the northern origins of the Haleygir (just as.Haraldr harfagri
establishes his dynasty through his marriage to the Sami Sneefridr).

The lineage of the powerful northern earls of Hladir was thus to be
traced to a union between a god and a giantess (via a Sdmi, apparently, in
Hdleygjatal), just as the god O8inn’s parents were “man” and giantess. The
prototype of the mating of opposites made manifest on the divine plane as
a hieros gamos of god and giantess could be realised on the human level as
a marriage of king and Sami,* a union which would emphasise the king’s
progenitorial role. This role is not, however, emphasised in the existing
(derivative) sources, though Haraldr harfagri’s father Halfdan svartihad a
dramatic dream in which his rich hair represented his abundant offspring
(Hdlfdanar saga ins svarta ch. ), and Haraldr’s marriage to the Sami Snee-
fridr may, from one angle, have been intended to realise the hieros gamos in
the manner indicated. Later, there was even an attempt to deny or expunge
the founding king’s link with the “alien” Sami, when, in Haralds saga ins
hdrfagra ch. 34 (116b), Eirikr bl6dex “burnt in” his half-brother Rognvaldr
réttilbeini, the son of Sneefridr, with his eighty seidmenn. Interestingly,
Snorri says that this act was much praised, which suggests active (and
probably racist) hostility among Norsemen towards the Norwegian royal
alliance with the Sami.

MAGIC

Itis striking that the Latin and Greek sources considered above do not men-
tion the magical practices of the Finni; the first mention in Latin appears
to be by Bartholomeus Anglicus in the early to mid-thirteenth century:
describing Winlandia, by which an area to the east of the Norwegian moun-
tains is meant, he says (xv.172): «Gens eius est barbara, agrestis et saeva,
magicis artibus occupata», “the population is barbarous, wild and savage,
and given over to magical practices”, the practice of controlling winds
through tying knots being specifically mentioned. In Norse sources, the
practice of sorcery is the most commonly noted characteristic of Finnar, and
the Norwegian laws forbid anyone to “believe in Sami or witches” (140).
There is even a verb finnvitka in Old Norse, “to Sami-bewitch”, indicating
the extent of the association of magic with Sami.+

Almost none of the accounts of sorcery by Sami can be regarded as

* For an extended (one might say prolix) treatment of this point, see the whole of Steins-
land (1991).

1 The association apparently passed into folk belief, to judge from the following eigh-
teenth-century account of a sort of pox, most probably originally regarded as caused by
Sami magic (Félagsrit 1789: IX, 209): «Finnar (Vari, Jonthi) eru gulleitar og stundum deck-
leitar bolur, er mest pjota tt um andlit og enni; inni peim er hvit pyck vilsa, og stundum
bdlgna peir og grafa. Cartheuser segir, at Finnar eigi helst heima hid peim, er menn segia
séu uppa heiminny, “Finnar are yellow and sometimes dark-coloured pox that mostly break
out around the face and forehead; in them there is thick white pus, and sometimes they
swell and suppurate. Cartheuser says that Finnar tend to affect especially those that people
say are sensual.” (Johann Friedrich Cartheuser, 1704-77, was a German doctor and author
of Fundamenta materige medicac, Frankfurt, 1741-9.)
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historical, except that of the shamanistic performance related in Historia
Norwegie(138). This accountis best treated on a par with Jater ethnographic
accounts and has been analysed accordingly, in the context of essentially
factual accounts of shamanism. We do occasionally have other fairly objec-
tive notices of Sami practices; for example, the Icelandic ngmannsanmill
(Anndlar p. 139) records s.4. 1403:

Item patsama ar vard sa atbur®r nordr 4 Halogalandi i Noregi, at einn Finnr,
sd er Fedmingr hét, 14 ati { einni bjargskoru heil brju ar, sva sem daudr veeri.
L4 par hja honum bogi hans ok orvameelir. Féllu hvérki & hann dyrné fuglar
alla pessa stund. Sidan reis hann upp ok lif&i morg ar sidan. Var herra Arni
Olédfsson par petta sama dr ok sagdi petta it hingat.

Item the same year an event took place in Halogaland up in the north of
Norway, namely that a Sami called Fedmingr lay outside on a notch in the
hill for three whole years as if dead. His bow and quiver lay beside him.
Neither wild animals nor birds fell upon him this whole time. Thereafter
he rose up and went on to live many years. Master Arni Olafsson was there
the same year and brought the news out here.

Naturally, much here is impossible — not least the three years of trance
outside, but also the unlikelihood of knowing that the Sdmi went on to
live many years, if the news was brought out soon after the event by Arni,
asis implied. Nonetheless, the Norse appear to have been fascinated, here
as in the Historia Norwegie, by what we may take to have been an extended
Sami shamanic trance, which itself may indicate the Norse were unfamiliar
with such practices in the magic performed within their own society at
this time.

Another interesting account is found in Alfreedi islenzk (139); this was
written down in 1387, but the scribe is particularly careful in this instance
to note his sources, which go back to the priest who features in the account.
As in the passage cited above from the Annals, this account reveals the
magical practices of the Sdmi as a source of interest to the Norsemen, but
there is an underlying theme of spiritual contest: there is a constant repeti-
tion of fjplkyngi, “magic”, and its variants, as a sort of underlying menace
in these barbaric regions, which nonetheless yield to the greater magic, the
stérmerki, of the Christian Mass and the crucified Christ. Yet the account
appears to preserve enough of a real event for us to glimpse a little of the
Sami perspective. The shaman would have been the most perceptive of
his people to the nature of this new religion, and it is fully to be expected
that a shaman should gain his knowledge through a vision, which must
have been a heightened construction of the perceptions he has gained: the
vision the shaman has at the Mass is a parallel to the spiritual visions he
has on his trance journeys, and in the usual way he recounts what he has
seen after the event. His lying unconscious outside the tent is striking; it
is difficult not to think this may have been a deliberate trance rather than
just a fainting fit. If it was a deliberate act, presumably the shaman was
attempting to uncover some explanation from his helping spirits of what
this new religion was about.
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It was no doubt because of the Sami practice of shamanism that Scandi-
navian superstition associated the Sdmi with magic of all kinds. This super-
stition was probably old — it is recorded in a verse of Sighvatr Pérdarson
relating to the last fight of St Olafr in 1030 (Skj B, 242-3: see below), though
most of the evidence for it survives in prose texts from c. 1200 onwards.

Several types of magical practice are attributed to the Sdmi; just a small
selection of instances is given here. Perhaps the closest to shamanic tradi-
tion is the legend that Sami could travel in spirit forms other than human
over great distances of land or sea: in Vatnsdeela saga ch. 12 (123) Ingimundr
sends some Sami from Norway to spy out his future home in Iceland,
which they manage to do in three days (Landndmabdk (100) relates the same
story); itis not said in what form they travelled, but in a similar incident in
Olidfs saga Trygguasonar ch. 33 Haraldr Gormsson sends a wizard in whale
shape to spy out Iceland (here, conversely, the wizard is not explicitly
Sami). The Historin Norwegie witnesses to a tradition of Sami magicians
travelling supernaturally as whales.

Foresight and fortune-telling were typical Sami skills: a straightforward
example is found in Vatnsdeela saga ch. 10 (123), where a Sami woman
turns up at a gathering in Norway and tells fortunes; more interestingly, in
Hdlfdanar saga ins svarta ch. 8 a «margfrodr», “very wise”, Sami is tortured
by Halfdan svarti to explain some Christmas portents:# he refuses — the
portents clearly refer to Halfdan’s own death —but he tells Haraldr harfagri
(who sets him free) of his great future and his father’s death by falling
through the ice.

Finnar create storms on land and sea: in his account of the background
to Sighvatr’s verse on the Finnlendingar quoted above Snorri says that the
Finnar conjured up a storm by night against Olafr, whose hamingja defeats
the storm in Oldfs saga ins helga ch. 9. The power of raising storms is twice
ascribed to Bjarmians by Saxo, Gesta Danorum 1.8.16 and 1x.4.22.

Sami could use illusion for defence, as when Arngrimus attacked and
they defended themselves by making three stones look like mountains, and
a stretch of snow like a mighty torrent in Saxo’s Gesta Danorum v.13.2.

Necromancy was, it seems, believed to be practised by the Bjarmians:
it is hinted at in Qrvar-Odds saga ch. 7, where the Vikings have to ensure
that the Bjarmians do not possess themselves of any corpses, which could
be used for magic against the Vikings: «Pa maelti Oddr til sinna manna:
“Pér skulud at pvi hyggja, p6 at nokkut falli af lidi varu, at pér takid hvern
sem daudr er ok kasti0 at & ana, pvi at pegar munu beir gora fjplkyngi
1id vart, ef peir na nokkurum inum dauda”», “Then Oddr spoke to his
men: ‘You must be careful, even if we lose some of our company, that you
take everyone that is dead and cast him out into the river, since otherwise
they will work magic against our company, if they get hold of any of the
dead’”. Necromancy may also perhaps be seen in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar

4 Sami of later times believed in Christmas spirits that fly about in the air (Rheen 1897: 27),
possibly suggesting a long-standing expectation that they would know something about
spirits that appear at this time.
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ch. 76 when Oléfr tortures Eyvindr, «inn fjplkunngasti madr», “the most
skilled in magic”, who confesses he has been brought to life in a human
body («kviknadr i mannlikam») by Sdmi magic.

The fearful power of Sami women is seen in the bewitching beauty
of Snecfridr, even in death. Fatal jealousy is the hallmark of Drifa, who
engineers her husband Vanlandi’s death. (See above on these marriages.)

Sami appear as magical artificers: in Oldfs saga ins helga ch. 193 Porir
hundr has had two winters of trade with the Sami, and thus knowledge
of their skills, when by Sami magic he has his reindeer skins made impen-
etrable — more so than chain-mail - against weapons. He thus later proves
invincible to King Oléfr — a tradition going back to Sighvatr’s time, whose
verse, Erfidrdpa Oldfs helga 16, states «galdrar r...; meginrammir / fjolkun-
nigra Finna / fullstéorum barg# Pori», “the most powerful spells of the Sami
magicians protected great Porir” (Skj B, 242-3).

Sami are mentioned as near-magical hunters and bowmen: when
Gunnhildr is freed from the Sami sorcerers (see above) in Haralds saga ins
hdrfagra ch. 32 she comments on the Sami’s shooting skills: «hvatki er peir
skjbta til, pa hoefa peir», “whatever they shoot at they hit”. Evidence of
this near-magical ability is seen in the account in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar
ch. 108 of the bowman Finnr (either his name, or “Sami”) opposing Olafr
Tryggvason: he hits Einarr pambarskelfr’s bow before he can finish off Jarl
Eirikr Hakonarson.

The presentation of Sami as teachers of their magic and the picture of
their physical and psychic skills could owe something to Norse awareness
that S4mi shamanism was a profession — presumably Gunnhildr was to
become a sorceress rather than huntress: cf. the role of the girl helpers in
later Sami shamanism (sHAMANS: AssisTaNTs) — and something perhaps
to the legends of foreign magicians from whom their pupils were keen
to escape (as Seemundr from his master in Jons saga ins helga ch. 4; cf. also
Vélent escaping from the dwarfs in Pidreks saga ch. 61).

The menacing powers of the Sami are closely associated with the fact
that they are tyrannised by the Norsemen: they possess wealth in furs, and
native skills — reindeer skins strengthened like iron, marksmanship and
magic — that make them invaluable servants. When Norsemen and Sdami
meet hospitably (as in the Historia Norwegie), the Sami’s shamanic magicis
presented as a source of interest rather than menace (though the intention
on the Sdmi’s part may well have been to impress the Norsemen with their
magical abilities). The potentially deadly hostility of the Sami queens may
well represent racial antipathy directed against tyrants.

Conclusion

Documentary evidence confirms the long-standing contact between the
peoples of Fenno-Scandinavia evident from archaeological evidence; the

# The singular barg here functions as if R]uml burgu, possibly implying galdrar, “spells”, is
regarded as a sort of collective noun indicating “magic”.
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descriptions of the Sdmi, under the Germanic-derived term Finni, illustrate
this clearly, and archaeological evidence indicates that contacts between
the Germanic peoples of Scandinavia and the Finns and Sami date back far
into the prehistoric period. Most of the evidence points to the Germanic
culture being the dominant one in a relationship which was, nonetheless,
close. .

The non-Norse documentary sources focus upon the Sami as exam- -
ples of barbaritas: living on the edge of the world, they were naturally at
a cultural nadir as much as a geographical one. The notion of alienness
continues in the Norse sources, but here we have other elements added,
in particular the association with sorcery. The Historia Norwegie indicates
that quite detailed knowledge of actual Sami shamanism existed among
the Norse, from which the more fictional types of magic associated with
them in literary sources are likely to be in part derived.

The Sami paid taxes in furs to the Norwegians at least from the ninth
century: in other words they were to some extent a subject and tyrannised
people, but the tax system is also an indication of close and long-standing
contact.

The Sami were associated with skiing from an early date; this skill clearly
impressed the Norsemen and may well have suggested power over cold.
Snow was the element proper to the Sami, as to giants. Hence the Sami
lived close to this source of life according to the creation myth recorded by
Snorri (and based on earlier poetic sources), and it was natural that they
should, like the giants, be seen as legendary engenderers, notably of the
Norwegian kings or earls.

Apart from the Sami, some groups of Finns also appear in the sources.
The Kvenir (Kainuu) Finns were known from at least the ninth century.
Bjarmaland was known and visited from at least the ninth century; it was
remote and became largely the stuff of fable, but the accurate preservation
of the word jumala indicates that some knowledge of religious matters
existed.#

Suchaprotracted and intimate relationship as existed between Germanic
and Finnic peoples would have given plenty of scope for the borrowing
of religious and mythic ideas and motifs; yet the documentary sources
present these peoples as outsiders, as “the Other”, which may point to any
ideas being adopted from them as being always regarded as alien. This
in turn could have led Norsemen to characterise as alien any features of
their own society, which may have included their magical practices, which
they regarded as undermining the norms of that society; the ascription in
fictional sources of such practices to Finnar may thus tell us rather that the
practices were regarded as alien than that they actually were.

# This may be confirmed by some of the stories preserved in Old Norse sources: thus the
great aurochs of Sturlaugs saga starfsama ch. 22 that is worshipped but becomes a menace,
devouring men and cattle and laying waste the land, and finally has to be destroyed, resem-
bles the Great Ox of Finnish folk poetry (FFPE no. 51; SKVR XII, 110).



4. Shamanism in Eurasia

The Norsemen lived on the periphery of a wide northern expanse, with
a sparse population which, though often scattered or nomadic, shared
many features in their social and religious lives. In particular, most peoples
living in this area engaged in practices involving a spiritual practitioner
who maintained and manipulated contact with the spirit world. Such
practitioners naturally had their own designations in each area, but are
referred to in modern discussions in general as shamans. In this chapter, I
discuss the definition of shaman(ism) and related issues, and present some
of the main features of practices designated as shamanic in a small selec-
tion of different societies; this seems preferable to acquiescing in merely
a generalised characterisation (and avoids a petitio principii of assuming
there is such a thing as shamanism without arguing the case for it). Some
particular points of comparison with Norse sources are picked up later in
the study, but the short accounts presented in this chapter are intended
to illustrate how distinct, in general, the various forms of shamanism are
from what can be demonstrated for ancient Scandinavia.

Definition

Strictly speaking, only the Ewenki can be said to have had shamans, in that
shaman (or more commonly sama:n) is their word for a particular type of
functionary within their society who had dealings with the spirit world
(Janhunen 1986: 97)." The Russians borrowed the word, and extended its
use to similar functionaries among other tribes. The precise area within
which shamanism can be said to occur depends of course on the defini-
tion adopted. My main field of reference will be the “classic” shamanism
as practised in northern Eurasia from Lapland right across to the Pacific;
shamanistic practices from outside Eurasia, such as those of the native
Americans, I shall touch upon only incidentally, though I make somewhat
fuller (but not extensive) use of southern Eurasian examples.

Since among no two peoples were “shamans” identical in their func-
tions, problems of definition have inevitably arisen; indeed, even within

* According to Janhunen, the word is probably from the Sym Ewenki dialect; it can be
shown to go back to proto-Ewenki *sama:n, indicating that shamanism has a history of at
least two millennia among the Ewenki. The word is formed from sama-, “shaman-", and a
suffix -11; it is possibly derived from sa;, “know”, but this would be phonologically irregular.
It cannot be derived from Sanskrit sramana, “making effort; Buddhist monk”. Janhunen
reviews the terms for “shaman” in the various Siberian languages: most language groups
have native words, which can often be shown on the basis of comparative philology to have
a history of several millennia. The appropriation of the Ewenki word (as opposed to that of
any other tribe) is fitting, in so far as the Ewenki are geographically central and one of the
most widespread of the Siberian peoples: see mar 5.
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one society one shaman could differ markedly from another, as noted for
example by Humphrey (1996: 183~5). Within Siberia alone there are at least
ten different linguistic traditions with words for what we would call a sha-
man (Janhunen 1986); moreover, different types of “shaman” within one
society would often have their own nomenclature. Nonetheless, a certain
commonality of features adhering to so-called shamans among many dif-
ferent peoples cannotbe denied, and the attempt to delineate these features
has led to many definitions of “shaman” or “shamanism” (see Motzki 1977:
17-57 for a survey of definitions up to that time). We may of course set
out a functional definition as a working tool, by selecting various features
we regard as essential prerequisites for the presence of “shamanism”, but
we shall immediately find that all the features are scarcely ever present
together at one time (for example, shamans by no means always go into
trance — Eliade’s sine qua non —nor do all their activities involve summoning
spirits), which leaves us having to say the features are pofentially present.
Our sources of information, moreover, do not always allow us to determine
the presence or absence of particular features — something particularly
pertinent to Norse sources.

Definition of shamanism has ranged from the open proposal of Eliade
(1972: 4), that it is “a technique of ecstasy”,* to the strict complex of eight
features (distilled from the practices of many Siberian peoples) whose
presence Vajda (1959) demands as prerequisites. The eight features are:
Ritual ecstasy
Animal helping spirits
. Vocation of the shaman (usually by anthropomorphic guardian spirits)
. Initiation
. Travels to the otherworld
. A typical cosmology (layered universe)

Shamanic contests between animal spirits of the shamans
Shamanic paraphernalia (for example, drum).

Vajda does not absolutely demand the presence of 7 and 8; however, he
writes (1959: 476, my translation): “None of the components alone suffices
to determine the whole complex; each of them is also widespread outside
shamanism; only the typical coincidence of these traits harmonised together
amounts to the complex phenomenon that we call shamanism.”

The approach of Siikala (1978: 14) is similar:

SISOV SN

I therefore consider it useful to use the term shamanism for the real, “classi-
cal” shamanism of Central Asia, Northern Siberia and other Arcticregions,
in which the similarities of rite technique and belief system amount to more
than a few basic features. Such features, elements and ideas are, on the other
hand, found in different parts of the world.

Norse evidence certainly does not support the idea that such a specific

: Condemnation of Eliade’s definition as too vague is unfait, since he offers it as a prelimi-
nary starting point, a “working definition”; he in fact is careful to point out the dangers of
being too vaguely inclusive in what we regard as shamanism (1972: 3-13).
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form of shamanism existed in ancient Scandinavia. Hultkrantz (1973b: 34)
has, however, set out a brief but specific and more moderate definition:

We may now define the shaman as a social functionary who, with the help
of guardian spirits, attains ecstasy in order to create a rapport with the
supernatural world on behalf of his group members.

He expands on this in a later work (SLS 11; cf. Hultkrantz 1978: 30):

The central idea of shamanism is to establish means of contact with the
supernatural world by the ecstatic experience of a professional and inspired.
intermediary, the shaman. There are thus four important constituents of
shamanism: the ideological premise, or the supernatural world and the
contacts with it; the shaman as the actor on behalf of a human group; the
inspiration granted him by his helping spirits; and the extraordinary,
ecstatic experiences of the shaman. Most definitions of shamanism disre-
gard one or two of these constituents.

Hultkrantz’s definition of shamanism is adequate for the present study; I
have, however, borne in mind Vajda’s categories, not so much with the pro-
crustean aim of making Norse evidence fit this framework, butbecause they
isolate discrete areas of the phenomenon for systematic consideration.

The degree to which closeness of any particular practice to the clas-
sic Siberian form of shamanism is demanded before it is admitted to be
a form of shamanism has profound repercussions. Students of Siberian
shamanism tend to disregard or disallow as shamanism other forms of
practice outside this area, but students of these practices, in turn, tend to
regard what they investigate as forms of shamanism, resulting in divergent
ideas about what shamanism is. Things may be made clearer by designat-
ing as “classic shamanism” the (north) Siberian practices delineated by
Vajda and Siikala, and using an unqualified “shamanism” to encompass
classic shamanism but also other practices which fall within Hultkrantz’s
definitions.

In assessing Norse materials, different scholars have reacted in differ-
ent ways to the problem of defining shamanism; one tendency has been
to demand the presence of each of Vajda’s prescribed shamanic features
as a minimum requirement before discussion of Norse “shamanism” can
begin;? this method is adopted for example by Vierck (1987), and by Fleck
(1971b), who writes the following in his rejoinder to F. Schréder’s study of

Grimnismdl (1958):

There are in reality only two formal possibilities: 1. The “shamanism” to be
found in our Germanic sources is identical with the shamanism known to
and clearly defined by ethnological science; or 2. Germanic “shamanism”

is a completely different matter.

This distorts the actual state of controversy in the matter of definition, and
such an approach is unsatisfactory for two other reasons: 1. Our records of

3 An example of someone taking a more lenient approach is Lotte Motz (see various
articles in the References).
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Germanicreligious practice are too meagre to enable us categorically to say
that any particular shamanic feature was unknown; b. Fleck’s second point
does not follow from his first; it is possible that pagan Germanic religion
included practices similar to but not identical with classic shamanism (as
delineated for example by Vajda), and without necessarily exhibiting all
its features. In such a case it is justified to undertake a comparative study:
the aim is to investigate what features in Norse myth and religion are
comparable with shamanic features, and on this basis to aim to elucidate
the religious or mythic structure of the often meagre or allusive Norse
remains. Only then will it be possible to form a picture of the extent of
shamanic thinking in the Norse world.

My approach to the problem of definition is to accept the more general
formulation of Hultkrantz, and then to regard further delineating features
as tendencies - and to say that the more clearly they are present, the clearer
a case of classic shamanism we have. This deliberately leaves the edges
fuzzy, alowing us to place the Norse evidence on a sort of shamanic scale,
rather than assigning it or not to the shamanic box; it also allows for an
emphasis to be placed on differences between cultures rather than seeking
only commonalities and hence over-generalising. In practical terms, an
approximate correspondence will be noted between more markedly sha-
manistic societies in the centre, and less shamanistic ones on the periphery
of the northern Eurasian (and indeed North American) area; the Norsemen
fall clearly on the periphery geographically, and the likelihood (but not
inevitability) will be that their “shamanism” will also vary considerably
from that found at the centre.

Does the nature of a society
determine the presence of shamanism?

Hultkrantz (1978: 51) expressed the view that

[tis evident that shamanism is deeply anchored in the old hunting cultures
with their individualism, animal-spirit beliefs and hunting symbolism. In
one or another form the shamanistic practices occur in all recent marginal
hunting cultures, and particularly there; shamanism is less well adapted
to the cultures of the agriculturalist and cultures with a higher level of
technological and social complexity.

Shamanism may well have originated in hunting societies, at a remote
prehistoric time when all human societies were hunting societies,* though
Hultkrantz points out that its marginal presence in Africa casts doubt
upon the idea of its erstwhile universality (on the other hand, it existed to
some degree, including the imagery of destruction and recreation of the

4 The most ancient cave paintings, such as those of Lascaux, are nowadays typically
interpreted as displaying features of shamanic trance (for example Lewis-Williams 2002,
esp. ch. 8). For a critique of the over-readiness to see shamanism as lying behind prehistoric
rock art (but which nonetheless accepts that shamanism was indeed one inspiration for it),
see Layton (2000).



70 Clive Tolley FFC 296

shaman’s soul in the underworld, in Australia, which was settled at least
forty millennia ago: Lommel 198g). It is usually viewed as being at ifs
purest in societies which most closely resemble these ancient ones, notably
those of the far north of Siberia, as opposed, for example, to the highly
ritualised form in which it occurs (if it be granted that it is shamanism at
all) in Tibet. It is natural to draw conclusions such as that it originated in
the far north, or that it is essentially incompatible with societies subsisting
on anything but hunting (and when it occurs there, that it is adulterated)
—and such conclusions have often been drawn.

This is probably a mistaken way to look at the matter, however, and
Hultkrantz rather begs the question in asserting that as shamanism suits
best those societies where it survives most strongly, it clearly did not suit
so well those societies where it has died out. Hultkrantz notes that the
strong presence of animal spirits in shamanism indicates an origin inhunt-
ing cultures, but his four premises — ideological, social, inspirational and
extraordinary — do not require the presence of specifically zoomorphi¢
spirits, nor does he demonstrate that their strong presence is anything
more than the consequence of shamanism surviving precisely in hunt-
ing cultures where such spirits would be most expected. It might also be
added that no argument is presented for why animal spirits should not
also be expected in pastoral or agrarian cultures. The stricter definitions of
shamanism such as Vajda’s thus emerge rather as empirically based (that
is, they reflect the shamanisms that happen to survive) than as premises
on which to discern the presence of shamanism by deductive reasoning
which is how they are sometimes treated.

Shamanism is in fact a practice which can in principle (I would argue)
be adapted to suit the needs of a particular society, be it hunting or agricul-
tural, egalitarian and clan-based or hierarchical. Naturally, the wider the
net we cast to catch examples of shamanism, the less tightly woven accord-
ing to the elements set out by Vajda will the weave become; as the forms
of sub-classic shamanism under discussion do not exist in many areas any
longer, it is of course impossible to establish any empirical definition of
them, but again in principle they should be included as shamanism if they
fall within the premises set out by Hultkrantz, and they may be infer red
to have approached classic shamanism in form according as the socie-
ties concerned approached in form, or chronological point of departure
(allowing for survivals from earlier states of society), those where classic
shamanism has been observed.

It is of course the case that when a society becomes more complex,
relying on different means of sustenance, its ritual and religious life will
reflect this complexity, so that shamanism will exist side by side with, or
absorb features from, rites devoted to securing the welfare of domesticated
herds or cornfields; this is a matter of adaptation, of synthesis, within the
four premises, however, not of adulteration. Its strong presence among the
culturally developed Buryats is surely an indication of this. Some of the
different forms shamanism takes in varying societies are outlined below.

I would like to suggest a slightly different model to explain why, within
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the historical record, shamanism has survived best in primarily hunting
societies, and has withered in pastoral societies and even more so in agri-
cultural ones. A glance at the map reveals a very obvious fact: shamanism
has continued to exist best where it is most remote from the southern
influences of Christianity in the west, Islam in Central Asia, and Bud-
dhism in the east. The agricultural societies of southern Siberia lay closest
to this influence, the hunters of the north furthest from it. It is surely this
influence, rather than anything inherently anti-shamanic in pastoralism or
agriculture, which saw to the demise of shamanism in these societies.

Itis in fact clear that societies not primarily reliant on hunting continued
a form of shamanism for many hundreds, if not thousands, of years before
it was abandoned in the face of the growing influences from outside. Such
is the case with Finland, which is considered below, and also of Japan.>
Many other peoples between these two outliers can be found to have traces
of shamanism indicating an earlier use of the practice: such is the case
with the Udmurts and the Komi, for example, or many Turkic peoples,
who, though now Moslem, practised shamanism as little as a century or
so ago.® In rather more ancient times, we can be fairly confident that
the Scyths, whose influence stretched right down into eastern Europe,
practised shamanism, yet they were primarily pastoralists (with some
agriculture too) from the steppe, an area where pastoralism began around
2000 B¢ (and agriculture a few centuries later), which may well indicate that
shamanism could continue to exist quite happily in such societies given a
lack of external impetus to abandon it.

Any account of shamanism’s distribution and correlation with types of
society is, then, bound to be warped by the accidents of history. Were we
able to produce a full account reflecting the realities of a couple of millen-
nia ago, the picture would certainly be very different, and would include
both a wider area of distribution (including within Eurasia probably all
of the inhabited tundra, most of the taiga, much of the steppe, and some
areas to the south of the steppe) and a greater number of pastoral and even
agrarian societies. Topographically speaking, it would be reasonable to
expect the inhabitants of the edge of the taiga belt in Scandinavia to have
similar practices to theirimmediate and more distant neighbours stretched
in a contiguous band across to the Pacific: if they lacked such practices, it
is more likely to have been due to cultural discontiguity or lack of affinity
(stemming from their being Indo-European, for example) than the nature of
their society. But even the degree of such cultural discontiguity is an open
question, not a given premise. At the same time, the Scandinavians are at

5 Sce the study by Blacker (1992), which illustrates how earlier forms of shamanism,
characterised by trance and spontaneous consultation with spirits, gradually atrophied and
split, under influences such as Buddhism (introduced in the ninth century), into a largely
non-ecstatic and formal mediumism and a form subsumed within Buddhist asceticism (but
retaining until recent times the trance practices).

® Thus the Turks of western Siberia converted to Islam from the sixteenth century; the
Baraba Turks were noted as still being mainly heathen in 1748 (Didszegi 1978: 83, quoting
Georgi, writing in 1776).
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the very periphery of the taiga, and so the practices encountered would be
expected tobesimilarly “peripheral”. Such “peripherality” may be observed
in Japan, at the otherend of the distribution of Eurasian shamanism, where
for example the notion of the world tree (and a layered cosmos) is absent,
and even the concept of the world mountain seems to have crystallised
only under the influence of Buddhism (Blacker 1992: 82).

A further point to bear in mind when looking at the distribution of
shamanism in Siberia is that the history of the peoples of the region is
both complex and only known in a rudimentary fashion. When a feature
such as shamanism is found among a certain people, it may have been
brought with them from some earlier area of settlement, or it may have
been adopted from the indigenous people of the new area of settlement,
or it may derive from a combination of these two. A case in point is the
Ugrian peoples. These appear to have been a confederacy of tribes living on
the steppe, in regions now long emptied of Finno-Ugric-speaking peoples,
in the first few centuries AD, engaged in activities such as horse-breed-
ing. One group (or several groups) then moved far to the north, into the
taiga, where horse-breeding was impossible, and mingled with the local
population of hunters/fishers, largely adopting their lifestyle, and gave rise
to the Khanty and Mansi; another group moved to the south, eventually
arriving in Hungary and giving rise to the Magyar people. The Khanty and
Mansi have a strong tradition of shamanism; the Hungarians have only
remnants or hints of it. Did the Ugrians on the steppe practise shamanism,
preserved by the Khanty and Mansi but lost by the Hungarians, or did the
Khanty and Mansi acquire the practice from the local hunters/fishers they
mingled with, while the Hungarians in fact preserve the older situation,
with shamanism scarcely present at all? Whilst the literature on shaman-
ism sometimes considers individual cases,” there appears to be no overall
study attempting to relate what is known of the histories of the peoples of
Siberia to their shamanic (and other) practices. Without such a survey; it
is inevitable that a detailed diachronic presentation of particular forms of
shamanism will scarcely be possible in the present discussion, whose focus
is upon Norse materials; however, in most cases such a detailed historical
presentation would not, I believe, be found to alter the overall argument

of the present study.

The characteristic features of Siberian shamanism

Some of the main features of shamanism will already have emerged from
the discussion of definitions above. Siikala (1978: 16) notes that the tasks
assigned to the shaman differed in different areas, but that

7 Some instances are outlined by Ivanov (1978), for example, who highlights the need for a
more thorough study relating shamanic practices to the histories of the peoples concerned.
Other contributions in the same volume consider particular cases in more detail, for example
Dioszegi (1978) argues that the Baraba Turks were in origin Southern Samoyeds who adopted
Turkic speech some centuries before the first records of them in the seventeenth century; his
arguments illustrate the complexity of research needed to investigate such problems.
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the central task of the shaman remains above all the handling of crises
threatening the normal life of the tribe, i.e. the shaman is the prophet and
remover of danger threatening the life of the individual and the commu-
nity. One feature typical of the religious systems of shamanic cultures is
that a crisis is regarded as being caused by representatives of the Beyond,
various spirits, supernatural beings and demons.

Siikala (Siikala and Hoppal 1992: 4-12) sets out some of the character-
istic features of Siberian shamanism as follows:®

Vocation often begins with the prospective shaman falling ill in such a way
that the ailment can only be controlled by shamanising. A period is often
spent in the wilderness. The neophyte is selected by the spirits; these may,
in the north, be nature spirits, but where shamanism is inherited, the spir-
its tend to be ancestral, or nature spirits acting at the behest of ancestral
spirits.

Initiation is common to all forms of shamanism, though it may take dif-
ferent forms. It involves the novice meeting the spirits, and his winning
of helping spirits who assist in future kamlania; this is followed by the
shaman’s recognition by members of the community.

Cosmology. The shaman reinforces the community’s mythic image of the
cosmos through the rites performed, which for example include descrip-
tions of the visit to the otherworld. The images of the cosmos vary widely,
though the many-layered world is common in Siberia (but not necessarily
elsewhere: it is not found in Japan, for example).

Dress. The shaman is distinguished by special dress in some areas, butnot
in all; it is most elaborate in central and southern Siberia and inner Asia,
but at the far northern extreme among the Nenets, for example, the dress
consists just of a special headdress. Whatever form the dress takes, it is
commonly regarded as the dwelling place of the spirits.

Meeting the spirits. The kamlanie always involves a great deal of prepara-
tion. Its form varies widely, however. Whilst trance is sometimes involved,
the shaman may also meet the spirits without identifying with them (as
with the Chukchi); he may meet them without going into trance (especially
in western Siberia and inner Asia, as with the Minusinsk Tatars); in western
and northern Siberia the emphasis is more upon descriptions of the journey
to the otherworld than on the dialogue with the spirits. The description
of the otherworld journey and the meeting with the spirits are function-
ally alternative ways of demonstrating contact with the otherworld. The
different roles assumed by the shaman vis-a-vis the spirits are discussed
in Chapter 9.

Siikala (1978: 303—11, and Siikala and Hoppal 1992: 2—4) makes a divi-
sion of types of shamanism according to the different social bases:

Clan shamanism (Yukagirs, Ewenki, Amur peoples, some Altaian peoples,
and a few others, such as Selkups, Samoyeds). The livelihood relies mainly

# 1 use the present tense, but shamanism has all but disappeared in many of the areas
under consideration.
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on deer-hunting and reindeer-breeding, in villages or camps of related
families. The shaman is one of the leaders of the clan. The shaman’s group
of supporters, his clients, are the clan members, and representatives of the
clan supervise the selection and control the training of future shamans. As
a reflection of this for example among the Selkups the audience repeats
verses from the shaman’s song. The shaman maintains contact between
living and dead clan members, arranges calendular hunting rites, cures
illnesses and infertility, prophesies, and prevents misfortune caused by
spirits.

Small-group shamanism (for example the Nganasans). Owing to the scat-
tered nomadic lifestyle, the wider clan has little significance, and each
nomadic group tends to have its own shaman. The shaman will, however,
sometimes act for the clan, for example on the Nganasan clean-tent festival
when the sun begins to increase in February. The shaman acts, among other
things, as healer, for hunting success, and as a birth guardian.

Independent professional shamanism (for example the Chukchi and Koraks).
The clan system does not exist (the basic social units of the Chukchi and
Koraks, who are either reindeer-breeders or sea-mammal-hunters, are
hunting groups with nomadic camps of relatives and neighbours). The
shaman is free to choose his clients, and competes with other shamans.
The relationship between the shaman and his supporters is not as close
as that in the first two groups. He functions as a healer and resolver of
incidental crises. Client acquisition depends on demonstrating skills, so
tricks are common.

Territorial professional shamanism (for example the Sakhas, Buryats, Tuvans,
southern Altaians, Khakas, Ewenki of Transbaikal). Shamanism is highly
institutionalised, and strictly controlled by a “professional body”, so that
for example among the Buryats many novices may take partin an initiation
ceremony, demonstrating the importance of institutionalised shamanic
control. Shamanism has developed a greater formal complexity under
influences such as Lamaism and Buddhism. The shaman operates not
within the clan but a regional entity such as the village. It is found in socie-
ties with a patriarchal feudalism that have partly gone over to farming.
The shaman may be a sacrificial priest in addition to fufilling the normal
shamanic roles. Thus among the Buryats the communal sacrifice tailayan,
in honour of clan spirits of the mountains, valleys and rivers, is conducted
by nine to twelve old men led by a shaman, who calls upon the spirits in
whose honour the celebration is held and asks for “much success and good
haul, long life, lasting luck” («olzo omog, uta pahan, udan zargal»); this
is accompanied by a communal sacrifice of a mare, which is then hung on
poles (Tugutov 1978: 267-8).

Siikala (2002: ch. 5) points out that the notion of a distant abode of the
dead (to which a shaman would travel with much toil) is characteristic of
hunting societies, which might view the abode as situated for example
beyond the mouth of the clan river; stable agricultural socicties tend to
pury their dead fairly close to the settlement, which gives rise to a different
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imagery of contact with the departed. Whereas hunting societies tended
to adopt spirits of the wild as guardian spirits, in agricultural settings it is
often the clan dead that take this role. Norse society clearly followed the
agricultural norm: the dead, on the whole, dwelled in the grave mound; in
the case of Freyr in Ynglinga saga ch. 10 this clan founder was buried and
continued to ensure the welfare of his people from the grave.?

Sdmi shamanism

Sami shamanism is relatively poorly recorded, in the sense that, although
we possess quite a number of accounts of it which include many details,
the writers —mainly seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Norwegian and
Swedish missionaries who zealously set out the beliefs they were intent
on eradicating ~ failed to record a great many matters that more modern
recorders would have taken note of. At the same time Sami shamanism
is one of the best researched; among the many studies, SLS offers the best
overall view of the shamanism, and Mebius (2003) of the belief system in
general.

Accounts of Sdmi shamanism begin with the twelfth-century account
of a Sami kamlanie in Historia Norwegie, one of the earliest accounts of any
shamanism we have. The relative merit of the various seventeenth and
eighteenth-century accounts is assessed in SLS (39); those of Skanke, Olsen,
Rheen and Lundius are the most valuable. In addition to these accounts,
the last desperate cries of the Sami to be allowed to preserve their culture
can still be heard in the court cases from the time, where for example trials
against those possessing shaman-drums are recorded. We possess almost
no records of the shamanic beliefs and practices of the Sdmi of Finland and
Russia taken down while shamanism was still practised. Sdmi shamanism
was moribund already in the eighteenth century, and was extinct other
than as a folk memory by the early nineteenth century.

The Sami became nomadic reindeer-breeders in the course of the Middle
Ages, though many were still living stable lives in fishing villages in the mid-
sixteenth century (Bdckman and Hultkrantz 1985: 20). By the eighteenth
century, the nature of Sami culture had changed drastically: the importa-
tion of flour from Scandinavians allowed better population survival, which

9 Siikala (2002: 139) sees Norse concepts such as Hel and Valholl as remnants of an earlier
notion of the distant realm of the dead; this is unlikely: Hel is in origin “the covering”
(Pokorny 1959, s.v. “Kel-1", “conceal”; AeW, s.v. “hel”; VA, s.v. “hjel”), presumably of the
grave, and as a realm it is to be interpreted merely as a collectivised form of the grave;
Valholl, “Hall of the slain”, clearly represents a particularised form of afterlife for one class
of dead which cannot be associated with one settlement. These collectivised realms of the
dead, far from being remnants of early belief, have all the hallmarks of late concepts formed
at a time when the local community had ceased to be the main social focus and had been
displaced by a larger, incipiently national community. Moreover, in the case of Valholl there
is every indication that notions were in flux in the last century of paganism: in Atlakvida
2 and 14, probably from around goo, vallipll appears to mean “exotic hall”, without any
connection with the slain or Odinn (see PE I, comm. 2/3); it is only in Eirtksmdl (954 or later)
and Hdkonarmdl (962~5) that it came to mean “hall of the slain”.
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outgrew the ability of the sparse land to support the population; wild garxe
decreased to the point of extinction, and furs could no longer cover thg
taxes levied (Kasten 1989: 116-18; Pentikdinen 1995: 105). The transition
to nomadism had had little effect on their religion, which remained that
of a hunting culture, by the time of the earliest detailed records in th
seventeenth to eighteenth centuries (Backman and Hultkrantz 1985: 25).
More significant was an earlier change, around two thousand years ago,
when Scandinavian stock-raising became a model for reindeer-breedin g,
alongside which it appears many figures of Scandinavian religion werw
incorporated into their religious pantheon (ibid. 28). Most aspects of the Ix
shamanism, however, did not relate to this pantheon, but went back to 4
more primitive stage of religious development; nonetheless, it is likely thzzt
the drum pictures increased during the Middle Ages as the drum cam ¢
to be used more as an instrument of divination, and nomadism affected
certain aspects of shamanism, such as imposing on the shaman the role of
ensuring that the village (s7ita) had spiritual reindeer guardians, in which
role he sought out dead relatives (ibid. 27).

Sami shamanism was of the intense, Arctic sort, as exemplified in the
call of the spirits, the deep trance, and the formalised soul-journey of the
shaman (SLS 41). The Sdmi shaman (northern noai’di, southern noaidie)
exercised various functions (SLS 15-17):

Healer. The shaman undertook a trance journey to the otherworld to retrieve
the lost soul of a seriously ill patient, as well as bargaining with the mistress
of the dead, Jébbmeahkka, who held the soul (SLS 44-6).

Hirer of the dead. The shaman could bring up a soul from the underworlcl
to guard the reindeer herd, accomplished in the same way as retrieving;
the soul of a sick person (SLS 46-7).

Diviner. Divining was used by the Sami for diagnosing the cause of a dis—
ease (with mild trance), for uncovering information about conditions in
distant places, including under the sea or in the underworld (in trance)-

for discovering how successful hunting and reindeer-rearing would be (by
asking shamanic spirits, probably in trance), and for determining future

events (apparently in mild trance; little is said of this function). Divination

could also be undertaken using the drum; any man could do this (without

trance): the drum would be beaten with a hammer and a ring or other

object laid upon it, and the direction of its movement would be noted. Itis

likely, but not attested, that spirits were collected in the drum during this

process (SLS 47-52).

Sacrificial priest (exceptional). The sacrificial priest may have been a nonidi,

but not every noaidi was a sacrificial priest. Sacrifice appears to have been

carried out as a consequence of other shamanic rites, for example when a

shaman was called in in cases of some difficulty, he would determine if the

spirits demanded a sacrifice, and then carry it out (SLS 52-3).

Hunting magician, and diviner and charmer of animals. The evidence for

this role — so common in northern hunting societies — is extremely meagre

among the Sami (SLS 54-6), but may have withered by the time of our
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sources (Mebius 2003: 114), when hunting was already a thing of the past,
at least as a staple means of sustenance (Kasten 1989: 116-18).

Retrieving distant objects is ascribed to Sami shamans, for example in the
popular tale of how a Sami, during trance, brought a ring from a person’s
distant home (SLS 46). Olaus Magnus, Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus
11.17, also tells of this skill; it has clearly been a well-known folk-tale motif
in Nordic regions since antiquity.*

The shaman was male; such women as were involved in the shaman’s
office took a subsidiary role (SHAMANS: FEMALE).

The shaman operated within small communities on the family level.

S4ami shamanism, as recorded, lacked some of the features often found
in Siberian shamanism (SLS 36). The Sdmi shaman lacked a special cos-
tume, as far as is known (Kasten 1989: 11617 argues, rather speculatively,
that some of the silver goods imported until the coming of the plague in
the mid-fourteenth century may have formed part of a shaman’s costume;
Sami folklore attributes the plague to these foreign goods, and the shaman
costume may have been abandoned along with the silver). His vocation,
although involving compulsory demands from the spirits to shamanise,
did notinvolve a death and dismemberment. He did not use the model of
the world pillar (which the Sami certainly had) as a channel of communi-
cation with the otherworld. Sacrifice was not, as in some shamanic areas
of Central Asia, integrated into the shaman’s tasks (which would have
necessitated visits to the upper world, for which climbing a world pillar
provides a suitable imagery). It is uncertain whether the impression of the
Sami belief system as a series of disjecta membra should be regarded as a
sign of a late withering of or indeed a failure to record properly an earlier
more integrated system or as a sign of a more primitive state of affairs
than is found elsewhere in Siberia, with many of the elements typical of
shamanism present, but not yet adopted into a coherent system. On the
whole (but not necessarily with respect to all elements) the former seems
more likely, given the generally limited nature of our sources; I argue in
Chapter g that the earliest account, the Historia Norwegie, acts as a witness
of a livelier system of belief than is found in the later accounts.

The guardian spirits, “men of Sdjva”, were hereditary in certain families,
or could be bought or achieved. After the death of a shaman, his spirits
would offer their services to his son or close relative; those who turned them

0 Tt is less clear how far it was part of the Sdmi tradition. Laestadius (2002: 111.20) regards
Olaus Magnus's account as tale-spinning, but he also cites a recent (1840s or 1850s) example
that took place in Kola Lapland, where a local Russian administrator poured scorn on the
magical abilitics of a Simi woman: the woman said he would soon repent what he said, and
disappeared, but came back after a few minutes. Later, the man’s wife told him that the same
Sami had appeared to her and tried to force her to drink a goblet of blood; although the wife
was at a great distance, it emerged that the Sdmi had appeared to her in the minutes after
the man had scorned her. Laestadius regards this as evidence of some skill of persuasion,
akin to what we might term hypnotism today, but whatever the actual explanation, it does
tend to support the idea that the Sdmi used evidence of their ability to bilocate to convince
outsiders of their abilitics, and the ability to retrieve an object from a distance is close to
this, and hence may well have been another method they employed.
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away would suffer violently or die. After accepting them, the novice would
learn his office in secret from them —or publicly from an old shaman. There
would be an instalment ceremony when the community accepted the new
shaman. The shaman contacted three sorts of spirit (known collectively
as noaidegdzzi), who were associated with the spirit realm, Sdjva (saajve in
the south, bassevdrre, “holy mountain”, in the north): a. Anthropomorphic
spirits (saajve/bassevdre dlmmd, “Séjva man”), who lived in the holy realm
(usually in the mountains) and called the shaman to his office; the shaman
could seek their counsel by sending the bassevire lidde, “Sajva bird”. A
female spirit, bassevire niejda, “Séjva girl”, strengthened the shaman with
water during the attacks of the spirits during his vocation, and later when
his basscevire sarves, “Séjva reindeer”, fought against other shamans’ spir-
its. b. Theriomorphic spirits, noaidevuoigna, the bird and reindeer already
mentioned, and the bassevire guolle, “Séjva fish”, which guided the shaman
to the underworld or watched over his life during trance. ¢. The dead, who
lived underground, ruled over by an old woman, Jabbmedhkka. The sha-
man had to fetch the souls of the sick back from here, either promising a
sacrifice to Jdbbmedhkkd, or else stealing the soul quickly before the dead
noticed and making a quick get-away. He also fetched souls of the dead
to act as guardians of the reindeer herd; he would either have to persuade
the soul to follow him, with the promise of sacrifices, or force it by fighting
it. It is uncertain if the shaman visited other realms than those of the dead
(Jabbmeajmmo) and the spirits, such as those of the gods, though such a
heavenly ascent is emphasised in other forms of Siberian shamanism (and
its absence may be a reflection of the missionaries’ attitudes).

Isaac Olsen (1910: 32) records that the spirits taught the shaman to run
in the shape of wolves or bears, or to cast such forms on others; Bickman
and Hultkrantz (SLS 57) interpret this as a sign of how easily the concept of
the free soul merges with that of the guardian or helping spirit. However,
as neither the wolf nor the bear had this specific shamanic role, Olsen’s
statement is better interpreted as merely indicating the shaman’s magical
powers, such that he could shift shape at will; it is probably a reflection of
a (degenerate) witchcraft notion rather than intrinsically shamanic.

Finnish shamanism

Finland has relied on agriculture for millennia; yet this bald statement
belies the far more complex situation which has existed here, as in many
other marginal areas on the borders of where agriculture is viable. For
many hundreds, even thousands, of years, agriculture was largely confined
to the coastal strip, where most of the settled population lived; it only made
any inroads in the inland areas in the Middle Ages. The interior served
two purposes: it was the erdmaa, “land set aside”, regarded as holy in one
sense, yet in another a source to be exploited, mainly for hunting, by the
settled inhabitants, the lantalaiset, who also practised agriculture. Its other
purpose was as a homeland for the lappalaiset, the semi-nomadic people
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who made a livelihood from its riches. The extent to which these lappalaiset
were Sami is an open question (Pentikdinen 1995: 22), but their presence is
undoubted, as is their gradual retreat northwards as the lantalaiset spread
inland: in the twelfth century the lappalaiset might be found throughout
Finland bar the littoral 50 km or so, but by the nineteenth they were found
effectively only in the modern province of Lappi in the far north. Hunting
and fishing were the staple forms of existence for lappalaiset, and they
formed, at all times into the twentieth century, a substantial portion of
the subsistence also of the lantalaiset. Hence it is somewhat misleading to
describe Finland simply as an agricultural nation until quite modern times.
Alongside the ancient reliance on hunting survived rites such as the bear’s
wake (karhunpeijaiset) which have parallels in firmly shamanic societies
such as the Khanty and the Ewenki (see Chapter 20). It is therefore hardly
surprising to find that shamanism (albeit in a remnant form) also survived
here until recent times, its continuance being also a reflection of the late
arrival of Christianity: whilst the south-west coast and southern Karelia
were Christian (Catholic and Orthodox respectively) by about the twelfth
century, inland areas of Savo and Karelia were still effectively pagan in
the sixteenth century (Siikala 2002: 339); thus in 1534 Archbishop Makari
sent the priest Ilya to Karelia and surrounding areas to eradicate wor-
ship in groves and burial mounds, and force magicians to give up their
sorcery, whilst strengthening the clergy in the area (Kirkinen 1970: 160).
In the Lutheran western parts a concerted educational effort starting in
the seventeenth century wiped out much of the ancient tradition, which,
however, survived (even if in an attenuated form) until recent times in the
Orthodox areas (Siikala 2002: 339).

The remains of shamanism among the Finns demonstrate that shamanism
was once practised in a far wider area than when it was recorded in recent
centuries. The point applies to less-researched areas too: it is clear, for
example, that the Finno-Ugric Komi people also once practised shamanism,
some hint of which is preserved in the missionary accounts (far earlier than
among the Sami and far less informative; the primary source is the life of St
Stephen of Perm, who lived in the late fourteenth century) and in magical
practices suchasvisitstothe underworld, achieved inlater centuries through
spells rather than kamlania (Napolskikh, Siikala and Hoppal 2003: 74).
Further examples might be cited, but the point is clear: shamanism cannot
be regarded as always having been confined more or less to the societies
in which it has been clearly recorded in recent centuries.

One of the earliest accounts of (probable) shamanism in the Finnic
area is a lengthy entry, falling into two parts, recorded in the ITosrocmb
spemenvitbixs Aromo (the Russian Primary Chronicle) under the year 6579
(ap 1071); the chronicle (in its Laurentian redaction) was written down in
1377, but is based on an original of the early twelfth century, which used
still older materials as sources. The stance is heavily Christian, and this
distorts all depictions of pagan activities; yet some faint information about
the beliefs manages to survive. The first part of the account is a protracted
interchange between various sorcerers, kydecriicy, and the Russian prince
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Yan in the region of Beloozero; these sorcerers claimed the prince had
no power over them, and he naturally showed how wrong they were by
slaughtering them. The most interesting part of the dialogue is the version
of the creation of mankind ascribed to them by the chronicler: God took a
sauna, sweated, wiped the sweat off with a cloth, and cast the cloth down
from heaven to earth; God and Satan contended over who could make man
from the cloth, and while Satan succeeded in making a human body, only
God could breathe a soul into it, and hence upon death the body turns to
dust, but the soul passes to God. More interesting, from a shamanic point
of view, is the second part, a brief description of a sorcerer of the closely
related Chuds (perhaps Veps, or a closely related Finnic tribe from slightly
further east). The text according to the Laurentian version is as follows:"

E CH BO EpeEmeNa B akra cu npuraunca whkoemy
HorropoAwio - npuTH B YIoAb - M MPHAE T KYAECHHKY
XOTA EOAXEOBANKIA (U HEFO - WH IKE 110 WEKUAK CBOIMY
Haua npH3KEATH Bhewt - B xpamuny cgowo - NOBropoaLo
ke chaayy Ha nopozk Tomke YpamuNid - KYAECHHK. 2Ke
neskALIE WKL - ¥ WMBE HM'B B'RCh - KYAECHHKD #KE BCTAB
pE Hogropnuo - 634 Ne cmbkioTn npuru whkuto umawn
NA OBk« 1rome BOIATCA - WH KE Nomanyeh HA coB'k
KPT'h - W WIEAS MOCTABH Kpomk XpAmHNEKL TOE - WH KE
HAYA ONATh NPUBKIEATH Bhew - Ehen sKE METABILE HML
NoB'kAALIA - UTO PAAH NPHIIEA ECTh - MMOCEMB PKE OUA
NPALUATH 1670 - UTO PAAH EOIATCA KI'O - IKIMOKE CE HOCHM'A
HA coB'k KPTa- WHL 2Ke PE UTO €cTh 3HAMENLE NBNAro Fa-
IFOKE HALIM B3H BOITCA - WH JKE PE TO KAUM CY'Th E3H
BALUIM KAE KHEYTh [ON'h 2KE peue] B BESANAXB - CYTh KE
WEBPAZO YEPHH - KPHAATEI XEOCTH HMVLHIE - BCXOAATh 2KE H
MOAs HEOMb CAVILAOLIE BAA BOR'L - BAM BO ANFAH HA
HECH CY'Th - ALPE KTO SMPETH T BALLIA AIGAHH TO BL3NOCHM'h
ICTh HA HEO - Alpe AH T HAUWI Oy MHPAIETH TO NOCHMh K
NAWMMB EFMb B BESANY - 1AKS M ecTh - rpkwnnun 5o B
apk o savie MK BRubiia - 4 npageAnnyl B MENEML
KHUANMLIK BOABAPAIOTCA €O ANFAI -

The translation of Cross and Sherbowitz-Wetzor (1953: 153) is as follows:

** The text is reproduced from Die Nestorchronik (p. 179), but I have also consulted the mod-
ern edition by Ostrowski (2003), which collates all manuscripts and offers a reconstructed

paradosis (in standardised early-twelfth-century language).
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At about the same time, it happened that a certain man from Novgorod
went among the Chuds, and approached a magician, desiring to have his
fortune told. The latter, according to his custom, began to call devils into his
abode. The man from Novgorod sat upon the threshold of that same house,
while the magician lay there in a trance, and the devil took possession of
him. The magician then arose, and said to the man from Novgorod, “The
gods dare not approach, since you wear a symbol of which they are afraid”.
The Novgorodian then bethought him of the cross he wore, and went and
laid it outside the house. The magician then resumed his calling of the
devils, and they shook him, and made known why the stranger had come.
Then the Novgorodian inquired of the magician why the devils were afraid
of the cross they wore. The magician made answer, “That is the token of
God in heaven, of whom our gods are afraid”. Then the man of Novgorod
asked who his gods were and where they dwelt. The magician replied, “In
the abysses; they are black of visage, winged and tailed, and they mount
up under heaven obedient to your gods. For your angels dwell in heaven,
and if any of your people die, they are carried up to heaven. But if any of
ours pass away, they are carried down into the abyss to our gods”. And so
it is; for sinners abide in hell in the expectation of eternal torment, while
the righteous associate with the angels in the heavenly abode.

The shamanic background to some of the central mythological tales
found in traditional Finnish folk poetry was demonstrated in a perceptive
and wide-ranging study by Haavio (1950); more recently, Siikala (2002)
offers an up-to-date and thorough study of Finnish shamanism. This is
augmented by the valuable work of Stark (2006), which presents in detail
the mental world of the early-modern Finnish tietdji (lit. “knower”, the
successor to the shaman of earlier times) and his interaction with various
powers subsisting within himself and the world around. The following
section is based largely on these two recent works, where the matters under
discussion are presented in much greater detail. :

The tietiji was a figure resorted to for example to expel illness (by call-
ing spirit helpers to himself), who might go into a trance state to achieve
his ends. Siikala (2002: part IV) argues that the tietdji probably goes back
to the Bronze Age, and was preceded in earlier epochs by the noita,' the
shaman of a hunting society. A presentation of the Finnish shaman relies on
information gathered about tietdjit in historical times, analysis of material
such as ancient folk poetry, and comparative study involving Sami and
Siberian practices and beliefs.

The first description of the tietiji rites was given in 1733 by Maxenius.
They were accompanied by wild gestures, and the tietdji had to be in his
Iuonto (Qv) or haltija to fight against disease; Ganander (1997, s.v. “haltio”)
records that hyppii haltioissansa, lit. “he leaps in his guardian spirits”,
means to be under the power of a spirit, in ecstasy (Siikala 2002: 242)."

2 The Finnish word noita, “witch, sorcerer”, is cognate with Sami noai’di, “shaman”. See
Siikala (1990) on remains of shamanism in the practices of the noita.

13 Ganander writes: «hyppii haltioissansa ar betagen af en besynnerlig anda, wara ritt ifrig,
wara utom sig, sd godt som in ecstasi, sisom trollkarlar plaga wara, neml. bita tinderna
tilsammans, hoppa up och birga sig illa, at haren resa sig», “hyppii haltioissansa, is overcome
by a strange spirit, to be zealous, to be outside oneself as in ecstasy, as warlocks are wont
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The description of this state matches that of Siberian shamans in trance,
where animal helpers appear and take up residence in the host, after which
the shaman sometimes makes a visit to the otherworld (ibid. 245). Areas
where this sort of trance occur usually view the sick as invaded by disease
spirits, and their expulsion suffices as an act of healing.*

The majority of the tietiji’s activities were the healing and prevention
of illness, but also included ensuring the welfare of cattle, crops, hunting
and fishing. He could expose the culprit who had ruined someone’s cattle
or hunting luck, and punish them. He could uncover the whereabouts of
stolen goods, and put the thief into such a state that he would yield them
up. He could also magically sever unapproved relationships, ensuring
good fortune for a bridal couple. He would ensure the success of ventures
such as new buildings or journeys. He could cause harm, for example by
summoning bears or wolves to do damage. (Ibid. 79-84)

Siikala (ibid. 71-6; 1986b: 188) points out that in western Finland incanta-
tions followed a European pattern, tending to be verbal formulae repeated
verbatim and endowed with a mechanical power irrespective of the reciter;
the tietiji, found more in eastern and northern Finland, by contrast impro-
vised and combined motifs not bound to a verbatim structure (though the
subjects, motifs and even lines of verse were traditional in nature), and
moreover required great personal spiritual power to effect his incantations.
He thus resembled more closely the shamans of many societies of Eurasia,
though the degree of interaction between tradition and improvisation in the
shaman’s incantations must have varied from one society to another (and
has not been subject to widescale investigation; Siikala 1986D offers sucha
detailed investigation of variation in the Finnish tietdjii’s incantations).

The tietiji used various sorts of charms for healing. The tietdji sought
the origin of an illness with questions, divinations and dreams, and the
knowledge gained represented knowledge of the illness’s essential nature,
and hence power over it, so that the declaration of knowledge amounted to
a cure. In other cases, where there was a spirit (or rather, any undesirable
force) to be expelled, a banishment charm would be used (on which see
Brummer 1908). Origin charms depict the birth of the illness itself. This
is not in itself necessarily shamanic, but comparable notions are found in
shamanic practices: thus the Nganasan shaman (16, 17) would familiarise
himself with the origins of illnesses and could thereafter visit their dwell-
ings to force them to repair their damage. Thus in shamanic understanding
the origin of things like illnesses exists not only in the past, but in the other-
world, where they can be visited and acted upon. (Siikala 2002: 84-91)

to be, biting their teeth together, leaping up with scant regard to their safety, so that their
hair stands on end”.

* The idea that disease can be cured by the expulsion of the demon that caused it can also
be found in runic inscriptions in the younger futhark such as the late-eleventh-century
Sigtuna amulet and the Canterbury Charm (McKinnell, Simek and Diiwel 2004: 016, O17).
By contrast, charms in the older futhark usually employ protective magic words. Whether
Finnish influence could have effected this change cannot, of course, be determined, but
must remain a possibility.
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Animal helpers (such as an iron burbot or a horse of Hiisi) might take
away the illness, which is sent back to its sender, who thus becomes a
victim (ibid. 117). The illness might also be banished to a hole in the midst
of arock on a great windy hill, in other words the cosmic focal point con-
necting worlds (ibid. 119).

Stark (2006: ch. 9) describes how the physical body was not delimited in
the same way as in modern thought to what lies within our skin, but was
in a sense “porous”, open to various spiritual forces, which could have an
adverse effect upon it. The particular details of these various forces and the
way the tietiji dealt with them are described in detail by Stark, but just a
few points will suffice in the present context. Viiki, dynamistic force, was
not an all-pervading, immanent force, but was believed to inhere in certain
objects; it was of various sorts (rock, fire, water viki, for example), and was
not equally present throughout objects in the world. Dynamistic contagion,
whereby viki could affect (or infect) people, resulted from contacts which
violated invisible or symbolic boundaries — and these boundaries were
not fixed, but shifted according to ever-changing relationships between
entities; hence it was crucial, in dealing with vdki, to have the skill and
knowledge to master these relationships, and it was in this area that the
tetiijii was a specialist. Luonto was dynamistic force emanating from the
human self and interacting with the environment; the tietiji in particular
made use of the power of his luonto.

The tietiji had a wide array of helpers: the dead, nature spirits, viiki, the
god Ukko, the Virgin Mary, Jesus and animal spirits (Siikala 2002: 195). The
Hetiijii might also appeal for aid to Vdindm®inen, the primordial seer who
was endowed with exceptional power (ibid. 210). Animal spirits would
be used to send on missions: snakes would be sent to harm people, bears
to fight other bear spirits (ibid. 228). The tietji did not adopt animal form
himself, but he did take on the powers of animals, such as a hawk’s talons
or an eagle’s claws (ibid. 231, 249).

The tietdji had particular items of costume: the hat, probably regarded as
the dwelling of the spirits (as in Nanai shamanism), a belt, whose primary
purpose was protection, and a mantle, worn for the journey to the dead, a
journey which is found, however, only in poetic descriptions — as the tietdji
already knew the words of charms which gave power over illnesses, he
had little need to travel to the otherworld to manipulate spiritual forces in
such remote regions to effect his tasks (ibid. 281-9). A couple of examples
from poetry are worth mentioning, however; here, it is not healing but
knowledge that is the purpose of the shamanic activity.

The visit to the dead shaman Antero Vipunen involved Viinamoinen’s
quest for some words necessary for the completion of aboat he was making
(FFPE nos. 28, 29; SKVR 1, 399 and I 161). The poet seems to have adapted
shamanic themes here: Haavio (1952: 124—32; 1950: 153-66) argues that
behind the account we have lies an incident in which Antero Vipunen
had gone into a trance, and his assistant Viindmdinen, forgetting the
words necessary to recall his now dead master, himself set out in trance to
ask him. This recalls accounts from among the Sami of a shaman whose
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assistant forgets the words necessary to bring him out of trance, so that he
dies; years later the assistant remembers the words, but is greeted with a
voice from the grave telling him he is too late (Itkonen 1960: 27-8n.).

The other incident is explicitly a visit to Tuonela (the realm of the dead)
(for example FFPE no. 30; SKVR I, 370). Vdindmdinen breaks his sledge, or
in other variants is building a boat, and sets out for the otherworld to seek
tools necessary to mend or complete it. Haavio (1952: 88-91; 1950: 105~-10)
suggests that the tools to be fetched from Tuonela are perhaps to be inter-
preted as words necessary to continue the song (represented by the sleigh
ride); in some variants, it is explicitly stated that Vaindmoinen fetches
words. Haavio (1952: 86; 1950: 103) notes that according to Ganander
(1997, s.v. “Tuonela”; he provides similar information in Mythologia Fen-
nica, s.v. “Tuonela”) the expression «kdyda Tuonella 1. Tuonelassa, kulkea
Tuonella», “to visit Tuoni or Tuonela, to go to Tuoni”, is equivalent to
“fall into a trance”, and specifically to the expression langeta loween (to
which entry Ganander refers the reader, s.v. “lowi”), which is used «de
Lappis & magis, qvi in ecstasin procidunt; & extra corpus sese ambulare
credunt», “of Sdmi and magicians, who fall into ecstasy, and believe they
walk about outside their body”. The background to Vdindmoinen’s visit
to the otherworld is therefore a shamanic trip to uncover the knowledge
necessary to complete a task in hand. The verbal contest Vdinamdinen
has with the underworld female spirit, who challenges him to declare
his reason for coming, is comparable to that undertaken for example by
the Sami shaman against underworld spirits as he retrieves the soul of a
patient (SOUL LOSS AND RETRIEVAL).

The tietiji would summon variously his or another’s luonto, “nature”,
haltija, ” guardian spirit” (a Germanic loan), or synty, “birth”; they appear
to be largely interchangeable (or rather, they functioned as variant expres-
sions within incantations), but must originally have referred respectively
to an externalised and concretised aspect of the shaman’s self, envisaged
as dwelling in the spirit realm, to an independent assistant spirit (haltija
regularly occurs in folklore in this sense, as a guardian of the farm or
of a kindred: see Haavio 1942), and to a realisation of the shaman’s kin,
his origin, again envisaged as dwelling in the otherworld (in line with
the notion of the origin of a shaman’s powers as lying in the otherworld,
where he was initiated). In northern areas, the tietiji would summon his
own [uonto; in the south, where trance was less important, he tended to
summon someone else’s, such as the patient’s. The luonto typically had to
be summoned from a lovi, and langeta loveen, “fall into a lovi”, meant to fall
into a trance; lovi appears to mean “cleft”,*s which would reflect the com-
mon notion of a cleft acting as a passage to the otherworld (for example,
the Nganasan shaman descended through a tree cleft (16)). The notion of
increasing the might of one’s luonfo, and altering its nature, by gathering

*» Though there is some uncertainty over this; however, Koivulehto (1999a: 38) argues
it derives from Germanic *law(w)s, “notch”, cf. Old Norse logg, “rim at the bottom of a
cask”.
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viiki of various sorts is distinctive to the tietdji institution. In illness rites,
the haltija represents something temporarily missing: it was said of a sick
person that “the haltija has escaped from him”; it would pass down to the
underworld and deteriorate if kept apart from the body too long. It was
thought to have the same form as its owner, and to move around outside
the person. Although this clearly comes close to the notion of soul loss,
Siikala distinguishes the loss of the haltija from soul loss (a distinction
characteristic of Finnish but not Siberian shamanism). The notions of the
haltija show a conflation of the ideas of the distant land of the dead (typical
of Siberian shamanism), and of the guardian spirits dwelling in stones and
the like in the vicinity of a farm, a tradition well recorded in Scandinavia
(VARDTRAD). (Siikala 2002: 250-63)

Khanty and Mansi shamanism

The Ob Ugrian shaman - the #agit-yum (male) and riait-ne (female) in
Mansi, and jol (among other titles) in Khanty (Kulemzin et al. 2006, s.v.)
— undertook four categories of tasks on behalf of the community (he was
not permitted to use his powers to do ill, otherwise the spirits would leave
him); his procedure in general consisted of uncovering the reason for the
misfortune, and discerning the correct way of ameliorating it (such as pre-
scribing offerings to particular spirits) (Kerezsi 1996: 184-93; Karjalainen
1918: 546-601; 1921-7: III, 285-9):

1. In problems in human life, illness, childbirth and death, he would turn
to the gods. In matters of healing, he would, with the help of his spir-
its, discover which harmful spirit had kidnapped the soul of the patient
and how to retrieve it. The shaman’s soul would leave his body, passing
through a crack down to the lower world. He would visit the lord of the
lower world to ask for the soul back, passing a series of obstacles on his
way (wild animals, fire, wounding, thorny scrub). Having been favourably
received, the shaman passed back along the same route with the patient’s
soul. He rested, exhausted, for several hours afterwards. The shaman only
dealt with illness as a result of soul loss; he would know a few common
cures for everyday ailments but was not an expert in this field. In matters
of childbirth he would occupy a neighbouring hut when a woman was
suffering; he would not intervene physically.

2. In matters of livelihood, he would contact the spirits of the forest, rivers
and so forth to ask them to give bounteous catches.

3. He conducted rituals and feasts, for example at the sacrifice at the begin-
ning and end of the hunting season: the shaman would know which spirit
to make the offering to, and he acted as psychopomp of the victim’s soul.

4. Divination, finding lost objects and providing information about missing
people. Foretelling was also practised by shamans, for example by peering
at the setting sun, but this was not a practice confined to shamans or part
of their main activities.
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It appears from old accounts that the shaman might be bound during
a kamlanie, which was conducted in the dark, and tortured by the spirits
(cf. ¥16. 1); this would be a repetition of scenes from the shaman’s initiation
(Karjalainen 1918: 579; Karjalainen, ibid. 596, also mentions a seventeenth-
century account describing the late-sixteenth-century Yermak’s encounter
with south Mansi bound shamans, who were poked with sharp weapons
by the onlookers).

The Ob Ugrian shaman was usually male, and shamanism tended to run
infamilies (including through female lines). The shaman was ty pically called
during youth, in particular by falling gravely ill; the learning of the craft
was believed to come from the spirits rather than any human instructors.

The shaman would use spirits which were both local and non-local in
nature (and he could use spirits other than those of his own clan). He usu~
ally had one protective spirit who chose him and assigned him his tasks;
then there were less powerful helping spirits, usually animals or birds; the
assistant spirits were most often seven in number. There were also certain
essential spirits: the “head guardian” protected his soul during the journey
to the underworld by keeping it in its breast; on this journey the shaman
was also assisted by the bear-like spirit given by the guardian of the earth,
and on journeys to heaven by a grey horse, “the swamp-crane-coloured
animal”. Another spirit, the “handled-staff-stern woman”, in one account
acts as the summoner of the other spirit helpers, each of whose arrivals
is described in the kamlanie. When the shaman needed to retrieve a soul,
it could either be undertaken by a spirit sent by the shaman — if it was a
simple matter of its having been snatched by the dead, then the shaman
would send a spirit in the form of a dead man, with a bear-like spirit sit-
ting in its breast — or by the shaman himself, if the soul had been stolen by
spirits, in which case his soul, ilt, would sit crouched in the breast of the
“head guardian”, sometimes travelling to the underworld “by a snake”.
The soul or spirit crouching in the breast suddenly leaps out and seizes
the stolen soul from its astonished imprisoner. This is described in song
by the shaman, who loses consciousness at the point where he meets the
spirit demanding the sacrifice; the shaman describes what happens when
he recovers. (Siikala 1978: 2224, following Karjalainen 1918/1921-7)

Some spirits lived in the shaman’s wooden box, and the spirit of the
shaman’s drum dwelt in a colourful cloth rolled into the inner side of the
drum, and was given offerings before each ritual. To gain the information
he needed, the shaman was believed both to summon spirits to him (but
without taking them into himself and becoming possessed), attracting
them by singing and drumming (or zither-playing), and to travel far and
wide in soul (Karjalainen 1918: 593; 1921~7: III, 318-19).

The drum was used to call spirits, but its original purpose (so Kar-
jalainen believed) was to induce trance; it was not used for divination
(Siikala 1978: 273~4). The drum was often replaced by the zither as a means
of summoning spirits (ibid. 221).

The shaman did not have a special costume, though earlier he had spe-
cial headgear, gloves and other items (Kerezsi 1996: 184).
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As an example of an Ob Ugrian shamanic kamlanie, the following
account of a Mansi instance by N. L. Gondatti, recorded in the 1880s, will
serve (cited and translated from Karjalainen 1918: 580):

When the shamans, calling upon their gods, make powerful and swift
movements, all the [drum’s] baubles tinkle, and the drum itself produces
a piercing sound, especially if before use it has been held close to a fire,
and precisely these sounds are pleasing to the gods, and hearing them they
come to announce their will to the shaman, who, dancing around, finally
tosses himself about in attacks of cramp and lets out disconnected utter-
ances. Those around listen to these sounds intently, and they present them
with the opportunity to put their inventive powers to use in interpreting
them and in praising their gods. Usually it is Mir-susna-yum, World-watch-
ing-man, thatis conjured, since he takes care of people, and the closest god
to them. He is usually conjured at night, when he makes his rounds upon
earth. For this purpose, the fire is quenched in the house of the kamlanie,
and the shaman strikes his drum several times, after which everything
falls into complete silence. In the silence the clattering of horses’ hooves is
‘ clearly to be heard, which ends in a crash, a sign of the god stepping into
| the dwelling. After a little while everything is at an end, and the shaman,
| usually lying stretched out on the floor, begins to relate the words of the
| god. Very often during the time of the kamlanie some silver or at least metal
| plates are set in front of the house, so that the god’s steed need not step on
| the bare ground or snow.
|
|

Gondatti (ibid.) also recorded a different sort of kamlanie:

On a dark night people gather in the home of some wealthy individual,
| both men and women. The shaman places a metal disc on the ground, and
| on this iron-headed arrows, and begins to conjure the god by striking on the

disc with the arrows. Presently the house shakes, the roof opens near to the

stove and Mir-susno-yum enters, announcing his appearance by striking on

the disc with the arrows. He then often tortures the shaman, so hard that
| he falls down as if dead, pierced, it is said, by the arrows in every corner
‘ of his body. At this time fire may not be lit, since the unconscious shaman,
| suffering from cramps, would immediately die. Once an arrow passed in
| one shaman from his heart to his heel, but despite this he simply became
i even healthier than hitherto.

Daur shamanism

The shamanism of the Daurs is presented in a detailed study by Hum-
phrey (1996), on which the following account is based. The Daurs dwell
in a region between the areas of classic Siberian shamanism to their north
(for example among the Ewenki), and the advanced civilisations of the
Mongols and in particular the Chinese to the south. Their mode of life is
agricultural, but they value hunting highly. Society is hierarchical, with a
chief of each village and a strict order of priority within the clan. The elders
were distinct from the shamans. The elder most concerned with ritual was
the bagchi, who had to know the rituals and prayers, how to make sacrifices,
consecrate horses, pronounce banishing spells and make divinations from
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sheep’s intestines. He would act as ritual adviser and helper to the shaman,
but he did not embody the spirits. (Ibid. 29—-30)

Lissential for the yadgan shaman was the ability to become one with a
spirit and hence to traverse the cosmos, finding out what ordinary people
could not. Contacts with spirits occurred both by ecstatic and non-ecstatic
means. The shaman, who might be either male or female, underwent an
inner metamorphosis involving illness and being forced to accept an ong-
gor, a shamanic ancestral spirit, as a new soul, after which training by an
older shaman took place. The shaman was considered to cross into the
world of the dead whenever he became or called down an onggor. The
onggor was not an ancestral spirit in the normal sense: it had previously
belonged to a shaman, but could select anyone in the lineage to attach itself
to, irrespective of male line; thus shamanism was essentially subversive of
the patrilineal values of the society. The shaman would sing of impossible
things such as a blind lynx or a wild bull (bulls were always domesticated):
the point was that the shaman had understanding of impossible existences,
whereas the elders know only mundane things. (Ibid. 31)

The shaman was not regarded as master of all religious life, and more-
over was not the only practitioner who could embody spirits: curers,
bonesetters, midwives and sorcerers could do likewise. Each shaman had
his own methods. The healing ritual of Pingguo Yadgan was a controlled
re-enactment of the event that marked his first possession by onggor: this
corresponds to many instances in Siberian shamanism, where the kamlanie
refers back to the cosmology, and the otherworld journey, undertaken
at initiation. Shamanic songs were dialogic, responses to subjects in the
performance, but they were not dialogues, with questions directed to the
spirits: this distinguishes north from south Asian shamanism (contrast
much of the Japanese shamanism considered below). (Ibid. 48, 230)

In a kamlanie, the refrains repeated by the audience were necessary in
order to raise the shaman’s soul energy. Various ritualised elements were
employed: leadership, mystical flight, heroism, to demonstrate the power
of order over chaos. The impersonation of spirits, along with striking sound
effects, was an important element in the performance. (Ibid. 234)

Dolbor was the shamanic journey through the dark to fetch back a soul
from the otherworld; it was rarely performed. The shaman’s life was in
danger on the journey. It followed a set ritual, but could be followed by
non-ritualised healing actions to rid the spirits attacking the patient. A goat
was offered in propitiation (not sacrifice) by the shaman. The shaman only
briefly assumed the identity of a spirit, whereas in other performances
this was a more common occurrence. The dolbor ritual involved mainly a
description of the journey undertaken. (Ibid. 227, 235)

The ominan ritual was quite different; it took place every three years,
and the whole community took part (rare for a shamanic ritual). It called
for the presence of a shaman from the community and a senior one from
outside. Spirits would be invited down in turn; there was anxiety that one
might be forgotten. Two trees were linked by a red thread, the path of the
spirits, with a ring on it. When a spirit was caught, it was sent down the
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thread on the ring to the junior shaman, who had to remember the spirit’s
characteristics. The ritual took place as part of a festival involving feasting,
games and wrestling. (Ibid. 237)

Different rituals were undertaken by the female otoshi shamans, linked
to the cult of female fertility spirits, the keepers of the souls of the unborn,
which were common in this area of Asia. Further discussion of the Daur
female shamans is given in Chapter 7. (Ibid. 286—305)

The shaman is to be viewed as belonging to a “third sex”, though the
situation is even more complex than that. The onggor of a shaman could
be of either sex, and the shaman had to become one with both men and
women in consciousness, but also with birds and animals, making the
shaman, in psychic terms, a being apart. (Ibid. 203)

The Daur spirit world is broadly in line with other Siberian peoples’,
but this of course masks the individual features. Things are divided into
animate and inanimate, but plants are included in the inanimate. Every-
thing in the world is endowed with invisible energy (which is not the same
as saying everything has a soul). The spirit master ejin personified the
particular power of an object. Particularly majestic mountains (or people)
were felt to have suli, a quality of might tied to physical-psychic presence,
and would be worshipped. Tengger means three things (according to our
categories): physical sky/weather; heaven, with attributes of consciousness
and a cosmic regulatory function; a benevolent and ancient celestial sage.
Each person has a small tengger in their head, with the same nature as the
great tengger, and the small tengger has its counterpart in the sky as a star,
which disappears at death. There is some discontinuity of concepts, how-
ever, shown for example in the idea of endur, the spirit of an old benevolent
man when he dies, which rides round on clouds; it is not asked how this
is related to tengger — it is a separate concept. This may act as a warning
against trying to over-systematise in the realm of myth. (Ibid. 84)

Spirits could metamorphose into animals, but still retained their essen-
tial identity: hence they were not just animals. These spirits could be wor-
shipped, but animals as such were not. But as the spirits were incarnate
in this form, they were still viewed as fully animal (paradoxically). They
could reveal themselves through some strange unexpected behaviour sug-
gesting a human intentionality within. (Ibid. 102)

Shamanic spirits were barkan; three categories existed: those which ini-
tially attacked the shaman and then provided his power, onggor; those held
to be ancestors of the clan, hojjoor, the most powerful type; alarge category
of others not under control, simply barkan, which were dangerous. Also,
many shurkul, demons, roamed around causing harm, but were not very
dangerous; they were souls, for example of those who died too young
without children. All shamans had onggor, and these would pass from one
shaman to another and incorporate the nature of each shaman along the
way. (Ibid. 188-90)

The soul, sumus, could mean: the immortal consciousness that after
death would become an ancestor; a consciousness normally extinguished
during sleep but which could leave the body during dreams; an entity that
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separated from the body at death, changed appearance and returned to
the world in another form. A person also had life-energy, the ami breath,
and inherent might, suli. A dead corpse might come alive temporarily if
its ammi breath had not departed (even if the soul had), and was called bong.
Dead babies were put in trees, so the soul would easily pass to fengger and
be able to find another womb. Similarly a shaman’s body was putin a tree
s0 his or her soul would soon return to the world. Ordinary people’s souls
joined the ancestors and were not expected to return. (Ibid. 195-8)

Japanese shamanism

Japanese shamanism is interesting from the Norse point of view since it
developed in a society with a greater deal of similarity to medieval Scan-
dinavia than the Arctic hunting cultures of the tundra (such as the Sami
originally belonged to); it was a society with well-established agriculture,
with hierarchical social structures, and subject to “higher” cultures nearby
(in Japan’s case, mainly China). At the same time, its distance from Scandi-
navia effectively excludes the possibility of influences, so any similarities
are likely to reflect what is endemic in the type of society considered.
We are fortunate in having the detailed study by Blacker (1992 [1975]) on
Japanese shamanism, on which the following account is based.

There are two sorts of spirit medium, both of whom would enter a
trance state. Among the first type is the female miko, who is essentially a
transmitter: the spirits leave their world and come into her, possessing and
using her body to speak through.

Another type of medium is the blind itako girl. Her trance is nowadays
just an imitation, but was once more active and genuine. Itis always young
girls who are picked for the role, since sexual maturity is animpediment to
access by the spirits, and causes pronouncements to go awry. Her strength
is built up through gruelling ascetical exercises. In each village she visits
she is conducted to a private house, a room being made over for her and
an altar arranged with offerings of salt, water, fish, sake; a sacred enclosure
is constructed with straw rope and branches of sakaki.

The noriwara, a male village oracle, enters trance, which is achieved by
loud rhythmic banging on drums, conch shells or bells, or by loud chant-
ing, and questions are put to him from villagers through a particular man
with some ascetic experience. A choir of boys, one from each family of the
village, who have undergone ritual purification and seclusion in a special
hut, accompany the performance. The questions put to the oracle follow
a set pattern: first there is a series of questions on non-rice crops, then a
series on threats to the welfare of the village, such as fires and robberies,
then questions on the next rice harvest. If any questions do not relate to
these matters, the deity through the medium may refer them to a special
spirit. The oracle, in order to be convincing, has to act in an exaggerated
manner, shrieking or writhing on the ground and so forth.

The second type is the ascetic, who has to undertake a strenuous regime
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of exercises to gain spiritual power. The ascetic is primarily a healer who
banishes evil spirits. In contrast to the miko, the ascetic leaves our world and
visits the realm of the spirits, while his body remains behind. However,
the visit may also be represented by mimesis: “the other world projected
by means of powerful symbolism on to the geography of our own, he can
make the journey through the barrier in body as well as soul” (Blacker
1992; 22). Ascetics are believed to be chosen by a particular divinity who
henceforth becomes the source of the shaman’s power and his patron;
vocation consists either of being summoned by the deity, or of a personal
decision to be an ascetic. We have no evidence for any initiation involving
dismemberment, as in Siberia, though ideas of initiatory death and rebirth
are evident. Three forms of contact with the spirit world take place: the
deity may appear in a supernatural dream; the ascetic may undergo a
sudden divine possession; the ascetic may undertake a mantic journey to
the otherworld, where his soul is guided by his guardian spirit. The ascetic
gives demonstrations of his power, which tend to relate to the shaman'’s
mastery of fire and to the magical flight to heaven.

Trances are of two sorts. The miko enters a violent state, shaking her
clasped hands, breathing stertorously or roaring, and levitating from a
cross-legged position. This all indicates possession by a spirit. The other
type of trance, undertaken by the ascetic, is of a deep, comatose type, neces-
sary for the ascetic’s soul to make the journey to the other world.

Buddhism, which arrived in the ninth century, affected the practice of
shamanism deeply. The figure of the Buddhist ascetic appropriated the
active element of Japanese shamanism, isolating the passive mediumistic
element for the remaining practitioners, who thus became automata, pro-
nouncing utterances in a mechanical fashion.

Thus over the centuries, the miko lost many of the original features of the
office, but it seems that originally (the evidence going back to the fourth
century ap) she would undergo symptoms of illness such as are commonly
found in vocation episodes in Siberian shamanism, marking her out for her
shamanic vocation. The powers she acquired would be used in a life set
apart from blood pollution, death, sex or childbirth. She was regarded as
the bride of the deity who possessed her, and in the process she became a
divine figure herself. In the early period, the main sacral function in Japan
was performed by a woman with shamanic powers. The miko performed
in a cordoned-off temenos, saniwa. Trance oracles took place at pivotal sea-
sons of the year, at the beginning of the year, at the rice planting and at the
rice harvest; the deity would be required to prophesy on the fortunes of the
community for the coming year. In addition, the spirits might be invoked
on an ad hoc basis whenever any threat loomed over the community.

The Japanese spirit world has some resemblances to Siberian ones, but
is fundamentally independent in structure; I give a summary in Chapter 9:
essentially, spirits consisted of powerful independent entities, of ancestral
ghosts, of discontented ghosts, and of witch animals.

The ideas of the cosmic structure also differed markedly in Japan from
the Siberian “norm”. Thus the layered cosmos, although existing as a
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notion, played no partin shamanic activities. The oldest idea was probably
of a horizontal axis: the land of Tokoyo beyond (but somehow also under)
the sea was a land of spirits and possibly of the beneficent dead (hence
resembling the Sédmi Sajva). The medium would summon kami and tama
thence at certain seasons to bestow their life-giving powers: the seasonal
fertility aspect of shamanism was one of its most ancient. As the shoreland
settlers moved inland, there developed the notion of the sacred mountain,
which was regarded as the abode of spirits, including the dead (an idea
going back at least to the seventh century). The sacred mountain developed
cosmic aspirations with the arrival of Buddhism, being conceived as a
world mountain with different cosmic realms about it. The mountains
were also sources of life: the guardian divinity of birth, Yamanokami,
dwelled here. There was no image of a supporting or sustaining world

tree in Japanese cosmography.



5. “Shamanism” in Europe

“Shamanism”, not always carefully defined, has been detected in various
European traditions. In this chapter I look briefly at what is probably the
most promising of such cultures, that of ancient Greece; I also consider the
possibilities of some traditions originating among the peoples of the steppe
who over many centuries made incursions into Europe; the last section
deals with the shamanic nature of European witchcraft.

Greece

Ancient Greece offers one of the best-recorded early collections of mate-
rial relating to ostensibly shamanic practices within a Western, essentially
non-shamanic society. Moreover, the material is untainted by the warped
misconstruals wrought by Christianity (which is not, however, to say that
other influences affecting the understanding of the material were not pres-
ent). There are huge differences between ancient Greece and medieval
Scandinavia, but both are united in being relatively advanced civilisations
confronted by primitive “shamanic” traditions of great spiritual power,
alien in their nature, as well, purportedly, as in their origin, while at the
same time in many respects being apparently well rooted if not indig-
enous to each culture. In both societies, this spirituality, perceived as alien
(whether or not itactually was in ethnic or geographic terms), was taken up
and exploited as a literary motif — notably, in Greece's case, in the form of
Euripides’s play The Bacchae (the earlier trilogy by Aeschylus on Dionysus,
consisting of Semele, Bacchae and Pentheus, has been lost); in Greece, it also
formed the basis of various cults, but this is an area for which we have
much scarcer evidence in Scandinavia.

The following survey is necessarily selective (the topic deserves a book
of its own), even to the point of being potentially misleading in that many
central aspects of cults with shamanic features must be left out of consid-
eration as being of little relevance either to genuine shamanism or to Norse
practices (as far as we can tell). One such matter relates to cult. Burkert
(1985: 278) outlines the development of ancient Greek religious practices
into cults focused more on individual fulfilment. He notes that Dionysus is
the god of the exceptional, and as the individual gained in independence,
the Dionysus cult became a vehicle for the separation of private groups
from the polis, so that alongside public Dionysus festivals there developed
private Dionysus mysteries. The extent to which an original “shamanism”
formed a foundation on which to build a means to personal mystical fulfil-
ment in such mystery cults, fundamental as it is, cannot be pursued in the
present context.



94 Clive Tolley FFC 296

West (1983: 146-50) discusses the likely geographical origin of shamanic
idcas in Greece.' To the north of Greece was the region of Thrace (@dkn),
and further afield, around the northern half of the Black Sea, dwelt the
Scyths. Both Thracians and Scyths are acknowledged as being shamanic
(though the evidence for Thracian religion is scant in the extreme), and
indecd their areas form the southerly and westerly portion of the wide
and contiguous area of classic Siberian shamanism (though in historic
times, of course, this area has dwindled away from Europe). From these
regions various lines of religious influence reached down into Greece at
different periods. West discusses two routes: the earlier stretched down
from Thrace, the homeland of the singer Orpheus, to Pieria and Olympus,
the home of the Muses, who give mantic inspiration to singers, then on to
Delphi, the site of a cult of the Muses, and thence to Olympia, linked by
its name to the northern Olympus, near where are found the shamanic-
sounding legends of dismemberment and resurrection of Pelops and the
child slain by Lycaon.

The other, later, route emanates from Thrace, but also from Scythia (there
were Greek colonies to the north of the Black Sea, for example at Olbia, in
Scythian territory), and stretches down into Ionia and Pontus. It is from
this region that almost all the primitive Greek “shamans” (those showing
shamanic elements in their beliefs or practices) originate (see also Dodds
1951: 140-1, where source notes are given), such as Aristeas of Proconnesus
(who went into the North at the bidding of Apollo, and returned to recount
his adventures in verse: his one-eyed Arimaspians and treasure-guarding
griffons appear to be genuine creatures of Central Asiatic folklore; his soul,
in the form of a bird, could leave his body),> Hermotimus of Clazomenae
(whose soul travelled far and wide, observing events in different places,
while his body lay inanimate at home), Pythagoras of Samos (who claimed
to be the Hyperborean — “from beyond the north wind”, thus vaguely
Siberian — Apollo), and Abaris (who was said to have come from the North
flying on an arrow, and to have been so advanced in the art of fasting as
not to need food at all; he banished pestilences, predicted earthquakes and
taught the worship of the northern god, Hyperborean Apollo). In Ionia in
the sixth century nc there developed an ecstatic Bacchic cult which adopted

1 The first substantial contribution to demonstrate a shamanic element in Greek religion
was made in 1935 by Meuli (1975: 817~79), and the tenor of his argument continued to be
widely accepted (for example by West 1983: 146). Meuli adduces much useful information
to suggest a shamanic background to various Greek writings, but his diffuse arguments
need examining more systematically and critically.

: Aristeas is discussed in detail in Bolton (1962). He argues (132-41) against the presence
of shamanic elements in his tale, but his approach is too literal-minded towards the extant
sources, failing to take account both of the likely confusions that underlie the distorted
traditions that have been preserved, and of the poetic creativity and license that Aristeas
himself undoubtedly exercised in his original poetic composition, the Arimaspea, which is
no longer extant but which was known to Herodotus. There nced not, I think, be any seri-
ous objection to accepting that Aristeas did indeed penetrate, at some point in the seventh
century B¢, quite far into the steppe region above the Black Sea, and learnt of traditions both
local to the area and from further north (the Hyperboreans), which he then manipulated

in his verse.
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Orpheus as its prophet, and this cult flourished also in Olbia, which is
probably an indication of the origin of these types of cultic beliefs.

Such were the human adherents of something resembling shamanism;
the main divinities involved were, as indicated, Apollo and, in a different
way, Dionysus (Bacchus).

DELPHI
West (1983: 147) comments on the religiously focal point of Delphi:

Delphi was at the centre of the world, as Zeus established by setting two
eagles to fly in from the ends of the earth until they met. Earth’s Navel was
there, presumably marking the place where there was once a physical link
with heaven; and there was also direct access from the sanctuary to the
great krater in the underworld, according to an Orphic poem. This concept
of a cosmic centrepoint where sky, earth, and underworld are all connected
is important to the Asiatic shamans, who regularly journey there so that
they can pass from one world to another and obtain knowledge, conduct
souls, etc. The centre is marked by a mountain and a tree or pillar. At the
top of the tree, in the highest heaven, sits the supreme deity, who may take
the form of an eagle.

It is only natural that divination should take place at this world navel or
omphalos; it was the responsibility of the Apolline priestess, the Pythia, to
communicate in trance, like a shaman, with the god, and to convey oracles
to those present. She would sit on a cauldron supported by a tripod; West
(ibid. 147) sees this as representing a shamanic-type initiatory boiling,
translated from hallucinatory experience into concrete visual terms, but
this may be stretching the evidence too far, since cauldrons may suggest
other mythic purposes than shamanic initiation.

Dodds (1951: 71) notes that the source of the Pythia’s knowledge was
possession by the god; if this was the case (and it is not clear that the evi-
dence is sufficiently precise or accurate to be certain), she differed from
most shamans, who remain in control of the spirits they converse with.
This is, however, a moot point: Lewis (1971: 51-6) argues that possession
and trance go hand in hand; for example, the Eskimo, Chukchi and Ewenki
shamans were “possessed” by the spirits, and the shaman could be in
uncontrolled contact with spirits, as at initiation, or controlled, as at the
kamlanije. Lewis explicitly criticises Dodds’s notion of a form of shaman-
ism involving soul loss as a later development in Greek religion, replac-
ing a supposedly earlier Apolline spirit-inspired oracular mediumship,
as untenable, based on a false dichotomy between possession and trance.
The chronological critique carries a good deal of weight; nonetheless, it is
worth maintaining a typological distinction between mediumistic posses-
sion and a more frenzied bacchant mode of operating, even if the one may
merge into the other. Dodds (1951: 73) argues that the Pythia’s trance was
autosuggestively induced, like a medium’s trance, and was preceded bya
series of ritual acts: bathing, probably in Castalia, and probably drinking
from a sacred spring, establishing contact with the deity through his sacred
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laurel tree, either by grasping it or fumigating herself with it, or possibly
chewing its leaves, and finally seating herself on the tripod, creating a
further contact with the god by occupying his ritual seat. This adds the
details of the spring and the tree; furthermore, Delphi is of course situ-
ated below the mountain Parnasus. It thus forms a geomythical focus of
elements commonly associated with the world axis (see Part 1V), the link
between the cosmic layers that the shaman traverses in his spirit missions
to gain the knowledge he seeks. A possibly even closer parallel is found in
Norse, however: it is from the lake at the foot of the world tree that three
maidens, «<margs vitandi», “knowing much”, come and lay down people’s
fates (cf. the Delphic oracles) in Vopluspd 20 (38).

The Pythia’s activity is Apolline; Dodds (1951: 69) distinguishes between
an Apolline mediumship aimed at securing knowledge of the future or
hidden present, which was the gift of a select few, and a Dionysiac experi-
ence of a collective kind, functioning as a means of mental healing. Such a
clear distinction between Apolline and Dionysiac experience is, however,
questionable, and smacks more of a later process of rationalisation. Cer-
tainly Dionysus is associated with prophecy, as Euripides makes clear: for
example, he says of Dionysus pavtig &’ 0 daipwv 6de, “this divine being is
asoothsayer” (Bacchae line 298). The social aspects, however, clearly show
differences: the Pythia speaks to an apparently passive audience who do
not participate in any more active way than being present —though whether
this was always the case cannot be said. Dionysus is always associated with
followers characterised by the divine frenzy they enter into: the audience as
it were itself shamanises. Both these extremes differ from the norm of sha-
manism, where there is an audience which does not generally itself enter
trance, but which participates in various ways, such as providing assistants
for the shaman, or responding vocally to the shaman’s pronouncements
or activities. However, the Pythia corresponds more closely to the Norse
volva in Vopluspd, who proclaims her message, couched, it might be said, in
oracular obscurity, to a company of silent humans, as well as to Odinn as
representative of the unspeaking gods (who are addressed in the plural
in the second refrain); the audience has an essentially passive role. The
exception is where Odinn pays the seeress with trinkets, and gazes in her
eyes, cajoling her into speech — but, important as this is from a dramatic
point of view, in narrative terms it forms one small storm in an otherwise
calm sea of oracular recitation.’ The scene is oracular also in that Odinn
has clearly come on a mission with a particular question or questions in
mind (implied, but not explicitly formulated within the poem), as did the
Greeks visiting Delphi. It is not clear, however, that Vpluspd represents a
Norse tradition unaffected by classical models, as the Latin, and perhaps
earlier Greek, sibylline oracles (Qv) may have been known to the poet.

3 The poem presents a fictional meeting of a god and vplva, and its form is predominantly
a monologue; the instances of vplur or seidkonur performing seidr in human settings on the
whole support the notion that the poetic fiction corresponds to what the practice among
humans was believed to have been — though the human practice is itself almost entirely a

fiction in our sources.
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DIONYSUS

It was long held, following the arguments of Rohde on the basis of a few
statements by Herodotus, the paucity of Homer’s testimony, and the myths
of resistance to the god, that Dionysus was a late arrival, a foreign god
from Thrace. Yet Dionysus has now been attested in Linear B tablets from
Pylos, and the shrine of Keos, which shows an unbroken continuity from
the fifteenth century sc into historical times, proclaims itself a sanctuary
of Dionysus on its earliest inscription. Walter Otto in fact recognised that
Dionysus is above all an epiphanic god, der kommende Gott, and legends
about his arrival from outside are above all metaphors expressing this
particular characteristic. Itis true, nonetheless, that a kommende Gott may be
specially subject to outside influences at all points of his existence, and the
non-Greek origin of most of the Dionysiac nomenclature indicate this took
place at an early date (elements include -nusos, Semele, Bakkhos, thursos,
thriambos, dithurambos). Parallels both to the names, and to elements in
the cult, may be found in the Near East; it is notable that Greek tradition
itself associates the god with Asia and with Cybele, the Phrygian Mother
Goddess. At a later date, after 660 bc, an increasing influence from the
Egyptian Osiris cult may be noted. All these influences, however, do not
undermine the fundamental characteristic of Dionysus as an essentially
autochthonous deity who is at the same time “other”: the emphasis on his
foreignness is primarily a construct to emphasise this otherness. (Burkert
1985: 1623, where references to Rohde and Otto may be found.)

One myth relating the origin of Dionysus with particularly shamanic
overtones is summarised thus by West (1983: 140):

Dionysus is born in Crete to Zeus and Kore. He is guarded by the dancing
Kouretes, as Zeus was. This probably lasts for five years. Zeus }nstalls him
on his own throne and tells the gods that this is their new king. But the
Titans, whitening their faces with gypsum [titavog], lure him away with
amirror, apples, a bull-roarer, and other articles. They kill him and cuthim
into seven pieces, which they first boil, then roast anc} prog:eed to eat. But
Athena preserves the still living heart and takes it to Zeus in a casket. The
gods grieve. Zeus discharges his thunderbolt at the Titans and removes
them from the face of the earth. The residual smoke contains a soot from
which mankind is created. The remnants of the Titansi feast are given to
Apollo, who takes them to Parnassus (that is, to Delphi) and inters them.
But from the heart a new Dionysus is made.

This myth probably represents a combination of two initiatory myths,
a Cretan and an Ionian; the dancing Kouretes are reduplicated from the
Cretan myth of Zeus’s birth, for example (ibid. 168; for text, see Hymn
of the Kouretes). It circulated in Orphic circles (i.e. among mystery cults
which regarded Orpheus as their prophet); West (ibid. ?) notess “There
was a sacred myth about the dismemberment and renovatlon. of PlQnySL1s,
related in an Orphic poem, whichreflectsy...ja special kind of initiation that
the shaman is supposed to undergo. This suggests that Orpheus may ha\./e
been linked from the start, however tenuously, with religious practices in
which elements deriving from a shamanistic culture were present.”
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West sees two elements in the myth of Dionysus: an initiation ritual, and
animal sacrifice. The particular type of initiation involved here may be open
to debate. At Delphi the two great deities worshipped there, Dionysus and
Apollo, both appear as seasonal gods: Apollo arrived in early spring as if
returning from a sojourn abroad (among the Hyperboreans, for example),
whilst Dionysus did not go abroad, but was roused up, in November (it
would seem), probably originally from death: there was a tomb of Diony-
sus beside the tripod of Apollo, right in the heart of the sanctuary (ibid.
150). However, West (ibid. 140) rejects the idea that Dionysus was con-
nected with agrarian rituals involving the spring-time destruction of the
corn effigy, since the character slain is not resurrected, but rather replaced
by the spirit of the new season (the matter is not, however, necessarily quite
as straightforward as this, and the connection of Dionysus with the return
of agrarian fecundity deserves a deeper consideration). He sees the closest
parallel as lying in shamanic initiation, in which the novice is believed to
die and be resurrected, often with new body parts (representing his new-
found powers). The Titans with their whitened features — if it is anything
more than a pun - are clearly spectral, and, as West notes, “correspond
to the awful ancestral spirits who come to take the initiand away and kill
him in the primitive rituals”; they are ancestral, in that from their remains
mankind was shaped, according to the myth cited. Firmicus Maternus
records an additional detail, that Zeus made an image of Dionysus out of
gypsum and placed the heart in it (ibid. 163). The gypsum surely indicates
that Dionysus takes on the power of the gypsum-coated Titans.

West (ibid. 160) believes that while the Titan myth was probably acted
out in an initiation around the novice, an animal sacrifice was substituted
for the neophyte at the moment of slaughter, and then used to provide a
communion meal. The Titans’method of cooking Dionysus was an affront
to proper behaviour, since roasting meat which had been boiled was tabu
(for example in Orphic rites: Burkert 1985: 302); West’s explanation, that
the boiling belongs to the mythical scheme deriving from the shamanic
initiation, and looks forward to resurrection, while the roasting points to
ananimal sacrifice, the other part of the initiation rite, may be correct, butis
notin fact an explanation of the Titans’ procedure: the point must surely be
that these deathly characters break sacred tabus (a characteristic of many
shamanic activities, often found for example in their sexual practices), and
thereby invoke (otherworldly) power, which, we may assume, the shaman
is then able to manipulate.

Whilst a shamanic background may be discernible, there are some
notable differences. The fundamental one is that the initiate is here a god,
not a man as in shamanic systems; this is a characteristic shared by the
most shamanic of Norse gods, Odinn, who undergoes a form of initiation
by sacrifice on the world tree, as will be discussed later. Possibly related
to this difference from shamanism is the way the “new body-parts” for-
mula appears to have been inverted: it is common for the shamanic initi-
ate to receive, for example, a new heart (thus the Eskimo Aleut shaman
receives a new heart and liver at initiation, made of quartz (Hunt 2003: 26)
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— comparable, perhaps, with the new white gypsum body of Dionysus),
but in the case of Dionysus it is his heart which survives and is placed in
a new body. This is perhaps explicable if looked at from a ritual point of
view: the placing of a sacrificed animal’s heart in a human image would
represent the initiate reborn with a new heart (i.e. power), seen as the heart
of Dionysus, the first shaman. Also, the ancestral Titans are responsible
only for the god’s death, not his resurrection, as they should be according
to a shamanic pattern; the Titans, in fact, are part of a more complex mythic
pattern of rebellion against the gods, which mankind, as their offspring,
inherits; this peculiarly Greek concern naturally differs from classic sha-
manism. These speculations reflect the difficulty of relating a mythic narra-
tive to ritual: the myth may well have provided a model for the ritual and
reflected its symbolic values, but deducing the ritual, and the experiences
of those undergoing it, from myth is fraught with difficulty.

ORPHEUS

Orpheus was alegendary singer from Thrace, renowned for reclaiming his
wife Eurydice back from the underworld, and for continuing to sing after
his death from his decapitated head. Dodds (1951: 147) views Orpheus as a
type of shaman: heis from Thrace, the worshipper or companion of Apollo,
and combines the roles of poet, magician, religious teacherand oracle-giver;
he has, through his music, control over animals, like Siberian shamans; he
pays a visit to the underworld to retrieve a soul, as is typical for shamans;
his magical self lives in as a singing head, giving oracles, as is found in the
North (Doddsrather inappropriately bringsin Norse and Irishmyth at this
point, though more remote Siberian parallels could be adduced).

Some of the mystery cults which grew up from the sixth century adopted
Orpheus as their prophet, and ascribed various writings to him (West 1983:
5). There is some continuity in these writings, but there was never such a
thing as “Orphism” as a discrete religion (ibid. 2).

Ancient writers conflated Orphic and Bacchic rites; for example, in
Hippolytus (line 953) Euripides has Theseus scornfully excoriate Hippoly-
tus, telling him to posture and advertise his meatless diet, and Oppéa v/
dvakt Exwv Baicxeve, “with Orpheus as lord go be a bakkhos”; being a
bakkhos apparently implies initiation, and group ecstasy, but not specifically
identification with Bacchus (Dionysus). The sort of asceticism advocated
in various Orphic writings (derived in part from Pythagoreanism) cannot
originally have had a place in Bacchic rites, where at the least wine must
have played a central part. The association between Dionysus and Orpheus
is traced in detail by West (1983: 15-20); he concludes that Orpheus was
established in “Bacchic” cults over a wide area by the fifth century.

THE BACCHAE OF EURIPIDES

The Bacchae was written around 408 sc in Macedonia, whither Euripides
had retired from Athens (Dodds 1960: xxxix). It was by no means the first
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Greek play to deal with Dionysus, but it is the only one to survive (albeit
in a slightly corrupt and defective form). It is the greatest literary expres-
sion of the human response to this “new god” (tOv vewoti daipova, line
219). Euripides sums up the overall message in his conclusion: the ways
of the gods are unsuspected. Dionysus is bearer of a power that cannot be
resisted: Pentheus, along with his mother and her sister, attempts to do so,
but this is futile, and brings the god’s vengeance crashing down upon them,
with the result that Agaue, unaware of her action, kills her own son ina
brutal fashion, a death to which Pentheus was led as a lamb to slaughter
by the vindictive god. But Euripides’s message is surely more disturbing:
for Pentheus had good reason for rejecting Dionysus. To accept him with-
out reserve was to accept disorder, the frenzied disarray of the maenad
rout — and to do so would be to undermine society and the stable polis.
Moreover, this disorder is attractive, indeed seductive: Dionysus’s follow-
ers are characterised by elation. Mankind has no choice but to acquiesce
in the unpredictable incursion of untrammelled and ecstatic indulgence,
seen from the outside as moral turpitude, otherwise the order striven for
is destroyed utterly.

These are scarcely concerns found in shamanic societies, even if par-
ticular elements in Dionysus’s make-up have a shamanic origin. Yet Norse
literature provides much closer parallels. In the first place, ostensibly sha-
manic narrative motifs are associated primarily with gods rather than
humans (as is practically always the case in Siberia).* In Norse tradition
recorded in some obscure stanzas of Vpluspd, according to the interpre-
tation adopted here, the “newly arrived gods” — again, a construct to
encapsulate the notion of otherness which in fact is indigenous — are the
vanir.’ In Voluspid we see how at first the “established” gods, the asir, debate
whether to accept the other class of gods, but decide to fight them (as the
old-guard Pentheus does against Dionysus) — in vain: the vanir have the
power of irrepressible return (like shamans, or like Dionysus), and indeed
were the originators of seidr, the Norse practice most akin to shamanism.
In the end there is no choice but to accept them, and their fertile rejuvena-
tive powers become essential to the new, united group of gods. Indeed,
one of the main practitioners of seidr becomes Odinn (though not within
Voluspd), the erstwhile leader against the vanir. One of the activities of
Heidr, apparently a reflection, a human embodiment, of the vanr goddess

+ This statement needs qualifying, however. For example, Heidr in Voluspd may be seen
asa “clone” of Freyja, representing the ecstatic in human form, and Odinn in Yuglinga sagn
ch. 7 (112) is presented essentially as a human shaman. Yet both instances present us with
gods masquerading as humans, a description equally applicable to Dionysus. (It should
be noted, however, that the identity of Heidr is open to debate; Hermann Palsson (1994:
60, 1996: 17) and McKinnell (2001) suggest she may rather be identical with the vplva who
narrates the poem.)

* Viewed so to speak “objectively”, it was probably the a@sir that were newcomers, reflected
in traditions of their coming into Scandinavia from the south (for example, Snorri, Prologiis
ch. 4-5); but the poem appears to be told from the wsir’s perspective, and to them the vanir
were the new arrivals, sceking a part in their monopoly of divinity; as the lone Dionysus
appears in the realm of Pentheus and overthrows it, so too does Gullveig, then Heidr,
appear among the asir.
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Freyja, was to wander around houses and gain the trust of women, and
this activity threatened to undermine the worship due to the asir, who
indeed are enraged at it, and vainly attempt to destroy her; the similarity
with Dionysus, wandering into Pentheus’s kingdom and subverting the
female populace to his following, is clear. Odinn too appears as a wanderer.
His intentions are not presented as being to reveal his divinity as such, but
Grimnismil recounts what happened on one of his journeys among men:
he was believed to be a witch, and was imprisoned between two fires by
the king, an act which spurred the god on to reveal his divine knowledge
— just as Dionysus comes wandering (v’ einv éugpavng daipwv Beotoi,
“to reveal myself a god to men” (line 20) — and to destroy the king who
had opposed him.

Further features are reminiscent of Odinn: it is said in Ynglinga saga ch.
7 (112) that although he practised seidr, such great ergi (Qv) accompanied
it that it was taught to priestesses to carry out; ergi implies effeminacy and
possibly homosexual subservience, both of which are found associated
with Dionysus: his effeminacy is mentioned constantly - he is described,
forexample, quite simply as tov OnAvpogov Eévov, “the girlish stranger”
(line 353); initiation in the rites of Dionysus apparently involved suffering
a homosexual act (Burkert 1985: 292). One little-noticed passage (lines
303—4) ascribes to Dionysus a power normally associated with Pan, of
causing panic in an army; with this may be compared the Norse herfjoturr,
“army-fetter”, which seized troops with a sort of paralysis (AR §230; a
notable example occurs in Hardar saga ch. 36, where it appears to be the
result of actions by trolls, i.e. sorcery; see also Price 2002: 354-8);¢ given that
one of the valkyrjur - the «<ngnnor Herians», “ladies of War Lord [Odinn]”
(Voluspi 30) —was named Herfjotur (Grimnismdl 36), an Odinnic association
is likely. Finally, the sacrifice of Pentheus has an uncanny resemblance to
that of King Vikarr in Gautreks saga ch. 7 (47), who was lured in good spirits
into a mock Odinnic sacrifice from a tree, only to find it turn into a real
sacrifice; Pentheus is quite unaware of what is happening to him as he is
raised into the tree, bent down by the god’s supernatural power just as the
weak instruments of Vikarr’s mock sacrifice are suddenly strengthened
into real tools of death; Pentheus is immediately spotted in the tree and
dismembered by the maenads.

In contrast to the war-god Od&inn, Dionysus appears primarily as an
epitome of luxuria, whereas Odinn is Yggr, “the terrifying”, yet the Greek
god is, under the surface, as terrifying as the Norse ever is, as the action of
the Bacchae shows. Whilst Dionysus and Odinn differ markedly in many
respects, they are united by madness, frenzy. It was no doubt his ancient
furor, encapsulated in his name, “master of frenzied inspiration” (60,

¢ The herfjoturr is discussed in the Islenzk fornrit edition of Hardar saga, p. 87, wherce two
other examples are cited, both in Sturlunga saga (I, 445, and II, 288); these are both in reported
speech, and they refer to remarks made in 1239 and 1244. By this time, herfjotirr seems to
be no more than a figure of speech, and the same is most likely true in Hardar saga, which
is probably from the later thirteenth century.
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cognate with Latin vates, “seer, poet”),” that led to Odinn’s absorbing many
other aspects of frenzy, especially prophetic ones, such as (it would seem)
the practice of seidr. The word in Greek which particularly characterises
Dionysus is pavia, “frenzy/madness”, itself related to pévog, “ardour,
spirit”, and signifying an intensified mental power (Burkert 1985: 162).
Inspired poetry is a product of such mental power, and Odinn becomes
its guardian, retrieving the mead of poetry for the gods, just as Dionysus
became the overseeing deity of the theatrical festival which has left us some
of our greatest plays.

Both gods are similar too in their initiatory experience, Dionysus at the
hands of the Titans, and Odinn at his own hands (apparently, but see Chap-
ter 16, where I suggest giants, the equivalent of Titans, may be involved),
hanging on the world tree. Dronke (PE II, 126) has suggested, on the ana-
logy of Indian analogues where the sacrificial post stands for the sacrificer,
that Odinn is not only the sacrificer of himself to himself (stated explicitly
in Hivamil 138 (48c)), but is identified with the world tree Yggdrasill (qv),
“the Odinn steed”, on which the sacrifice is assumed to have taken place.®
With respect to Dionysus, Burkert (1985: 162) points out the uniqueness
in Greek religion of the identification of the votary, bakkhos, with his god,
Bacchus; in addition, Dionysus is identified by Teiresias with the libation
poured out to him in Bacchae, lines 284~5:

00106 BeoloL omévdetal De0g YeYWs
dote dukx tovTov Y& O’ dvBodmoug Exev

He, being god, is poured out to the gods,
so that to him people owe their blessings.

In discussing this passage, Dodds (1960, comm. ad loc.) points to the
analogy of the Indian soma, envisaged both as a beverage and a god, and
regards the idea as probably being of great antiquity. It is not quite the
same as the identification of the sacrificial post with the sacrificer, but a
similar approach to the unity in essence between the different elements
and protagonists of sacrifice appears to be evident in the three great Indo-
European traditions, the Indian, the Greek and the Norse; it is not a parti-
cularly shamanic emphasis (but see Chapter 16): yet, in the Greek case at
least, it is surely the initiatory experience, in which the neophyte re-enacts
the prototype of initiation undergone by his god, and hence “becomes”
the god, that gave rise to this sacrificial metaphysics. In Norse we cannot
say whether Odinn’s initiatory sacrifice was matched in cult, as evidence
of religious practice has all but vanished without trace.

7 The -n suffix in Odinn is paralleled in a number of Indo-European divine names, such
as Greck Ouranos, “Lord of rain”, Latin Neptunus, “Lord of waters”, and indicates mastery
;)ver .whatcver the base word indicates (West 2007: 137).

It is not proposed that the Indian example is any sort of source for the Norse, but
.that each tradition has built upon a shared Indo-European tradition in similar ways: the
inter-identification of the participants in sacrifice is latent in the tradition, and has been
explicitly realised in the Indian tradition, and, it is suggested, may also have been realised
in the Norse.
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This brief look at Euripides’s work shows something of how a sophis-
ticated society reacted to the perceived incursion (probably in the main
a construct to express notions of otherness, even if some elements were
indeed borrowed from other cultures) of a different, revolutionary type
of god formed in an essentially shamanic mould, and how some of the
themes were developed in a literary form; this development in fact has
stronger parallels in Norse than in shamanic societies, and illustrates the
often similar (though sometimes radically different) lines followed by the
two societies when confronted by a powerful shamanic force derived, per-
haps, from less developed societies and certainly characterised as “other”.
The potential for a closer comparison between Greek and Norse traditions
is clearly present, but lies outside the main purpose of this book; such a
comparison, like the shorter one which has been undertaken here, would
necessarily be primarily typological in nature, mapping out the similarities
and differences of treatment of parallel elements, but the possibility of
some shared Indo-European heritage of mythic treatment, distinct from
what is found in shamanism (for example), cannot be wholly ruled out.

CONCLUSION

We may reasonably draw the inference that there were indeed elements
within ancient Greek religion of a broadly shamanic nature, some prob-
ably borrowed from distinctly shamanic societies, while others were more
rooted in indigenous traditions which sought to express the notion of
otherness; we do not, however, find anything that can be described as pat-
ently classic shamanism. It is unfortunate that so little survives about the
Ionians whose lives were peppered with apparently shamanic activities;
the indications are of a more vital contact with actual shamanism (perhaps
stemming from the Scyths), whereas the myths of Dionysus and Orpheus
represent a more ancient and distant contact and a less systematic influ-
ence. Delphi clearly has features comparable to ones found in shamanism,
particularly in the cosmology, but the Pythia’s activity, whilst no doubt
involving trance, was confined to oracular pronouncements, which are
only one part of a shaman’s role. Similarly, Dionysus and Orpheus wield
shamanic powers, without, however, having the panoply of fully fledged
shamans.

Some aspects of Greek “shamanism” in fact have closer parallels in
Norse than in shamanic records, and the discussion has, I hope, acted as a
forewarning against assuming a shamanic background to features which
may be better explained in other ways. The Greek evidence, compared with
the Norse, suggests a similar approach by relatively developed societies
to dealing with the ineluctable lure of the frenzied, mantic “Other” found
in, or perceived (possibly incorrectly) as derived from, radically different
neighbouring communities.
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The peoples of the steppe

The steppe has been the cradle of tribes and confederacies of tribes V_VI":
have swept down into the lands around, including western Europe, sin® s
the carliest times. Historical records enable us to trace such incursmﬂs
back to about the eighth century e, but there must have been many Othe;t
before this. Indeed, the Indo-European languages themselves were almozl
certainly brought to Europe and India in a series of such incursions sever
millennia ago. The last example of such warrior hordes descending fro’f;1
the steppe was the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century AD; aftc?r thi®
Russia became a significant power, and the direction of incursion switche ;
around as European Slavs conquered and in due course occupied all 0
northern Eurasia. S
It is probably wrong to consider any of the incursions into EUFOPe 2
being the undertaking of single tribes; whilst the Western historians use ;
general terms like “Huns”, within these groups were various tribes 0
different ethnicities and languages, who themselves may earlier have b?en
overcome and then joined the horde as allies or subjects of its leadin8
aristocracy.? I
Most relevant for the present study are those groups of steppe-dwel
ers who came into closest contact with Germanic peoples; the prlmar)’
examples are the Alans, the Huns and the Avars. The history of the interac~
tions of these and other nomadic peoples with Germanic cultures and with
the Roman Empire is very complex, and it would be of little relevance tO
rehearse it here; I give merely the briefest of outlines.™
At the time of Herodotus, the Scyths formed the main body of stepp?'
dwellers to impact upon the Greek world. Some of the likely shamani€©
influences have been mentioned above. The Scyths were succeeded (anC}
overrun) by the Sarmatians, who were also an Iranian-speaking group 0
tribes. These occupied lands as far as the Danube and pressed upon the
Greek and Roman world’s borders for many centuries. .
The Alans were closely related to the Sarmatians. From around the first
to the fourth centuries Ap they controlled the tribes of the steppe between
the Don in the west and the Aral Sea in the east, and hence the trade routes
from the Black Sea to the east; groups of them are mentioned already in

° This was acknowledged even in Antiquity: note for example how Ammianus Marcellinus,
Res gestae xxx1.ii.13, records that the Alans were composed of many peoples who had been
overrun and absorbed over time; the problem is of course well recognised am9ngst moderr;
historians of the period; sec, for example, the discussion in Pohl (2002: 21~7). For lhc'e sakelo
simplicity in the present argument, these problems are skated over, since the essential }.)om‘t
remains that peoples emerged, in something like a constant stream, from steppe regions,
whence they brought cultural characteristics typical of the region, which in Prmmple were
open to being passed on to those with whom these steppe peoples merged in Europe.

" See, for lengthy historical discussions, Maenchen-Helfen (1973) on the Huns, Wolfram
(1988) and Heather (1996) on the Goths, Burns (1991) on the Ostrogoths, Bachrach (1'973}
on the Alans, Alemany (2000) for sources on the Alans, Pohl (2002) on lhc.Ava.rs, La§210
(1970) on Migration Age art and associated myths, Curta (2006) on barbarian mcursxgns
into medieval south-eastern Europe; these sources are used as a basis for the following
discussion.
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Roman sources of the first century, such as Seneca, as living beyond the
Danube. They were perhaps the last example of a predominantly Iranian-
speaking group of peoples to invade Europe, most significantly in the
fourth century Ap (many lesser raids had taken place over the preceding
few centuries), as a result of Hunnish incursions against them in the east;
at least some Alans, subjugated by the Huns around the Don, joined with
them in an alliance (Maenchen-Helfen 1973: 19). The Alans, allied with
the Huns and sometimes others, moved into Europe in a complex series
of migrations.

The Huns, the central core of whom were probably Turkic-speaking,
though their hordes included many previously overrun peoples like the
Alans (among others), posed one of the greatest threats to the late Roman
empire. Their origin, and the racial and linguistic background of the tribes
from which they were made up, are uncertain, but by the fifth century ap,
having moved en masse from regions beyond the Black Sea to the Hun-
garian Plain, they had come to occupy, rule or at least heavily influence
a huge swathe of eastern Europe, from the Baltic in the north down to
the Black Sea, and as far west as the Rhine (Heather 1996: ch. 4); most
Germanic peoples thus came under their suzerainty (notable is the death
of the Gothic king Ermanaric in 376 which led to the Ostrogoths being so
subjugated), until the death of Attila in 453, after which Hunnish power
rapidly evaporated. Many Goths, and other Germanic peoples, served as
forced allies of the Huns for a number of decades; the relationship was
ambiguous, but close, as is indicated by the many Gothic names adopted
by Huns (including Attila and his brother Bleda), by the Goths” adop-
tion of Hunnish customs such as artificial skull-lengthening, or chieftains’
hugging in public (Wolfram 1988: 257). The relationship, both close but
full of contempt, is summed up in an aetiological tale of the Goths given
by Jordanes, De origine actibusque Getarum ch. 24, according to which the
witches called Haliurunnae, “dealers in hellish secrets” (probably), were
expelled by an early Gothic king, whereupon they begat the Huns upon the
evil spirits of the steppe. The Hunnish rule and its overthrow left traces still
to be found in the legendary poems recorded in medieval Iceland, such as
Hlpdskvida (the “Battle of the Goths and Huns”); it is difficult not to suspect
that not only were the events of the poem (and saga based onit) rooted ulti-
mately, if distantly, in the historical interactions between Goths and Huns,
but also that some of the story motifs may have come from this contact,
notably the sword Tyrfingr, symbol of the Gothic people (the Tervingi of
classical sources), which stands as a parallel to the sword discovered and
drawn from the earth by a peasant, which symbolised the power of the
Hunnish king Attila in one of the few Hunnish stories preserved (Jordanes,
De origine actibusque Getarum ch. 35; cf. Maenchen-Helfen 1973: 278-80).

The Avars followed a century or so after the Huns; they too were prob-
ably predominantly Turkic-speaking (though corroborative evidence for
this is almost non-existent: Pohl 2002: 223-5). By the mid-sixth century they
had overrun the Ukraine, and proceeded towards the Danube. Their goal
was the Carpathian basin, from which in 568 they ousted the Langobards
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(who subsequently occupied northern Italy), and absorbed the east Ger-
manic Gepids living in what is now eastern Hungary. Their advance into
weslern Europe was halted by the strong Frankish presence, but their
overlordship of the Carpathian area lasted several centuries.

The historical sources contain remarkably little relating to religion or
myth, so that ultimately we can do little more than point out the inherent
likelihood of the close contact with steppe peoples having resulted in the
borrowing of some religious and mythic motifs or practices. A full con-
sideration of the question of possible influences would require a deeper
investigation not only of written sources, but also of archaeological evi-
dence, and such art-work as has survived, than lies within the primarily
literary and Norse-focused scope of the present work. Yet, even if such an
investigation were undertaken, the results are likely to be tentative in the
extreme; unfortunately, given the paucity of written source materials and
the difficulty in interpreting non-written ones, it is not even possible to
demonstrate that the peoples with whom the Goths and other Germanic
peoples were in contact were practisers of shamanism, though, given that
their predecessors, the Scyths (probably), and their successors in more
recent centuries (certainly) both practised forms of shamanism, it is highly
likely that Alans, Huns and Avars were all shamanic peoples while they
dwelled on the steppe (and, we may assume, preserved these traditions
for some time after leaving the steppe).”

On the other hand, the movements of peoples are disruptive events,
not designed to ensure the preservation of traditions intact; this is com-
pounded by the great mix of races which appear to have composed the
steppe hordes. Thus, it is more likely that elements of traditions, rather
than integral and complex practices such as specific forms of shamanism,
would pass among the peoples brought together by these great move-
ments. Nonetheless, not all ethnic contacts were of this disruptive kind.
When the Goths settled along the Black Sea littoral from the second century,
they absorbed the local population, at least some of which was Iranian-
speaking, the successors of the Scyths and Sarmatians. That the Goths may
have absorbed more than a little from this substrate, or from their Iranian-
speaking neighbours the Alans, is indicated by the occurrence of Iranian

¥ Such a claim could be contested, of course. For example, the Alans are described as
having a primitive religion which involved ancestor-worship and prophetic rites (Bachrach
1973: 21~2, 31-2: the information derives from Ammianus Marcellinus and Claudius Marius
Victor), but there is nothing that explicitly suggests shamanism — though the paucity of the
F]assical writers’ descriptions scarcely precludes its presence. It is striking, and important
In terms of possible passing on of steppe traditions, that Victor is describing the customs of
Alans living not far from his native Marseille, who had been allies of the Goths for a good
three decades without abandoning their pagan beliefs, which they moreover obviously
continued within the settled environment of southern Gaul. Any specifically shamanic
_clements of Avar religion are not mentioned directly, but, as Pohl (2002: 199-205) discusses,
it is likely to have resembled that of the Turkic peoples they were in close contact with,
which was certainly a form of shamanism (and is briefly described in some early medieval
sources such as Menander’s Excerpta de legationibus, cited by Pohl 2002: 199-200); the Avar
depiction from Mokrin, probably of the world tree which is so intimately connected with
shamanism (albeit not an absolute proof of its presence), is discussed below.
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names among some of their later leaders, such as Safrax (Maenchen-Helfen
1973: 22). We can only surmise that they may also have absorbed some
shamanic practices or mythic motifs.

We may look to different sorts of source material to uncover possible
influences from the steppe upon Germanic peoples. The vicissitudes of
history mean that the tracing of the origin and movement of motifs such as
are found within rituals or in mythic and legendary tales becomes at best
challenging, and in many cases all but impossible. I would like to consider
a couple of examples, to illustrate both the possibility of such contacts being
the origin of some Scandinavian motifs, and the difficulty of ascertaining
that they indeed are.”

An example which relates both to ritual practice (evidenced in archaeo-
logical remains) and to myth (the sacrifice of Odinn upon the world tree
Yggdrasill (o)) is horse sacrifice. This is found within several Indo-Euro-
pean traditions, suggesting that it was an ancient Indo-European inherit-
ance. Yet the matter may notbe so straightforward. Gérman (1993) proposes
that Scandinavian horse sacrifices may be influenced by Hunnish practices:
in particular, sacrifices where the head, feet and tail are preserved, found
in Denmark and Sweden from the second to sixth centuries, have parallels
from much further east (they are found in the Altai and Yenisei regions
from the fifth to thirteenth century ap), and the Huns are regarded as likely
mediators of this type of offering (as suggested by similar offering sites in
Slovakia and Hungary of the third to seventh centuries), along with which
religious ideas are also likely to have been communicated — Gorman notes
in particular how the Altaian shaman acted as psychopomp for a sacrificed
horse’s soul, taking it up to heaven in a special ceremony (Radloff 1884:
11, 20). Those responsible for importing Hunnish practices were probably
the new warrior elite, found in Scandinavia from the first century sc up
to the late Roman period, who served in the Roman, and later Hunnish,
army and imported Roman wares; it is possible that Priscus’s statement
that Attila ruled the islands in the ocean refers to the Baltic (Goérman 1993:
294~5). The archaeological evidence adduced by Gérman would appear to
support the notion that ideas originating much further east, in classically
shamanic areas, may have arrived in Scandinavia during the time of Hun-
nish supremacy in Europe. However, as our knowledge of the beliefs of the
Huns is minimal, we cannot demonstrate that the complex of motifs, ritual

2 1 consider a further, more specific example in Tolley (forthcoming), the tale recounted
by Snorri in Gy jlfnqmnmg ch. 44~7 of how borr visited the giant Utgarda-Loki; this contains
elements found both in north Russian tales (as discussed by N. Chadwick 1964) and in
Ossetian tales (the Ossetes are the descendants of the Alans), notably the resurrection of
Pérr’s goats, along with an injury caused by one of the bones being split when the animals
were being eaten. I argue that some tale of this type may have been introduced into Europe
by the Alans during their early-medieval incursions, but that the Norse tale is more likely
to have been developed by Vikings plying the trade routes down to Byzantium, which
passed both through north Russia and close by the Alan lands on the Don. If this was the
source of the story, it illustrates the possibility of tales from a wide region of eastern Europe
reaching Scandinavia during the Viking period; we need not look only to the Norsemen’s
closest neighbours as sources of influence.
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and mythic, relating to the horse in Scandinavian belief corresponded to
anything comparable among the Huns — for example, that they had notions
of a dynamic relationship between horses and the world tree, such as are
found, implicitly, in Norse myth. It is possible that any beliefs relating to
horse sacrifice (and world trees) arriving in Scandinavia from the Huns or
other steppe-dwellers would have reinforced existing ones inherited from
an Indo-European (or some other) background.

The world tree, as will be seen in Chapter 13, is a widespread motif
among Eurasian peoples. It is, in all likelihood, a depiction of the world
tree that is found scratched into a bone (probably sixth century), found in
the Avar cemetery of Mokrin (ric. 77), discussed by Laszl6 (1970: 112-17).
The hillock (a world mountain) on which the tree rests is divided by seven
lines, possibly representing levels of the cosmos (though these may be
represented by the nine branches of the tree); the sun is represented by a
circle, and on the other side of the tree the moon by a line; various animals
are depicted, indicating that the tree was regarded as a source of life, possi-
bly functioning in a similar manner to the Mistress of the Animals, granting
hunting prey. The world tree was found in Hungarian folk tales up until
recent times, which may be a heritage from Avar times, though the Magyars
could also have brought such tales with them from Siberia. It is unlikely
that this chance find indicates the Avars were the first to bring tales of the
world tree from the steppe; their predecessors from the same approximate
area are just as likely to have done so too. In principle, it would be possible
for Avar (or Alan, or Hun) notions of the world tree to have made their way
to Scandinavia, but if they did, they are unlikely to have done more than
reinforce an existing tradition: the Norse concepts of the tree are so complex
and developed that they suggest a tradition of very long standing. Parallels
found in India, for example, favour the argument that, at least in some of
the core details, the tree was an Indo-European heritage.

The situation, with both the horse sacrifice and the world tree, may in
fact be more complex than a simple choice between Indo-European herit-
age and borrowing from the steppe peoples; I give here a straightforward
scenario, though others of greater complexity are also possible - the inten-
tion is merely to suggest an outline, to be filled in and corroborated, or
otherwise, by further research. The predecessors of the Huns on the steppe
were Iranian speakers, closely related linguistically to northern Indians,
who migrated from the steppe at a much earlier date, but carried with them
traditions more at home there, including the concentration upon horses.
The ancestors of the Iranians on the steppe were proto-Indo-Europeans:
their ancient horse traditions would have been handed down to their suc-
cessors, the Indians, Iranians and Germanic peoples (among others), but
also, in all likelihood, to the linguistically non-related successors on the
steppe, who absorbed the early inhabitants into their confederacies. The
world tree concept may similarly have been an Indo-European heritage
passed down among various peoples; originally, it may have been bor-
rowed from Eurasian peoples to the north of the steppe. Thus both the
horse and the tree appear rather as endemic to particular areas, the steppe
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and surrounding regions, and those who have lived in this region have
been able to adopt a set of beliefs and pass these on to their cultural suc-
cessors, even when these have moved away to quite different areas. Thus
the beliefs and practices of the steppe peoples may be distantly related in
a genetic manner to those of the Indo-Europeans.

These few examples have, I hope, illustrated both the viability of the
notion that ideas could, by various routes and at different times, have
reached the Germanic, and specifically Norse, areas from distant regions
where shamanism was practised, and the complexity of determining the
nature of such contact.

Witchcraft

The magical practices encountered in Norse sources clearly bear com-
parison with those found in witchcraft; [ present a short discussion of this
topic here (again, it calls for a lengthier treatment; I am unaware of any
thorough study of Norse magic placing it in a Western European context
of witchcraft).

We encounter the same problems with witchcraft as we find with
shamanism: great difficulty over agreeing a definition, and even greater
problems in securing any reliable information about the actual beliefs and
practices of witches from the distorted accounts of their persecutors. A
witch may be defined loosely as someone, usually female, who believed
she was able to manipulate spiritual powers for the benefit of herself or
others. The descriptions of witchcraft — in so far as they may be trusted
~in some respects suggest a similarity with shamanism, and the question
remains open as to whether we may be justified in viewing both the under-
lying forms of witchcraft (divorced from the fabrications of the inquisitors)
and of shamanism as variants of a common spiritual practice spread across
Europe and Asia; this has obvious implications for our classification of
Norse practices.

Witchcraft, however, can scarcely be examined outside its role as an
antithesis to Christianity, even if its origins did not lie in this antithesis.
In the earlier Christian period the Church viewed it as incorrect (even
heretical) to accept that witches, or rather their supposed powers, actually
existed; probably the most significant shift in the history of witchcraft took
place with the issue of the papal bull Summiis desiderantes in 1484, followed
within a couple of years by the publication of the great guide to persecut-
ing witches, the Malleus maleficarum. Henceforth, witches were not only
accepted as real, but it was regarded as heretical not to believe they existed.
It was only now that the cohesive image of the sabbat and the satanic
rite as part of a widespread sort of anti-Church was formulated, and the
great period of the witch trials began. Clearly, this whole processis of little
relevance to the study of Norse magical practices, because of both its late-
ness and its philosophical basis. Nonetheless, certain features of genuine
belief held by the witches are sometimes gleaned even in late sources, and
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information relating to the earlier of these sources is sometimes relevar t,
because of its date and the lack of a developed inquisitorial philosoph .
Before moving on to these earlier sources, however, it is worth outlinin g
the characteristics of the later forms of witchcraft as a starting point froxr
which to work back.

In 1487 Heinrich Kramer published his Malleus maleficarum, “The Hanry -
mer of Witches”, which crystallised into written form many of the priri—
ciples of the persecution of witches which had been developing over the
previous couple of centuries; some features absent from the work whiciy
we now associate with the stereotype of the witch — the familiar spirits, the
obscene kiss, the orgies of the sabbat, the devil’s mark — were soon supplied
by other works, such as Paulus Grillandus’s Tractatus de haereticis et sortileg 7 <
(written around 1525), so that by the early sixteenth century an image of th e
devil-worshipping society of witches was formed which persisted and wa s
ruthlessly and lethally applied — albeit in a sporadic fashion — for anothe ¢
couple of centuries (Peters 2002: 239).

This image included the following key features (Cohn 2005: 144-5): a
pact with the devil, worship of the devil, the performance of evil magic
to the harm of people and their possessions, and magic flight to atten{
gatherings of witches (the sabbat). The witch was usually a woman (bux ¢
could be a man or child). The devil, usually in the shape of a man but
sometimes an animal, would appear to the neophyte witch, most often & t
atime of distress, and promise money or other things, and often mate witl
her, and then set his mark upon her. He granted her the power to perforrxy
maleficia (evil magical acts), and expected her to do so: this would take th e
form of illnesses or death, sterility, miscarriages, impotence, sickening o £
cattle, hailstorms to damage crops and so forth. The witch specialised iy
the killing of small children, whom she ate; infants were endowed witly
supernatural power, so that for example their flesh was added to the salv-e
to enable the witch to fly. The witch was required to attend the nocturna Y
sabbat, both the local and the ecumenical (a far larger and less frequen
gathering of witches from many quarters), which she did by supernaturay
and superfast flight upon demonic animals or objects such as sticks, shovel 5
or broomsticks. The sabbat was a point by point parody of the Christiaxy
Mass, presided over by the devil, who was adored both physically any
spiritually. It concluded in a wild and incestuous orgy. As Cohn (ibid. 147)
points out, “In every respect they [witches] represent a collective inversioxy
of Christianity — and an inversion of a kind that could only be achieved by~
former Christians. 1...; Witchcraft was regarded as apostasy —and apostasxy,»
inits most extreme, most systematic, most highly organized form. Witcheg
were regarded as above all a sect of Devil-worshippers.”

There is little here of obvious relevance to the consideration of magica [
practices in Old Norse records. In particular, the formulation of this image
of the witch as a member of an anti-Christian order postdates, even in itg
inception in the early fourteenth century, most of the materials under con .
sideration here. In large part the image is, moreover, clearly the inventioxy
of Christian inquisitors and hence of little value as comparative materia ]
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for the folk beliefs underlying Norse religion. However, this invention
manipulated and distorted genuine folk beliefs, and earlier sources give
us some indication of what these were like.

Many works have been written on witchcraft. Yet in some respects this
is a hindrance more than a help. The vast majority deal with witchcraft
in the persecution phase, with scant discussion of anything much earlier
than about 1300, and moreover deal with it in a socio-historical manner,
with little attention paid to the belief systems of the persecuted; these
are rarely taken seriously or understood, usually being dismissed or dis-
regarded. This is due in part to the fiasco of Margaret Murray’s work on
witchcraft in the early twentieth century: she saw witches as an organ-
ised pagan “church” worshipping the pre-Christian god Dianus — and
she distorted the evidence to prove this. The overthrowing of Murray’s
authoritative position from (particularly) the 1960s (by, for example, Cohn
2005 [1975]) has had the effect of confirming most historians’ proclivity to
avoid talking about religious belief; as Ginzburg (1991: 8) puts it: “Today
almost all historians of witchcraft concur in considering Murray’s book
(as had its first critics) amateurish, absurd, bereft of any scientific merit.
Yet this polemic, however justified in itself, has had the regrettable effect
of implicitly discouraging all research into the symbolic elements of the
witches’ Sabbath which are alien to the scholarly stereotypes.” Even when
such an approach is adopted, as by Ginzburg, it is often misunderstood
- Ginzburg, for example, had to defend himself against those who mis-
understood him as suggesting that an organised group of witchcraft
practitioners (as opposed to a widespread and coherent set of beliefs)
actually existed (Ginzburg 1991: 10)."* Nonetheless, some excellent work
has been produced which takes the witches’ reported beliefs seriously (not
as indicating factual truths about sabbat gatherings and the like, but as,
for example, reflections of mythological systems), and moreover relates
them to earlier and geographically more remote records: Ginzburg is prob-
ably the best known of such writers, focusing on western Europe; Eva

A typical position is expressed in their introduction by Kors and Peters (2001: 5): “The
problem of European witchcraft demands less the study of magic as pure folklore and the
useful, butincomplete, results of anthropology than the study of the intellectual, perceptual,
and legal processes by which “folklore’ was transformed into and understood as systematic
demonology that required systematic prosecution.”

14 For a more extensive survey of the inadequacies of some of the main scholarly works on
witcheraft from this point of view, see Ginzburg (1991, introduction).

s Briggs (1996: 37), whilst conceding that Ginzburg's interpretation is “ingenious”,
notes that it “has not found much support among other historians”. This may be because
Ginzburg went further than merely emphasising the importance of taking full account of
people’s beliefs (however irrational), and attempted to show the kinship between witcheraft
and shamanism, seeking, indeed, the origin of the former in the latter. His treatment of this
overarching topic is indeed disappointingly weak, being characterised by an inadequate
awareness of context, and a tendency to see parallels where there is a lack of systematic
similarities: his treatment of the tale of Pelops and related legends is an example of this (pp.
136, 250 and surrounding discussion). Nonetheless, Briggs's observation may also to some
extent be seen as an indictment of many historians’ lack of awareness of the vital role played
by the imagination and the legitimacy of studying its manifestation in historical societics,
which has left Ginzburg's study as too much of an isolated example of work of this type.
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Pocs (especially 1999) takes a comparable approach to mainly Hungarian
sources, and recently Emma Wilby (2006) has reassessed British witcheraft
accounts from a similar perspective.

Apart from the bias of most writers on witchcraft and their temporal
confinement, we also encounter the problem of geographical limitations.
The witch-trials were entirely a Western European phenomenon, in other
words they took place within the ambit of the Latin church. The Orthodox
church did not engage in such organised practices (and folk beliefs have
to this day remained richer in these areas as a result). Hence, not only
are studies of witchcraft in the main confined to looking at the perverted
notions created by the inquisitors rather than the folk beliefs which to some
extent underlie them, but they also isolate the beliefs of a particular area,
when there is reason to suppose there was more of a continuum in folk
beliefs from western into eastern Europe.’ There are, of course, studies of
the folk beliefs of eastern Europe, but outlining the proposed continuum
in folk belief across Europe would require a lengthy study in itself. Sucha
study would be a valuable tool for determining the extent of commonality
between the beliefs of western and eastern Europe, and on into Siberia, and
hence it would do much to illuminate the extent to which the antecedents
of witchcraft share features with Siberian shamanism."”

Let us return to the image of the witch. One of the strengths of Cohn's
study of witcheraft (2005) is his demonstration of how antique stereotypes
such as that of the socially isolated group adhering to alien beliefs and
indulging in repugnant practices such as cannibalism, originally applied
by Romans to early Christians (among others), came to form part of the
image of the witch, how ritual magic, an essentially intellectual rather
than a folk activity, added to this picture, and how witches must be
viewed overall as an (invented) sect of apostates (i.e. they have specifi-
cally rejected Christianity, rather than just being non-Christian) — actual
heretical groups such as the Waldenses were defamed with the same
brush, which painted but one picture of apostates of whatever ilk. The
antique stereotype included the notions of cannibalistic feasts and ritual
murder taking place within a conspiratorial organisation (ibid. 7). Ritual
magic was believed to be used for fortune-telling, discovering hidden
treasure, tracking down a thief, and similar matters (ibid. 116). When
we are able to glimpse what ordinary folk, as opposed to theologically
informed inquisitors, considered the particular activity of the witch, it is
clear that it consisted primarily or solely of maleficia: for example, between
the mid-fifteenth and mid-sixteenth centuries in Lucerne there were 130

16

‘P(')cs (1999) to some extent deals with shamanic features in Hungarian and neighbouring
witch beliefs, but does not aim to elucidate precisely how shamanic the witchcraft of the
area was; in fact, many of the features considered can scarcely be regarded as particularly
shamanic, which indicates that an investigation of the shamanic character of European
witchcraft is bound to be a complex matter.

"7 Note, for example, the use made by Ginzburg (1992) of Croatian, Hungarian and Roma-
nian beliefs in his analysis of the benandanti of Friuli. As noted, however, Ginzburg’s wider
attempt (1991) along these comparative lines is unsatisfactorily vague and superficial, and
has not achieved an open welcome among scholars.
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accusations by villagers against 32 witches, not one of which mentions
the devil, but all of which mention the performance of maleficia (ibid.
218); as Cohn (ibid. 229) notes, “For the peasantry, until its outlook was
transformed by new doctrines percolating from above, witches were above
all people who harmed their neighbours by occult means; and they were
almost always women.”

We may now turn to the earlier sources (before the witch craze had
really got under way), some of whose features are set out in the follow-
ing sections under headings. Sources relating to the Germanic (including
Frankish) area are used whenever possible.

THE FEMALE BIAS

Under certain circumstances the majority of people persecuted as witches
were men: this is noticeable in the early trials in France, for example. But
this only occurs, argues Cohn (ibid. 202), where there is a clear attempt
to undermine the power of certain groups — the clergy, the landowners
and so forth. As soon as the focus shifts to persecuting the peasantry, the
majority of victims are women. Most mentions of magic in Anglo-Saxon
sources concern women, for example (note the sources cited by Crawford
1963). It is clear that, for whatever reason, women were regarded as being
particularly prone to engage in witchcraft; we may glimpse a similar atti-
tude (though put more positively) even in Tacitus, Germania ch. 8: «inesse
quin etiam sanctum aliquid et providum putant, nec aut consilia earum
aspernantur aut responsa neglegunt», “they believe there is something
sacred and foresightful in them [women], nor do they spurn their advice
or ignore their answers”.

MALEFICIA AND DIVINATION

Passing references to the activities engaged in by witches give something
of a picture of how they were regarded: soothsaying and carrying out evil
magical actions were their chief activities. Just a few examples are given
here.

Around 800, the diocesan statutes of Gerbald, bishop of Liége, mention
those who observe months and seasons, interpret dreams, wear phylacter-
ies with strange words on, women who give out potions to other women
(to kill the fetus) and other divinations so that husbands have more love
for them (Peters 2002: 198). From England, a late-tenth-century canon
condemns anyone who «piccige ymb eniges mannes lufe. ' him on zte
sylle. oppe on drince. oppe on aeniges cynnes gealdorcraeftum. paet hyra
lufu forpon pe mare beon scyle», “practises witchcraft concerning thelove
of any man, or gives him in food or drink or in enchantments of any kind
anything whereby their love may be the greater”. Also attacked is divina-
tion «on sunnan. Y on monan. Y on steorrena ryne», “on the sun and the
moon and the course of the stars” (Crawford 1963: 111).
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Divination clearly took different forms. Burchard of Worms, in his Cor-
rector, sive medicus (the nineteenth book of his Decreta, c.1021), asks (PL

140, 974):

Fiecisti quod quaedam mulieres facere solent, diabolicis adimpletae disci-
plinis? Quae observant vestigia et indagines Christianorum et tollunt de
eorum vestigio cespitem et illum observant et inde sperant sanitatem aut
vitam eorum auferre?

Have you done what certain women are accustomed to do, filled with
devilish learning? They observe the footprints and tracks of Christians
and lift from their footprint a sod and look at it and hope to infer from it
their health or life?

Zlfric, in “On auguries”, connects witchcraft with pagan worship: he
says that witch women teach the worship of stones, trees and wells, and are
possessed of occult knowledge, brew love philtres and interpret dreams.

The earliest account of a witch-hunt in England, from a late-tenth-cen-
tury charter, also provides an early instance of the maleficious moppet
(Crawford 1963: 113):

9 peet land et Bgelespyrde headde an pydupe Y hire sune eer forpyrt
forpanpe hi drifon iserne stacan on Zlsie Pulfstanes feder Y peet perp
@reafe J man teh paet morp forp of hire inclifan. pa nam man beet wif }
adrencte hi zt lundene brigce Y hire sune esetberst perd utlah*J peet land
eode pam kynge to handa Y se kyng hit forgeaf pa Zlfsige J Pulstan.

And a widow and her son had previously forfeited the land at Ailsworth
because they drove iron stakes into Zlsie, Wulfstan’s father, and that
was discovered and the deadly image was taken from her closet. Then
the woman was taken and drowned at London bridge and her son broke
loose and became outlawed and the Jand went into the king’s hands and
the king then gave it to ZElsie and Wulfstan.

Two powers are mentioned frequently (and often in the same breath):
the ability to conjure storms, and to alter men’s minds. In 829 the Council
of Paris mentions that there are people who through maleficia can trouble
the air, bring down showers of hail, predict things to come, and steal the
fruits and milk of some folk and bestow it on others (Peters 2002: 199). In
¢.830, Halitgar of Cambrai mentions the conjurors of storms, soothsayers,
the making of vows beside trees or springs, and wizards who take away
men’s minds by invoking demons (Kors and Peters 2001: 56). Burchard of
Worms asks (PL 140, 961),

Credidisti unquam vel particeps fuisti illius perfidiae, ut incantatores, et
qui se dicunt tempestatum immissores esse, possent per incantationem
daemonum aut tempestates commovere aut mentes hominum mutare?

Have you ever believed or been party to that perfidy, that singers of incanta-

tions and those who claim to be senders of storms can through the incanta-
tion of demons either stir up storms or alter the minds of men?

and more fully (ibid.),
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Credidisti aut particeps fuisti illius incredulitatis, ut aliqua femina sit quae
per quaedam maleficia et incantationes mentes hominum permutare pos-
sit, id est aut de odio in amorem aut de amore in odium, autbona hominum
fascinationibus suis aut damnare aut surripere possit?

Have you ever believed or been party to that unbelievable notion, that there
is some woman who through maleficia and incantations can alter the minds
of men, from hatred to love or from love to hatred, or can damage or snatch
away people’s goods by their spells?

CONSUMPTION AND RESURRECTION

One of our most ancient sources for Germanic beliefs, the Pactus legis Salicae
from the sixth century, indicates that the striga (witch) is a cannibal, who, it
seems, would gather round a cauldron with her fellows (§64.1, p. 230):

Si quis alterum herburgium clamauerit, hoc est strioportium, aut illum,
qui inium portare dicitur, ubi strias coccinant, et non potuerit adprobare,
mallobergo humnisfith hoc est, mmp denarios qui faciunt solidos Lx11 semis
culpabilis iudicetur.

If anyone has called another a witch-helper, that is a porter for witches,
or the one who is said to carry the cauldron where they cook witches, and
has not been able to prove it, let him be judged guilty to the tune of 2500
denarii, making 62% solidi, called in the vernacular humnisfith, “reparation
payment”.

Edict 376 of Rothar in the Leges Langobardorum also shows that people
believed a witch could consume a person from within:

Nullus presumat haldiam'® alienam aut ancillam quasi strigam, quem
dicunt mascam, occidere; quod christianis mentibus nullatenus credendum
est, nec possibile ut mulier hominem vivum intrinsecus possit comedere.

Let no one take it on himself to kill another’s maidservant or girl as a witch,
which they call a masca, since for Christian minds it is by no means cred-
ible or possible that a woman should be able to consume a person from
within.

The Capitulary of Paderborn from 785, directed against Saxon practices,
indicates that witches (both men and women) eat people, and for that are
burnt or eaten by others (Capitulatio de partibus Saxoniae §6, pp. 68-9; cf.
Peters 2002: 198):

Si quis a diabulo deceptus crediderit secundum morem paganorum, virum
aliquem aut feminam strigam esse et homines commedere, et propter hoc
ipsam incenderit vel carnem eius ad commedendum dederit vel ipsam
commederit, capitali sententiae punietur.

If anyone, deceived by the devil, has believed according to the manner of
the pagans that some man or woman is a witch and consumes people, and

" A haldius (fem. haldia), clearly derived from the Germanic word for “hold”, was a native
of the land (before the Germanic incursion), now living in servitude.
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because of this has burned her or has given over her flesh to be consumed
or has consumed it himself, let him suffer capital punishment.

Somewhat later, John of Salisbury in the Policraticus 11.17, c. 1154, reports
that some are infected with an evil spirit which leads them to believe that
what they suffer in spirit is actually taking place physically, as exempli-
fied by the belief held by some in night gatherings where cannibalism of
infants took place:

Quale est quod nocticulam quandam uel Herodiadem uel praesidem noctis
dominam concilia et conuentus de nocte asserunt conuocare, uaria cel-
ebrari conuiuia, ministeriorum species diuersis occupationibus exerceri,
et nunc istos ad penam trahi pro meritis nunc illos ad gloriam sullimari.
Praeterea infantes exponi lamiis et nunc frustratim discerptos edaci inglu-
uie in uentrem traiectos congeri, nunc praesidentis miseratione reiectos in
cunas reponi.

Hence it is that they assert that a night-dweller, either Herodias or the mis-
tress of the night, calls gatherings and meetings by night, that varied feasts
are celebrated, that the semblances of jobs with a range of responsibilities
are practised, and at one moment some are dragged off to punishment as
they deserve, while at another others are exalted to glory. Moreover, they
assert that infants are exposed to the witches, and, after being torn into
pieces and cast down a gluttonous maw into the stomach, they are gathered
together and, cast up again at the mercy of the mistress, they are replaced
in their cradles.”

Ginzburg (1991: 128 ff.) compares motifs like this with the Mistress of the
Animals, a supernatural being who guards the game animals, allowing
some to be caught (often only after due propitiation), and resuscitating
those that are killed. But really we have no evidence to associate the theme
yvith the Mistress of the Animals — who is, after all, characteristic of hunt-
Ing, and not agrarian, societies (other than as a traditional relic, as in the
case of Artemis, or as a borrowing, and whose role is quite different from
anything in these cannibalistic tales.

THE SPIRIT MATE

One of the earliest clear references in medieval sources to a spirit mate is
fOH’nd in Hinemar of Reims (806-82), De divortio Lotharii regis et Tetbergae
reginae, interrogatio 15 (PL 125, 725); commenting on how the priests of his
tlme‘ were encountering a burgeoning problem with possessions by spirits,
he singles out one type of possession:

Et maxime quando, vel viris in specie feminea, vel in virili habitu feminis
apparentes, quos daemones Galli Dusios vocant, infando miraculo spiritus
Incorporei corporis humani concubitum petere se ac patrare confingunt.

" Replacing them in the cradle is to be taken as meaning that they look, outwardly at
least, as if nothing has happened to them (it is not that they have died while asleep); cf.
other notices of night cannibalism, such as that of Burchard of Worms cited below, in which
women feast on people but then restore them to life in the morning.
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And especially when, appearing either to men in female form or in male
shape to women, bodiless spirits — demons which the Gauls call Dusii - by
an unspeakable miracle set out to seek intercourse with ahumanbody and
to achieve it.

Yet Hincmar here is merely paraphrasing Augustine, who first mentioned
these lascivious Gallic spirits some four centuries earlier in De civitate Dei
XV.23.

From Anglo-Saxon England we have a charm against «aelfcynne Y niht-
gengan Y pam mannum pe deofol mid haemd», “the elvish race and night-
walkers and people who lie with the devil” (Leechbook 11.61 in Cockayne
1864: 11, 344).

Burchard of Worms records a slightly different belief (PL 140, 971):

Credidisti quod quidam credere solent, quod sint agrestes feminae, quas
sylvaticas vocant, quas dicunt esse corporeas et quando voluerint ostendant
se suis amatoribus et cum eis dicunt se oblectasse et item quando voluerint
abscondant se et evanescant?

Have you believed what some are accustomed to believe, that there are
rustic women whom they call “sylvatics”, whom they say have bodies
and when they wish they reveal themselves to their lovers, and they say
that they have lain with them, and likewise when they wish they remove
themselves and vanish?

All these texts at least give the semblance of portraying this type of
belief as well-rooted in folk tradition, and we are even given the name of
the spirits concerned, the Dusii, among the “Gauls”, and the alfe, “elves”,
among the English. Literary tradition has played its part, but may merely
have been used to lend auctoritas to what was indeed a general and continu-
ing folk belief.

FAMILIARS

The familiar is the animal helping spirit of the witch. Instances are not
clearly recorded in the earliest sources, though itis likely that the belief is,
again, rooted in folk tradition rather than being an invention of the inquisi-
tors. Familiars are particularly a feature of British witchcraft; the jackdaw
which informs the prophetess, the “witch of Berkeley”, of her death in
William of Malmesbury’s tale in Gesta regum Anglorum 11.204 may be seen
as an early example of a familiar, in particular given the emphasis upon the
closeness of the relationship between the woman and the bird, though the
evidence is not indisputable (Kors and Peters 2001: 71), and may simply
relate to the motif of birds of raven-type being prophetic:

Mulier in Berkeleia mansitabat malefitiis, ut post patuit, [non] insueta,
auguriorum ueterum non inscia r...; Haec cum quadam die conuiuaretur,
cornicula quam in delitiis habebat uocalius solito nescio quid cornicata
est. Quo audito, dominae cultellus de manu excidit, simul et uultus expal-
luit; et, producto gemitu, “Hodie" ait, “ad ultimum sulcum meum peruenit
aratrum. Hodie audiam et accipiam grande incommodum.”
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A woman resided in Berkeley, given to witchcraft, as it afterwards emerged,
and not unfamiliar with ancient soothsayings [...; When one day she was
partaking of a meal, a jackdaw which she fawned upon cawed something
closer to words than usual. Hearing this, the mistress dropped her kn_xfe
from her hand, and her countenance grew pale; and groaning she segd:
“Today my plough has turned its last furrow; today I will hear and receive
a great disaster.”

One of the uses of helping animal spirits is as steeds (in particular to
ride to the sabbat); the canon “Sortilegam” mentions this (see below), as
do subsequent accounts: for example Stephen of Bourbon (t1261) says
good women ride on sticks, the evil strigae on wolves (Lea 1957: 174). The
image of the witch’s familiar only becomes unambiguous, however, in
much fater sources, particularly British ones from the late sixteenth century
on: an example is afforded by the title of a publication from this time:
The Apprehension and confession of three notorious Witches, Arreigned and by
lustice condemned and executed at Chelmes-forde, in the Countye of Essex, the
s. day of Iulye, last past. 1589. With the manner of their diuelish practices and
keeping of their spirits, whose fourmes are heerein truelye proportioned, which is
accompanied by a graphicillustration not only of the three hanged witches,
but also of their misshapen familiars circling below their bodies.

FLIGHT

Burchard of Worms gives a clear picture of the witches’ flight; there are
numerous descriptions thereafter (PL 140, 973):

Credidisti quod quaedam mulieres credere solent, ut tu cum aliis diaboli
membris item in quietae noctis silentio clausis januis in aerem usque ad
nubes subleveris et ibi cum aliis pugnes, et ut vulneres alias et tu vulnera
ab eis accipias?

Have you believed what certain women are accustomed to believe, that
along with other members of the devil, in the silence of the quiet night,
with the doors locked, you are lifted up into the air as far as the clouds and
you fight there with others, and that you injure others and receive injuries
from them?

This notion of aerial contests is found in Norse in Hivamil 155 (72), where
Odinn claims the power to make witches (tinridur (Qv)) go astray (villar)
when he sees them up in the air “playing” (leika, but the connotation is
probably one of ecstasy (LEIKINN)). As Hinrida is probably borrowed from
German, the parallel of fighting in the air found in Burchard suggests the
whole motif may be of German origin.

In the following, Burchard associates the flight with cannibalism and
resurrection (PL 140, 973):

Credidisti quod multae mulieres retro Satanam conversae credunt et affir-
mant verum esse, ut credas in quietae noctis silentio, cum te collocaveris in
legto tuo et marito tuo in sinu tuo jacente, te dum corporea sis januis clausis
exire posse et terrarum spatia cum aliis simili errore deceplis pertransire
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valere et homines baptizatos et Christi sanguine redemptos sine armis
visibilibus et interficere et decoctis carnibus eorum vos comedere et in
loco cordis eorum stramen aut lignum aut aliquod hujusmodi ponere, et
comestis iterum vivos facere et inducias vivendi dare?

Have you believed what many women who have turned back to Satan
believe and affirm to be the truth, that you believe that in the silence of the
quiet night, when you have lain down in your bed with your husband lying
in your arms, although you have a body you can exit through locked doors
and have the power to cross stretches of country along with others similarly
deceived, and that, without visible weapons, you kill people baptised and
redeemed in the blood of Christ, and that you feast together on their cooked
flesh and in place of their heart you place straw or wood or something of
this sort, and that you make the consumed people live again and grant them
a respite in which to live?

It is to be noted that, whilst the flight may take place in company, it is not
directed to attending anything like the sabbat of later accounts.

THE NOCTURNAL GATHERING AND THE FEMALE DEITY

Clearly, as the devil, the leader of the sabbat is an imposition of the Chris-
tian inquisitors. But he is not their sheer invention. The canon “Sortilegam”
(commonly known as the Canon Episcopi), from around 906, notes:

[llud etiam non est omittendum, quod quedam sceleratae mulieres retro
post sathanam conuersae, demonum illusionibus et fantasmatibus seduc-
tae, credunt se et profitentur, cum Diana nocturnis horis dea paganorum,
uel cum Herodiade, et innumera multitudine mulierum equitare super
quasdam bestias, et multa terrarum spacia intempestae noctis silentio
pertransire, eiusque iussionibus obedire uelut dominae, et certis noctibus
euocari ad eius seruicium.

It is also not to be omitted that some wicked women, who have given
themselves back to Satan and been seduced by theillusions and phantasms
of demons, believe and profess that, in the hours of night, they ride upon
certain beasts with Diana, the goddess of pagans, or with Herodias, and an
innumerable multitude of women, and in the silence of the night traverse
great spaces of earth, and obey her commands as of their lady, and are
summoned to her service on certain nights.

This is quite a different practice (or belief) from, and has nothing to
do with, the performance of maleficia, but it suited the later inquisitors to
incorporate elements of this belief into their picture of the witches’ sabbat.*

» [t js also to be distinguished from the motif of the accidental incursion into the noctur-
nal parties of the dead, such as are cited by Lea (1957: 170-8). A good, and rather early,
example of this is the account by William of Newburgh, writing c. 1200, of an event which
supposedly took place a good many years earlier in the East Riding of Yorkshire, given
in his Historia rerum Anglicarum 1.28: «In provincia quoque Deirorum, haud procul a loco
nativitatis meae, res mirabilis contigit, quam a puero cognovi. (.., Ex hoc vico rusticus
quidam ad salutandum amicum in proximo vico commorantem profectus, multa jam nocte
minus sobrius remeabat. Et ecce, de proximo tumulo quem saepius vidi, et duobus vel
tribus stadiis a vico abest, voces cantantium, et quasi festive convivantium audivit. Mira~
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“Diana” is an interpretatio Romana of various local deities — for such beljg g
appear to have been widespread (Cohn 2005: 169-72). When we turp
Burchard of Worms, we find a similar scene, but instead of “Diana” thee
is mentioned holda (PL 140, 962):

Credidisti ut aliqua femina sit quae hoc facere possit quod quaedan, ,
diabolo deceptae se affirmant necessario et ex praecepto facere debere, ;4
est cum daemonum turba in similitudinem mulierum transformata, quap,
vulgaris stultitia holdam vocant, certis noctibus equitare debere supq,
quasdam bestias et in eorum se consortio annumeratam esse?

Have you believed that there is any woman who can do that which some
deceived by the devil, affirm that they must do of necessity or at his copy,’
mand, that is, with a throng of demons transformed into the likeness ¢
women, which vulgar stupidity calls holda, must ride on certain nighyg
upon beasts and be numbered with their company?

Now Holda, or Hulda, is a well-known figure of German folklore, w}
is found mainly in central Germany; in southern Germany her equivalept
was known as Perhta (see Bichtold-Stiubli 1987, s.v. “Perhta”, for a fair]
detailed account of both; also Motz 19844, Heizmann 2002: 216 1. 70). She
is very clearly a guardian of fecundity, and service to her can originally
have had no other purpose than participation in this guardianship. The
rather odd syntax of Burchard may be explained by the fact that Holda
led a host of spirits, called holden (cf. the Norwegian huldrer), which were

tus quinam in loco illo solemnibus gaudiis intempestae noctis silentium rumperent, hoc
Ipsum curiosius inspicere voluit, vidensque in latere tumuli januam patentem, accessit et
introspexit, viditque domum amplam, et luminosam, plenamque discumbentibus, tam virjs
quam faeminis, tanquam ad solemnes epulas. Unus autem ministrantium aspiciens stantem
ad ostium, obtulit ei poculum. Quo ille accepto consulte noluit bibere, sed effuso contento
et continente retente concitus abiit; factoque tumultu in convivio pro sublatione vasculi, et
persequentibus eum convivis, pernicitate jumenti quo vehebatur evasit, et in vicum cum
Insigni se praeda recepit. Denique hoc vasculum materiae incognitae, coloris insoliti, et
formae inusitatae, Henrico seniori Anglorum regi pro magno munere oblatum est.» “In the
province of Deira, not far from the place of my birth [Bridlington], a remarkable event took
place, which I have known since boyhood. [...; From this village a peasant set out to visit his
friend who was staying in the next village, and late at night he made his way back, rather
less sober. And behold, he heard the voices of people singing and apparently holding a great
feast, coming from the nearby burial mound, which I have often seen, some two ot three
furlongs from the village. He was puzzled at who could be disturbing the silence of the late
hours of the night in such a place with festal partying, and wished to look into the matter in
more detail. Seeing an open door on the side of the mound, he went up and looked in, and
Saw a spacious house, well lit, and full of people reclining, both men and women, as if ata
grand feast. One of the waiters, seeing him standing at the door, brought him a goblet. He
took this, but upon consideration did not wish to drink, and so he poured out the contents,
whilst keeping the container, and made a speedy retreat. There was an uproar in the mound
at the theft of the vessel, and the revellers followed after him, but through the speed of his
mount he got away, and got himself to the village with his splendid booty. Thereafter this
vessel, of unknown material and unusual colour and shape, was offered to Henry the elder,
the king of England [1100-35], by way of a great gift.” This is reminiscent of a motif found
in Norse sources: deyja i fjall, “to die into the mountain”, when a dead person is welcomed
into their company by feasters inside a mountain; note the provenance of William's tale — the
heavily Norse-settled area of Yorkshire. (William’s editor, Hamilton, notes the Scandinavian
provenance of the fairy-cup motif; it is also, of course, found in Beowulf.)
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known even where Holda herself was not, as in northern Germany. This
train, however, was often identified with the Wild Hunt, the host of the
spirits of the dead, and the names Holda (“Coverer”) and Perhta (“Protec-
tor”) point to an original connection with the dead (cf. Hel, “Covering”;
Bachtold-Staubli 1987, s.v. “Perhta”); Perhta is also said to be queen of
dwarfs (themselves associated with the dead), and Holda’s followers are
said to be from the underworld. Conversely, from Holda’s sacred spring
or pond come children. She is closely connected with the phenomena
of nature: for example, when she makes her bed and shakes out the pil-
lows, it snows. She is protectress of animals. Her dwelling is in a spring,
pond, mountain, tree or stone; she sits under a tree spinning. She rewards
diligence, and punishes laziness. She is particularly associated with the
Twelve Days of Christmas, i.e. the deadly depth of winter at the turning
point of the year, the season of the Wild Hunt of the dead. The mention
of specific nights in the passage of Burchard suggests such a calendrical
link, as would be expected of a guardian of the crops. Gobelinus Persona
(1358-1421), describing (on the basis of earlier sources) the Saxon pillar
idol Irminsul, says in his Cosmodromius, aetas v1, cap. xxxiix, p. 235, that
Domina Hera, called in the vernacular «vrowe here», flies through the air
between Christmas and Epiphany, and the common people believed «illam
sibi conferre rerum temporalium abundantiam», “that she was conferring
on them an abundance of temporal/seasonal goods”.**

That Holda or her equivalent was once not merely the object of venera-
tion of women who imagined themselves to fly in her company on certain
nights, but in fact the object of a devoted cult, is suggested by the notice
in the life of the missionary St Kilian in the seventh century, when he
attempted to convert the eastern Franks around Wiirzburg from the wor-
ship of “Diana” (Acta sanctorum, July 11, p. 616).2> However, in historical
sources or folklore there is no indication of any festivities in honour of
Holda (unlike Perhta).

The connection, under Holda, between fertility and the world of the
dead is found clearly in the trial of the sorcerer Diel Breull in 1630 in Hesse
(Ginzburg 1992: 56):

= Many of the characteristics associated with Holda and her spirit retinue are found
elsewhere, for example in south-eastern Europe. The following features are taken from
Pdcs (1989). The witch’s connection with the world of the dead is found especially in the
Romanian strigoi, who is viewed as embodying both the living witch and the demonic
power of the dead (28). The fairies (for example the Hungarian szépasszony) were protec-
tors of fertility: whilst being seen as a sort of nymph, they also have characteristics of the
dead, appearing to people, for example, at the “death season” at the beginning of the year,
when they would promote agricultural prosperity; the fertility might also be guaranteed
by conducting rites at this time, in which the dead or fairies were impersonated (29). In
Romania only a special healer (descantatore) could cure fairy illnesses, and he or she would
lie unconscious while his or her soul flew and danced with the fairies, learning how to
perform magic from them and offer sacrifices (47). Fertility was also in the hands of a female
figure who sat in the middle of the world on the omplalos stone or at the world tree (31).
2 The Bollandist Acta edition dates the life to the mid-ninth century, though the existing
version is not this early (but is earlier than the fourteenth).
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Breull related that eight years back, during a period of profound depression
(he had lost his wife and children), he happened once to fall asleep and,
upon waking, found himself on the Venusberg. The deity of the place,
“Irraw Holt” - the Germanic Holle [=Holda], considered synonymous with
Venus — showed him the strangest things reflected in a basin of water:
magnificent horses, men feasting or seated in the middle of a fire, and,
among them, people he knew who had died long before. They were there,
Fraw Holt explained, because of their misdeeds. Diel Breull then realized
that he was a member of the nocturnal band, a nachtfahr1.. Subsequen_tly,
he returned to the Venusberg four times in the course of the year during
the Ember Days. That year the harvests were abundant. Here too, then,
whoever had the power, after waking from a mysterious lethargy, to trayel
during the Ember seasons to the world populated by the dead over which
Holle-Venus presided, became a guarantor of fertility.

Clearly the night-flight of Holda was one that was conceived as taki‘ng
place in spirit. Breull’s trial indicates a trance state. The same is implied
in Johannes Nider’s Praeceptorium divinae legis, perceptum 1, ch. xand x1, a
source which again is late (mid-fourteenth century) but local to the Ger-
manicarea (Augsburg), which describes those who during the Ember Days
(times of transition in the agricultural calendar)? claim to have seen, w.hen
in trance («in raptu»), the souls in purgatory and other phantasms. Nider
compares these hallucinations with the visions of those who claimed to
have visited Herodias, identified with Venus, while asleep (Ginzburg 1992
43). Ginzburg (ibid. 47) records a central European belief that the Ember
Days were when the Wild Hunt appeared.

Itis likely that the Norse Huld shared some features with her German
hamesake, but the traditions do not explicitly overlap greatly in surviving
records. Huld was a malicious seidkona, a seeress associated with the frozen
and barren north, who appears in Ynglin gasaga ch. 13-14 (113, 114) (and s
mentioned, but not named, in Ynglingatal 3 (141a)), conjuring up a desire
in Vanlandi to visit the northern land of his wife Drifa, and then, when this
fails, a nightmare that tramples him to death; thereafter, she conjures up
ill-luck for Démaldi, and eternal strife among the Ynglingar. She also seems
to have been the subjectof a story told to the king and queen of Norway by
Sturla Pérdarson in 1263 (Sturly pittr ch. 2), thou gh Sturla regrettably does
notactually relate the story (despite the comments on its great popularity
~everyone tried to getin to hear it). Thus tales of Hulg, probably related in
some ways to those of Holda, were in circulation by the thirteenth century
in Scandinavia, and probably earlier,

THE BENANDANT]

Thg f.rfxgmentar_y early sources give a strikingly different picture of th‘e
activities of various practitioners of magic from the satanic and apostatic

» The Ember Days are Wednesday, Friday and Saturda after the first Sunday in Lent the
Feast of Pentecost, 14 September and 13 December. Thceiyr‘ urpose, in part, is to thank God
for the gifts of nature; they are, to some extent, ChristhnI?S’ltP ‘,of g ric,:ulmral festivals
such as were held under the pagan Roman calendar. Anisations of 46
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antichurch of the inquisitors, even though many of these images clearly
derive from this older folk tradition. The picture may be further elaborated
by considering a wider selection of sources. One of the best studies of the
belief of “witches” is Ginzburg’s Night Battles (1992), in which he examines
the testimonies of a particular group of people known as benandanti from
the Friuli region of northern Italy, which lay on a triple cultural boundary
between Romance, Germanic and Slavic cultures. The accounts are rather
late, beginning in 1575 and going on for about half a century, but it is clear
that a deep-rooted folk belief is recorded in some detail in the trial records,
which accords well with materials such as those presented above.

The chief purpose of the benandanti was declared to the inquisitor by
Battista Moduco (ibid. 6):

“I am a benandante because I go with the others to fight four times a year,
that is during the Ember Days, at night; I go invisibly in spirit and the
body remains behind; we go forth in the service of Christ, and the witches
of the devil; we fight each other, we with bundles of fennel and they with
sorghum stalks. ...} In the fighting that we do, one time we fight over
the wheat and all the other grains, another time over the livestock, and at
other times over the vineyards. And so, on four occasions we fight over all
the fruits of the earth and for those things won by the benandanti that year
there is abundance.”

The fundamental purpose, the defence of the means of livelihood, the
well-being of the community, accords with a common purpose of shaman-
ism, such as among the Ewenki, where the shaman sets up a spiritual
fence around the clan lands to defend it from incursions by alien shamans,
who would cause illness and undermine the welfare of the community
(MARYLA); contests between shamans were a frequent feature wherever it
was found.

Paolo Gasparutto elaborated on the contest of the benandanti: “they
fought, played, leaped about, and rode various animals, and did different
things among themselves; and ... the women beat the men who were there
with them with sorghum stalks, while the menhad only bunches of fennel”
(ibid. 1). This reflects the fact that the benandanti who took partin this contest
tended to be men, whereas their opponents the witches were women.

A further aim, some benandanti claimed, was through their struggles to
preserve children from harm from witches. The ability to recognise witches
and to counter their sorcery characterised benandanti (ibid. 78).

There were female benandanti, but usually their role differed somewhat
from the men’s. Instead of the wild contest with the witches, they attended
retinues of the dead, from whom they learnt secrets (male benandanti some-
times also joined these processions) (ibid. 38). The dead, however, punished
the benandanti who penetrated the secret of their nocturnal processions,
beating them with sorghum, just like the witches against whom the ben-
andanti fought in the agrarian contests; Ginzburg (ibid. 59-60) argues that
an originally undifferentiated horde was particularised into witches in the
agrarian and the dead in the funereal vision.



FFC 296

124 Clive Tolley
. ul, which
The vocation tobe a benandan e began with being born w1 tha ((;Z;) hytein a
was preserved. Later, a spiritua] being would appear to the N€ nted to the
dream, and this acted as an initiation; Paolo Gasparutto recou
inquisitor on 26 September 1580 (ibid. 157-8):
“Who led you to enter the co ti?”
“The angel of God.” mMpany of these benandart
“When did this ange] appear bef, ” night, at
“At night, in my hoy clore you? of the
first slgep." Y house, perhaps during the fourth hour
“How did it appear?” altars, and

“An angel appeared befo ) se O saying:
he called me, and my Spii?tr‘r,‘v% atll made of gold, like tfel% v nar?oe'ﬁght for
Paolo, I will send YOU forth ae ntout. .. He called m'll have

f,he crops.’ L answereq him. ¢ il benandap e and yOL},le- g
“IEIow many times have you Seen ?}? Iam obedient.”” [ ,
very time that [ went out beC 18 angel?n With me-
. e

ause he always cam
He gave further detailg on 3 e

CtOber (ibid, 162): e me the

v
. . he 5 er 84 with me,
caul in which [ Ngel 5 oth€eXr &4
and had nince Mhad been born PP €ared to me, my ™ € rayers

t1 :
asses gai s Sayi it bap rtat te, and
and scriptural reaq Said Over ; YIng that she had it ce ants

nec. 1t, 3 . wi 11017 riton
that when I grac- nigiv and sh {509 had it blessed W1 per ea

4

About a year before ¢

€ tolq m st itches.
o m bo B ! w .
R LS G b e
5\1‘2.115 said to ;ntémsolrr‘ic@ived tﬁ(e) :‘éith the bgena,ndﬂnti to fi P toar:ge[/nghé%;
. . ’ [¢ 1 a ¢
1 tiglievet }115 tt}ﬁe deVil,[“?Sciﬁagght alrl‘llyltl}?‘tll the anvgﬁl,gn tl’latz1 rl}’g;l ttista of
old me that he woy)y . “alle ing. .. 4 . ed
Vicenza, whom he did&iﬁgie mle th 1d not pron;lilﬂsﬁ ” call
o ed Tou nan an
Initiation thus takes o send. ghabe dactei%}inz-
“angel”; thereisrarely A sp; - ot ug
. any i 3. i is € O gjtioner
burg mentions one insta.. . dicatil;i’ltual Plane, and 15 th actit

! ars ra .
took place while walkiy )CL, Wherg 4.0 tlltoringbyahurrl jder Pibid' n
The spirit journey cleqt Iy Partyt}'le Mstruction by 27 f)1121‘g evf'ere ke the
. . ar 1 . . 1 re
?elpm% SPirits to serve o s}t’ too) plz a Neighbouring ‘;here 4 t° ;poken
orm of an anima] (lbid Ceqg. ¢ Ce in trance, an jeve 50’
by the local Priest): " 159, Spol’( € soy] was 1iso bell ifes *
en p @ e ’

Icalled to my husbay, Y Maria, paclo™
Betup t0o, and ey, A0 - th? o
hoould not manggy y 1Ougl 'y £1n the g ight] Sond J¢f ¥ ake,
having him rige from l:\é ake hialled hi tddle of the nig es nt jthas

ing: “Th P er wasy
saying: “Thege benay, d ., a 7 ang 3, Perhaps ten 1 € "1,09%) pody
the appearance 1t g whod hel, -50hat e Bne ad,
chottd b I‘OIIedOf) 3 m()usessert goen Ay faceup- ““pat ‘f@if‘ dea

1d

e W
ok him,
jthout

th

Teturned [ saW €5 4t
. . er s ay at nea 1 5¢ N
and its spirit coyy d ne‘:’vhlle iti-d aIS()W ©N their spirit ed td .
The above ety With g, [0 it returns 0"11 mé rived
travel on hr(;amgd a0l Mg it]" Utits spirit, it 5 E'Ozlrlother‘
2 rSebac Saj . e
k/ Others tl]at Wl gzlfr;l r
* The inquisitor had g ; n e e o
1€ INqUIStor had gq Identified th a 11&11‘&2 they goto the? af‘lrﬂ
\ r n
e q acat, on O
Ppay; '
1t}



FFC 296 5. “Shamanism” in Europe 125

.. 1 He told me that when he goes to these games his body stayed in bed
and the spirit went forth, and that while he was out if someone approached
the bed where the body lay and called to it, it would not answer, nor could
he get it to move even if he should try for a hundred years, but if he did
not look at it and called it, it would respond at once; and when they err, or
speak with someone, their bodies are beaten, and they are found all black
and blue, and he has been beaten and mistreated because he spoke with
others. He told me that he would be mistreated for fifteen days for having
told me these things. ...1 He said that for any who wait twenty-four hours
before returning, and who might say or do something, the spirit would
remain separated from the body, and after it was buried the spirit would
wander forever and be called malandante. 1. 1 This Paolo told me that these
malandanti eat children.

There is no evidence that the meetings of benandanti took place on any-
thing other than a spiritual dream plane.” Nonetheless, the internalised
mental landscape and activity may be the last manifestation of an earlier
set of concepts, possibly realised through other channels; Ginzburg (ibid.
24) tentatively suggests that the spiritual activities of the benandanti may
derive from earlier fertility rites realised as a sort of contest in which two
groups of youths, impersonating spirits favourable and unfavourable
towards the fertility of the fields, struck their loins with stalks of fennel
and sorghum to stimulate their own reproductive capacity, and by analogy
that of the fields. In time, the rites ceased to be practised, but continued
to be realised on the mental plane by the benandanti. Such ritual practices
are not recorded from Friuli, but many examples are found elsewhere
(Ginzburg 1991: 193). Not far from Friuli, in Austria and Bavaria, youths
representing ugly and beautiful perhtas confronted each other during
the carnival — Perhta, it will be remembered, was the (night) goddess of
prosperity who had a train of spirit followers (perhtas). The passing by of
a perhta, it was believed in Tyrol, would ensure abundance. Such ritual
contests are found along the Alpine arc; they usually take place after the
harvest, but a fairly early source, Durich Chiampel, records how in the
sixteenth century the punchiadurs, masked men of Surselva, jumped in the
air and collided violently to secure a good harvest of wheat. Comparable
customs are found in more ancient sources: in ancient Rome, at the festi-
val of the Lupercalia (15 February) two bands of youths (the Luperci: the
Quinctiales and the Fabiani) raced against each other round the Palatine,
striking women of child-bearing age with strips of goat's skin to make them
fertile; a connection with the dead is implied in the date: the festival took
place in the midst of the nine-day Parentalia (13—21 February) when the
dead wandered, eating food prepared for them. (See also Pauly 1964-75,
s.v. “Lupercal”; Dumézil 1996: 348; Beard, North and Price 1998: I, 1204,
where sources are given in translation.)®

» The one possible example of a physical meeting adduced by Ginzburg (1992: 133) is
unconvincing;: it appears rather to have been a get-together aimed at sexually abusing an
eight-year-old girl.

* T am grateful to Martin West for pointing out that there are also Greek parallels: the
Cretan Hymn of the Kouretes for the ritual jumping (the deity is called upon to rejoice in
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The vocation to be a benandante began with being born with a caul, which
was preserved. Later, a spiritual being would appear to the neophyte in a
dream, and this acted as an initiation; Paolo Gasparutto recounted to the

inquisitor on 26 September 1580 (ibid. 157-8):

“Who led you to enter the company of these benandanti?”

“The angel of God.”

“When did this angel appear before you?”

“At night, in my house, perhaps during the fourth hour of the night, at
first sleep.”

“How did it appear?”

“An angel appeared before me, all made of gold, like those on altars, and
he called me, and my spirit went out. r...; He called me by name, saying:
‘Paolo, I will send you forth as a benandante and you will have to fight for
the crops.’ I answered him: ‘I will go,  am obedient.”” (..

“How many times have you seen this angel?”

“Every time that I went out, because he always came with me.”

He gave further details on 3 October (ibid. 162):

About a year before the angel appeared to me, my mother gave me the
caul in which I had been born, saying that she had it baptized with me,
and had nine Masses said over it, and had it blessed with certain prayers
and scriptural readings; and she told me that I was born a benandante, and
that when I grew up I would go forth at night, and that I must wear it on
my person, and that I would go with the benandanti to fight the witches.
.. From the time I received the caul until the angel came to me, nothing
was said to me, nor was I taught anything. ...; When that angel, which
I believe is the devil,*#! called me, he did not promise me anything, but
told me that he would summon me through a benandante called Battista of

Vicenza, whom he did indeed send.

Initiation thus takes place on a spiritual plane, and is conducted by an
“angel”; thereisrarely any indication of tutoring by ahuman, though Ginz-
burg mentions one instance, where the instruction by an older practitioner
took place while walking to a party in a neighbouring village (ibid. 77).
The spirit journeys clearly took place in trance, and there were animal
helping spirits to serve as steeds; the soul was also believed to take the
form of an animal (ibid. 159, spoken by Maria, Paolo’s wife; 150, spoken

by the local priest):

I called to my husband Paolo [in the middle of the night] so that he would
getup too, and even though I called him perhaps ten times and shook him,
I could not manage to wake him, and he lay face up. So I went off without
having him rise from bed, and when I returned I saw that he was awake,
saying: “These benandanti assert that when their spirit leaves the body it has
the appearance of a mouse, and also when it returns, and that if the body
should be rolled over while it is without its spirit, it would remain dead,
and its spirit could never return to it.”

The above named Paolo said that when they go to these games some may
travel on horseback, others on a hare or a cat, on one animal or another.

* The inquisitor had so identified the apparition to Paolo.
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r...1 He told me that when he goes to these games his body stayed in bed
and the spirit went forth, and that while he was out if someone approached
the bed where the body lay and called to it, it would not answer, nor could
he get it to move even if he should try for a hundred years, but if he did
not look at it and called it, it would respond at once; and when they err, or
speak with someone, their bodies are beaten, and they are found all black
and blue, and he has been beaten and mistreated because he spoke with
others. He told me that he would be mistreated for fifteen days for having
told me these things. [...; He said that for any who wait twenty-four hours
before returning, and who might say or do something, the spirit would
remain separated from the body, and after it was buried the spirit would
wander forever and be called malandante. 1.. 1 This Paolo told me that these
malandanti eat children.

There is no evidence that the meetings of benandanti took place on any-
thing other than a spiritual dream plane.”> Nonetheless, the internalised
mental landscape and activity may be the last manifestation of an earlier
set of concepts, possibly realised through other channels; Ginzburg (ibid.
24) tentatively suggests that the spiritual activities of the benandanti may
derive from earlier fertility rites realised as a sort of contest in which two
groups of youths, impersonating spirits favourable and unfavourable
towards the fertility of the fields, struck their loins with stalks of fennel
and sorghum to stimulate their own reproductive capacity, and by analogy
that of the fields. In time, the rites ceased to be practised, but continued
to be realised on the mental plane by the benandanti. Such ritual practices
are not recorded from Friuli, but many examples are found elsewhere
(Ginzburg 1991: 193). Not far from Friuli, in Austria and Bavaria, youths
representing ugly and beautiful perhtas confronted each other during
the carnival — Perhta, it will be remembered, was the (night) goddess of
prosperity who had a train of spirit followers (perhtas). The passing by of
a perhta, it was believed in Tyrol, would ensure abundance. Such ritual
contests are found along the Alpine arc; they usually take place after the
harvest, but a fairly early source, Durich Chiampel, records how in the
sixteenth century the punchiadurs, masked men of Surselva, jumped in the
air and collided violently to secure a good harvest of wheat. Comparable
customs are found in more ancient sources: in ancient Rome, at the festi-
val of the Lupercalia (15 February) two bands of youths (the Luperci: the
Quinctiales and the Fabiani) raced against each other round the Palatine,
striking women of child-bearing age with strips of goat’s skin to make them
fertile; a connection with the dead is implied in the date: the festival took
place in the midst of the nine-day Parentalia (13—21 February) when the
dead wandered, eating food prepared for them. (See also Pauly 1964-75,
s.v. “Lupercal”; Dumézil 1996: 348; Beard, North and Price 1998: 11, 1204,
where sources are given in translation.)®

= The one possible example of a physical meeting adduced by Ginzburg (1992: 133) is
unconvincing;: it appears rather to have been a get-together aimed at sexually abusing an
eight-year-old girl.

* T am grateful to Martin West for pointing out that there are also Greek parallels: the
Cretan Hymmn of the Kouretes for the ritual jumping (the deity is called upon to rejoice in
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There are, to my mind, two particularly important aspects of Ginzburg’s
achievement. In the first place, he has given us a far fuller picture of one
particular set of instances of “witchcraft” than has been done hitherto—and
without such thoroughgoing treatments, it becomes impossible to make
syslematic comparisons with magical practices from elsewhere.

The other significant contribution Ginzburg makes is to illustrate how
over the course of half a century the unremitting application of the inquisi-
tors’ preconceptions effected a change in the benandanti’s own view of
their office, so that it came to adhere to these preconceptions. By 1649 the
transformation was complete; the benandanti are no longer concerned with
protection of children and the crops, but with reaping the benefit of spells.
The slow but sure manner in which this transformation took place should
act as a salutary reminder, when considering systems of belief recorded
elsewhere, that a similar process is likely to have happened: in the case
of Norse materials, most of the written evidence dates from almost three
centuries after the introduction of Christianity. The problem is not so much
one of sorting out Christian influences as determining how an etic concep-
tion of what a non-Christian practice ought to consist of will have distorted

the records we have of the practice.

GREAT BRITAIN

Following on from Ginzburg, Emma Wilby has recently (2006) under-
taken a study of British “cunning folk” (by which she means essentially
benevolent witches) from a comparative-religious point of view, stressing,
in particular, the common features they share with shamanism. Wilby
emphasises, at some length, the previous lack of study of British magical
practitioners from this perspective, and the inclination of historians, ill-
informed in matters of folk belief, to attribute many of the notions encoun-
tered in witch trials to the filtering down of elitist demonological ideas
rather than perceiving their predominantly folk origin; her own study
certainly makes an important contribution to remedy this. However, it
can only be described as a start.”” The section she provides on shaman-
ism is too brief to act as a sufficient body of material for comparison, and
it is presented more as an adjunct to the book rather than an integrated
part of the study. Much of the analysis of “cunning folk” is not organised
in such a way that the assertion of a close connection with shamanism is
fully justified by the argumentation presented?® — for example, all spirits

the poAnd, “song and dance”, of his followers, performed at the shrine), and the Ionian
pharmakos ritual for the whipping of genitals with squills and fig branches (Hipponax, fr.
5 and 10).

7 The book’s authority is also rather undermined by the many small errors, reflecting a
lack of attention afforded to its checking ~ it is disconcerting, for example, to find Wilby
unable to read a long { (i.e. s) in her sources (p. x).

# Her explicit comparisons with shamanism are also not always satisfactory; her bland
linking of the layered cosmologies of the British magicians and the shamans (p. 146) masks
so many differences within and between these areas as to be worthless, for example, and
her comparison of the witch’s suckling of the familiar with blood to the shamanic initiatory
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associated with witches or cunning folk are regarded as “familiars”, and
there is no discussion of any difference (or the apparent lack of distinc-
tion) between anthropomorphic and theriomorphic spirits, which is an
important topic within shamanism. Some points of methodology are also
questionable, in particular the fundamental one of distinguishing cunning
folk from witches on the basis of their benevolence;? there would be more
grounds for making a distinction between magical practitioners who acted
primarily on behalf of the community and those who worked primarily for
their own benefit — this sort of distinction would be of much greater use in
assessing links with shamanism, which is essentially a communal activity,
but it is not employed to form the basis of Wilby’s investigation.

The weaknesses in Wilby’s treatment leave the links between British
witcheraft of the early-modern period and classic shamanism more amor-
phous than we might wish; nonetheless, she does show a good many shared
features, which overall appear to indicate a likeness perhaps comparable
with that between the benandanti and shamans, though the similarities do
not all occur in precisely the same areas — there is little about fighting for
the fertility of the fields among the cunning folk, for example, which is a
reflection of the more individual as opposed to communal sphere of their
activities.

The cunning folk had various roles (ibid. 34-40). The main one was heal-
ing, which might be effected through herbal remedies (sometimes commu-
nicated by the helping spirit), charms or laying on of hands. In the evidence
Wilby adduces, there is no indication that healing involved the expulsion
of possessing spirits, as occurs typically in shamanism. Another important
role was the identifying of thieves and criminals and the whereabouts of
lost goods. Divination was quite common. Engineering emotions was also
common, for example forcing a husband to love his wife. Counter-magic
against witches’ spells was another important function. Cunning folk also

recreation (p. 144) is inept: the one focuses upon the spirit as dependent on this world, the
other focuses on the shaman as dependent on the spirit world.

* Wilby delves out this conceptual chasm between the two types of magical practitioner,
then spends a good part of the book attempting to fill it by noting that the characteristics of
the two types were in large part identical (for example on p. 53). She does not discuss how,
and by whom, an act is to be described as good as opposed to evil, nor does she discuss the
methodological inadequacy of imposing an etic concept of good and evil upon the evidence.
Once the performance of magic per se is accepted as legitimate, any question of benevolence
or malevolence becomes a relative and subjective matter, which certainly cannot be used
to distinguish two classes of practitioner. Wilby’s lack of awareness of these problems is
manifested in many areas; for example, she asserts that Bessie Dunlop, her archetypal
“cunning woman”, was a benevolent worker of magic, and was only brought to trial for
falsely accusing someone of theft; clearly, if she was indeed guilty of the accusation (which
is another question), then she was not entirely benevolent in her actions. Wilby, as noted,
does not consider larger questions of right and wrong: for example, if a witch discovered
who had stolen an item (which would be regarded as a good act), is her subsequent act
of casting a spell and punishing the thief any more malevolent than if the thief had been
condemned in a court of law? Assuming that both the witch and the court arrived at the
correct identification (which again is another question), from a moral point of view the
witch could only be condemned for her use of magic as opposed to legal procedure - and
this indeed was the basis of much of the invective against witches at the time, but it equally
condemns “cunning women” who are “benevolent”.
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acted as mediators between the living and the dead, for example in cleans-
ing a haunted house, or in conveying messages from the departed. Most of
these roles are found among shamans too, but are too general to indicate
more Lthan a roughly comparable role. The shaman'’s role as psychopomp
and as retriever of the souls of the sick from the underworld are not evident
in British witchcraft, it would appear.

Although explicit mentions of familiar spirits are not numerous, they
arc of widespread distribution and are consistent with each other; some
witnesses moreover state directly that familiars were a common attribute
of witches or cunning folk (ibid. 52). There is a close connection between
familiars and Elfame (EIf home), or the fairy realm, to which they in fact
belonged (ibid. 50). Fairies were spirits, which might appear anywhere
but were particularly associated with specific hills or other natural fea-
tures. They had powers over illness, either as healers or instigators of it,
for example, by shooting arrows into people: Robert Kirk (t1692), in The
Secret Commonwealth of Elves, Fauns and Fairies (2007: 7), says that people
stay in church at the quarter days when fairies are on the move, to avoid
any “shots or stealth” from them; cf. p. 17, where elf-shot cattle are said
to have been shot by the fairies to provide them with spirituous matter
to live on. The dead were frequently conflated with fairies; thus Bessie
Dunlop’s familiar spirit Tom Reid was a departed relative, who nonethe-
less belonged to Elfame, whither he wished to convey Bessie (Wilby 2006:
3). Yet the fairies and the dead are, essentially, conceptually distinct; Kirk,
for example, clearly distinguishes them (for example at 2007: 5, 51). Wilby
does not analyse this matter,> but it would appear that certain departed
souls could act as helping spirits, and were by virtue of this regarded as
denizens of Elfame. We have a very similar situation among the Sdmi,
where the Saivo olmak, “men of Sdjva”, are essentially distinct from, but
might include, the souls of the departed.

The first encounter with the spirit, equivalent to the shamanic act of
vocation, usually occurred in the midst of everyday activities (Wilby 2006:
60), but often at a time of crisis, such as bereavement or impoverishment.
The spirits were sometimes bequeathed by an older magical practitioner.
The spirit would typically offer to amend the neophyte’s hardship - and
could make threats if the offer were not accepted, as with Elizabeth Bennett
(Essex, 1582), who was burnt by the spirit when she rejected it (ibid. 132),
so that in effect the “offer” was compulsory; this too is typical of shaman-
ism. The familiars, or helping spirits, were sometimes the gift of another
spirit (who was responsible for the act of vocation): a good example is that
cited by Wilby from John Davenport's The Witches of Huntingdon (1646:
I1(2—1 3), where an account is given of the accused Jane Wallis (or Willis) of

eiston:

** She simply tends to conflate the dead with fairies, without proper consideration; some
of the evidence she cites is, moreover, ambiguous, since (among other things) “ghost” at
this period did not necessarily mean “soul of the departed”. She fails to mention Kirk’s
distinction between the fairies and the dead.
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The Examinate saith, as she was making of her bedde in her Chamber, there
appeared in the shape of a man in blacke cloaths and blackish cloaths about
sixe weeks past, and bid her good-morrow, and shee asked what his name
was, and he said his name was Blackeman, and asked her if she were poore,
and she said [; then he told her he would send one Grissell and Greedigut to
her, that shall do any thing for her: Shee looking upon him, saw hee had
ugly feete, and then she was very fearfull of him for that he would seem
sometimes to be tall, and sometimes lesse, and suddenly vanished away.

And being demanded whether he lay with her, shee said hee would
have lain with her, but shee would not suffer him: and after Blackeman was
departed from her, within three or 4. dayes, Grissell and Greedigut came to
her, in the shapes of dogges with great brisles of hogges haire upon their
backs, and said to her they were come from Blackeman to do what she
would command them, and did aske her if shee did want any thing, and
they would fetch her any thing: and shee said she lacked nothing: then
they prayed her to give them victuals, and she said she was poore and had
none to give them, and so they departed: Yet she confessed that Blackman,
Grissell, and Greedigut divers times cames to her afterwards, and brought
her two or three shillings at a time, and more saith not.

This would appear to correspond well with the shamanic anthropomor-
phic vocational spirit and theriomorphic helping spirits. However, in other
instances cited by Wilby, such a distinction does not appear to be clear-cut,
as the vocational spirit in many cases assumed animal form. Wilby does
not offer any thorough analysis of the vocational spirit from a shamanic
perspective.

Relationships with the familiars were usually intimate; animal famil-
iars were treated as pets, and anthropomorphic ones sometimes entered a
carnal relationship with the witch, who might even bear children to him,
as in the case of Ellen Driver (Suffolk, 1645: Wilby 2006: 105); however, the
relationship was not necessarily entirely normal: Mary Bush (Suffolk, 1645:
ibid. 105) noted that the devil visited several times a week, but was colder
and heavier than a man, and could not perform as aman. The trial of Andro
Man (Aberdeenshire, 1598) stated that he had for many years had a carnal
relationship with the queen of Elphen and had begotten children on her.
Familiars were often believed to need feeding: Margery Simmon (Essex,
1582) had been bequeathed some familiars by her mother, and been told to
feed them with milk, otherwise they would suck blood (ibid. 109).

Wilby (ibid. 179) argues that much of the witch’s or cunning folk’s magi-
cal activity took place in trance, but she points out that this could have
been a light trance rather than the full, unconscious trance often found in
shamanism. Such a light trance can be induced simply by monotonous
focus on an object or sound, and can occur in the midst of conversation
or other activities, and may pass almost unnoticed, but yet it enables the
witch to communicate with the spirit world; thus in one example a work-
man simply paused in his digging for a moment and stared as a spirit
army passed by. Most of the accounts do not mention trance, since they
are derived from the witches’ own narratives; for subjects of encounters
with the spirit world, the experiences are simply real, on a par with any
other experience, and are related as such without mention of any specific
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mental state at the time. Hidden behind such narratives may be indications
that the experience was far from being “normal”’, however, as when Bessie
Dunlop’s spirit Tom Reid, who is mainly described in very everyday terms
as an ordinary man, seeks to convey Bessie away to Elfame, or when he
disappcars down a tiny hole in a dyke.

Wilches might be importuned to travel with the spirits to Elfame, which
they might resist (as did Bessie Dunlop) but which they sometimes acceded
to undertake, and on other occasions they are said to have travelled for
example to steal food from farmsteads. There is some debate over whether
these travels took place in body or soul; again, from the witch’s point of
view, the experience would have been “real” and it may have been impos-
sible to determine, from within the experience itself, whether the body or
the soul was acting. Wilby points out (ibid. 102) that King James, in his
Daemonologie (1597: 39), says that some witches «sayeth, that their bodies
lying stil as in an extasy, their spirits will be ravished out of their bodies,
& caried to such places. And for verefying therof, wil give evident tokens,
aswel by witnesses that have seene their body lying senseles in the meane
time, as by naming persones, whomwith they mette.» On the nocturnal
gatherings of witches in Taunton in 1664, the records state that «They are
carried sometimes in their bodies and their clothes, at other times without,
and Examinate thinks their bodies are sometimes left behind. Even when
their spirits only are present, yet they know one another.»

Wilby does not consider shamanic-type contests, yet evidence for them
may be found in the sources. Robert Kirk (2007: 16-17) writes:

The men of that second sight do not discover strange things when asked,
but at fits and raptures, as if inspired with some genius at that instant,
which before did lurk in or about them. Thus I have frequently spoken
to one of them, who in his transport told he cut the bodies of one of these
people [the fairies] in two with his iron weapon and so escaped this onset,
yet he saw nothing left behind of that appearingly divided body; at other
times he outwrestled some of them. His neighbours often perceived this
man to disappear at a certain place, and then about one hour after to become
visible and discover himself near a bowshot from the first place. It was in
that place where he became invisible, said he, that these subterraneans did

encounter and combat with him.

No particular reason for the contests is given, but it is at least clear that
we have here a contest in strength taking place in trance between the seer
and the spirits, which is comparable to shamanic contests; the account also
presents evidence for trance-like activities undertaken in order to secure

supernatural knowledge.

WITCHCRAFT AND SHAMANISM

The short survey offered above of some of the characteristic features
of early witchcraft enables us to highlight a few points of comparison
between witchcraft and shamanism. Some features, such as soothsaying,
dream interpretation or love magic, are so universal as to be of little use
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for comparative purposes. It is nonetheless worth noting the frequency
with which causing storms and altering people’s minds are ascribed to
witches: when we encounter examples of these in Norse, we may regard
them as manifestations of a widespread European witchcraft motif (with
responsibility assigned to suitable locals such as the Sami), rather than
considering them in any way specific to the Norse area.

Of the eight features which Vajda demands as a prerequisite for con-
sidering any instance of spiritual activity as shamanic, practically all are
encountered, particularly in well-recorded cases such as the benandanti,
though it is probably impossible to demonstrate their occurrence together
in one discrete source (or series of interrelated sources). The following
summarises what is found under each point; specific examples of the sha-
manic features will be found later in the volume.

The visit to the meetings of witches and benandanti, and, it seems, to
variants of the Wild Hunt (under, for example, Holda), took place in some
form of trance. However, one important difference is that this trance took
place privately, for example in the depth of the night, rather than ritually,
and this privacy is a characteristic of all forms of witchcraft. Yet there are
indications, at least in some areas, that the mental world of the witches may
be a reflection of what was carried out at one time more publicly in the
form of rituals to safeguard the agricultural welfare of the community; itis
reasonable to suppose that any overt ritual pagan activity would be the first
thing to be suppressed by Christianity, which was already well established
by the time of most of our records of witchcraft. Norse seidr was generally
conceived as taking place in a public ritual, more in line with shamanism
than witchcraft: but this is more likely to be a survival of a modus operandi
which was more widespread in early times, rather than indicating any
particular connection with shamanism. Utiseta (Qv), “sitting out”, on the
other hand, is depicted as a lone activity more akin to witchcraft.

Animal helping spirits appear in the form of the familiars or animal
steeds which witches used. It is particularly British witchcraft, where the
familiar was a prevalent concept, that links with shamanism in this matter.
There seems to be little distinction between anthropomorphic and therio-
morphic spirits in Britain, however, though the matter requires further
investigation and elucidation.

The vocation by an anthropomorphic guardian spirit is evident, espe-
cially in the case of the benandanti. In shamanism, this guardian spirit is
sometimes also the mate of the shaman, as occurs too in witcheraft in some
accounts, including the British.

Initiation does not form such a prominent feature as in shamanism, but
the summoning by a drum and the first attendance at, for example, the
struggle between witches and benandanti, as directed by the anthropomor-
phic spirit, constitutes a type of initiation, as do the various first encounters
with spirits noted in the British records.

Travels to the otherworld clearly form an integral part of most forms of
witchcraft, be it to antecedents of the sabbat, or to the processions of the
dead, or to Elfame.
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Aspecific layered cosmos is not a feature of witchcraft. We donotappear
to have any evidence that witches had a concept which differed greatly
from the Christian one. However, we must be cautious, since again the
influence of Christianity is likely to have wiped out any individual cos-
mologies which differed from the Christian norm. Yet there are hints that
the sabbat was sometimes conceived as taking place at a great mountain,
which may be viewed as an image of the cosmos over all, realised widely
throughout shamanic societies through the image of mountain, pillar or
tree. Similarly, Holda’s tree or spring, whence come children, is surely a
variant of the image of the tree of life at the centre of the cosmos, and is
particularly close to the image we find in Norse in Vpluspd. Again, it would
seem that Norse preserves certain features which elsewhere in Europe
may well have been current at an earlier stage than our records. It would
therefore be rash to conclude that the cosmology found in Norse necessar-
ily links it more closely to Siberia than to Europe, even if Siberian materials
are able to illuminate details of the Norse cosmology.

Contests in spirit again form a clear part of the activities of the benan-
danti; these do not take place in animal form in the examples cited, though
there are indications elsewhere that the soul was conceived as an animal
(for example a mouse). However, Ginzburg (1992: 29-31) found a close
parallel to the benandanti in the form of Thiess of Livonia, who claimed he
transformed into a wolf and fought against the devil and witches in hell for
the fertility of the fields. Spirit contests in trance also occurred in Scotland,
according to Robert Kirk (z007: 16-17).

Shamanic paraphernalia take many forms. The drum is the most strik-
ing, but is not universal by any means (notably, however, it even occurs in
one account of benandanti initiation). In the case of the benandanti it is the
stalks of sorghum and fennel> which act as distinctive shaman “weapons”,
and the caul which acts as a sign of shamanhood.

Once we pierce the bias under which most accounts of witchcraft were
produced, it appears that the social purposes of shamanism and witchcraft
were also similar in some core respects. Some features, however, such as
soothsaying and maleficia, which may have characterised witches from the
beginning, are essentially private activities. The main purpose of shaman-
ism is to make contact with the spirit world (including the world of the
dead) for the guardianship of the welfare of the community. This may
take the form of the healing of individual members of the community,
or the fighting in spirit with enemy shamans attempting to destroy the
community, or the securing of Juck in hunting. Whenever we can view
witchcraft in its many varieties in any detail, we find similar purposes
at play. The benandanti were resorted to as healers, especially of children

3 Ginzburg is unable to suggest any particular reason for fennel being chosen as the benan-
danti's weapon, but an obvious parallel is the stem of a fennel-like plant, vaeOng, used by
Dionysus'’s followers, and in which, in a separate myth, Prometheus hid fire and brought it
to mankind. Fire is a divine power the gods wished to withhold from man, and Dionysus’s
followers exerted unassailable power over their enemies when, in ecstasy, they wielded the
thursos, whose rod was formed by the narthiéx.
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bewitched by witches, and their chief activity was to contend in spirit with
evil witches over the fecundity of the communities’ fields and harvests.
They also believed themselves capable of contact with the dead. In the case
of the German Holda we again have a fertility spirit closely linked with
the dead and the Wild Hunt, who moreover is responsible for bringing
children from her tree or spring.

Witchcraft cannot be simply identified as a form of shamanism, however.
Whilst the points listed above indicate a close similarity in many respects
(a more detailed study would be required to demonstrate this in detail),
there are many holes in our picture of what the antecedents of witchcraft
may have looked like before the imposition of Christianity, which can only
be filled by comparison across many cultures — a process which may end
up stressing the similarities at the expense of the many differences which
are likely to have disappeared without trace, but which would radically
alter our views. Nonetheless, it is striking that the better recorded a case of
“witchcraft” is, the more we can find to accommodate the practice within
the same category as shamanism as a “spiritual activity” devoted to secur-
ing the communities’ sources of sustenance and the well-being of their
members; the main difference, the secrecy of witchcraft as opposed to the
public nature of shamanism, is most likely the result of suppression of
non-Christian practices. Pentikiinen (2006: 62) notes a similar attenuation
of social shamanism into private witchcraft among the Sdmi:

In the course of the active missionary period, shamanic knowledge became
a private reflection of the human mind or an esoteric capacity practiced
secretly to gain better luck for fishing, hunting, reindeer economy, health
or happiness in marital life. In delicate affairs concerning the fortune of
the clan in the painful comparison against other clans it could even be a
means of attacking the members of the other clan and of disturbing their
economic and other efforts.

A further point of difference from classic forms of shamanism as found
in the most northerly regions is the general (but not universal) preponder-
ance of women as practitioners of witchcraft. This coincides with forms
of shamanism found in more southerly climes, in societies which are
more agrarian in nature, and with Norse seidr. If witchcraft is to be accom-
modated within a general framework of shamanism, it is probably these
more southerly, non-classic forms that offer the best scope.



II. THE PLACE OF SHAMANISM
IN SOCIETY

6. Purposes

Eurasian

Varous roles of the shaman were outlined in the presentation in Chapter
4. Hultkrantz (SLS 15-17; 1978: 33) specifies the role of the shaman in the
following summary categories, whilst noting that not all shamans have all
these roles or accomplishments, so that the list does not form an integrated
sine qua non, but rather a list of the most common roles undertaken by those

regarded as shamans:

Healer. Healing is often, but not always, a prime function of the shaman.
Sickness has two main causes: 4. Soul loss (of which unconsciousness is
symptomatic). This involves for the shaman a trance journey to the other-
world to retrieve the lost soul, and often involves bargaining with the dead
who are holding the soul, for example by promising sacrifices. 0. Intrusion
of an object or spirit (in illnesses not manifesting alterations of the con-
sciousness). This involves for the shaman the summoning, usually without
trance, of his helping spirits who help to remove the intrusion.

Psychopomp. The shaman despatches his free soul to accompany the soul of
the departed to the otherworld. This role of the shaman varies inimportance
in different societies; among the Nanai it is a central one, for example.

Diviner. Unknown past or future happenings are revealed, lost people
or objects are found. The future, for example weather, can sometimes be
influenced (for example the Altaian yadachi shaman can alter the weather).
Divining can, but does not necessarily, involve summoning helping
spirits.

Hunting magician of a group, a diviner and charmer of animals.

Sacrificial priest (exceptional), as in the horse sacrifice of the Altaians, in
which the shaman acts as cult leader; his role involves conducting the
sacrificed animal’s soul up to heaven.

In the otherworld journeys he undertakes the shaman serves as psycho-
pomp, as taker of a sacrificed animal’s soul to god, as retriever of a sick
person’s soul and as gatherer of information (Vajda 1959: 469).

The shaman would sometimes carry out other functions; it is uncertain
to what extent such functions may have been more important than our
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records indicate, since most of the accounts of shamanism are selective,
reflecting the etic preconceptions of the observers about what was worth
recording. It is certain, for example, that the shaman might sometimes
function as a witch: the Sakha shaman functioned in this role, for example
eating people’s souls and so causing death (Alekseev 1997: 80-1).

All the functions of the shaman are drawn together in a general principle
by Siikala (1978: 319):

The shaman is thus first and foremost a supplier of information and a
“negotiator”, whose task is to find out the measures required to resolve a
crisis that has already arisen or to prevent crises in the future. Although the
tasks of the shaman vary somewhat in different communities, they do have
one thing in common in that direct communication with the spirit world is
always considered necessary in carrying out the shaman’s duties.

Norse

In his survey of magicians in Icelandic family sagas and Landndmabdk,
Dillmann (2006: 135) lists four main functions that they fulfil:

1. Divination

2. Making weapons and their users invulnerable

3. Curing illnesses and injuries, and affecting bodily health

4. Changing the weather.

Divination is less common than the others, and economic benefit the least
common motivation. Many of the uses of magic are in the service of conflict
and war; but as the sources are imbued with conflict in general, this may
simply be a reflection of the nature of the sources.

The instances of seidr do not entirely match this overall pattern. Most
instances are divinatory, and the rest (quite a large minority) are efficatory
in various ways; the following sections summarise the uses of seidr within
the categories established for shamanism, so the degree of correspondence
can be seen (Dillmann’s compendious study of all categories of magician
in family sagas, to which the reader is directed for discussion of individual
texts, obviates the need to widen the survey here, particularly as his study
does not reveal any specially shamanic features within the non-seidr cat-
egories). I also bring some features from Norse myth into the discussion.

DOCTOR

There is no evidence that seidr was involved with healing, beyond the
fungus belt of Porbjorg litilvolva in Eiriks saga rauda ch. 4 (87), possibly used
against bleeding (Dillmann 2006: 69); in Chapter 17 I discount this text as
being of any value in determining the nature of seidr, though individual fea-
tures may well have been incorporated from folk practices (not necessarily
connected with strictly magical performances). There can scarcely be any
question but that healing was a significant activity in pre-Christian Scandi-
navia, as in any other society, but whether healers were also seidimenn, and
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this has simply been forgotten in our sources, cannot be determined. The
spidkona Pordis, it is true, performs an act of ritual magical healing, involv-
ing sacrificing to the dlfar, in Kormidks saga ch. 22. Yet she appears to be an
all-round magical practitioner, her abilities spanning such disparate fields,
apart from healing, as foretelling the future and affecting the workings of
weapons. The indications from the sources examined by Dillmann (2006:
65-70) are, in fact, rather that healing was not associated with a specific
group of practitioners, and this may continue an older tradition.

PSYCHOPOMP

There is little evidence for psychopomps in Norse; this may be a reflec-
tion of the paucity of descriptions of rituals in which such a role might
occur, but it is striking that in Snorri’s extended description of Baldr’s
funeral in Gylfaginning ch. 49 we are told nothing about Baldr’s journey to
Hel, though there is plenty on the subsequent ride of Hermo0r thither to
attempt to retrieve him (53). As notions relating to the conveying of souls
to the otherworld would be in direct conflict with Christianity, it is likely
they would not long have survived the conversion, or if they did, would
not have been committed to writing. There are some fragments of the
idea, however: O8inn - for so the “man” is to be identified — appears as a
psychopomp in Vplsunga saga ch. 10, taking away the dead Sinfjotli on a
small boat which could not also bear Sigmundr, thus dividing off the dead
from the living. This is not linked to any context that could be described

as shamanic, however.

DIVINER

Anumber of different forms of divinatory magic were practised, believed
in or at least witnessed to in Norse sources, of which seidr is just one; they
are surveyed in Dillmann (2006: 37-52), from which the following brief
summary is derived.

The phrase ganga til frétta(r), “to go for news”, means to consult a diviner
to get prophecies. The prophecies were believed to come from a divinity
or supernatural being, and might be communicated directly or through a
medium; thus in Eyrbyggja saga ch. 4 itis said «P6rolfr mostrarskegg fekk at
bléti miklu ok gekk til fréttar vid Por, dstvin sinn», “Pordlfr mostrarskegg
took part in a good deal of sacrificing, and went for prophecies from Porr,
hisbeloved”; on the other hand, the vglva of Eiriks saga rauda is presented as
giving prophecies to people who consulted her once she had made contact
with the spirit world.

Utiseta, “sitting out”, usually at night, was practised by both men and
women (unlike divinatory seidr, practised only by women); the aim was to
get information from spirits, and it is thus placed alongside “waking up a
troll” in the laws of Gulaping, Frostaping, Hikonarbok (Jirnsion) and Jonsbék
(78). It is not mentioned in the Icelandic family sagas or Landndmabdk.
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Oneiromancy, foretelling from dreams, was widespread and not con-
fined to magicians, nor is there any sign that professional interpreters
were needed.

Divination through examining signs played, according to Tacitus, Ger-
mania ch. 10, a large part in ancient Germanic life («auspicia sortesque ut
qui maxime observant», “they observe auspices and lots to the greatest
extent”), but there is little sign of it in Norse sources (ornithomancy occurs
in Volsunga saga ch. 19 when Sigurdr is able to understand the speech of
birds, which guides his course of action).

Sortilegium is attested by Tacitus, and by Rimbaut among the Swedes
in the ninth century, and also in Hymiskvida, but there is no sign of it in
Icelandic prose sources.

Hydromancy is mentioned by Plutarch; there is little evidence for it in
Norse prose, but Bjarni Kolbeinsson (t1222) in [émsvikingadrdipa 2 (Skj B, 1)
says: «varkak ek frodr und forsum», “I did not become wise under water-
falls” (though whether it is necessarily the water that is affording wisdom
is not clear — the setting could also merely indicate the otherworld).

Probing someone’s body, preifa, to make prognostications for future
events occurs in the sagas.

Both seidr and shamanism were used for divinatory purposes, but
whereas this was a central function of seidr in our records, reflecting the
commonplace nature of prophecy as a poetic device, it is a less frequent
and less central event in recorded shamanism, in so far as the shaman
engaged in a number of other activities not specifically associated with
seidr, such as soul retrieval. Bickman and Hultkrantz (SLS 57-8) regard
divination as a secondary activity among the Sami, possibly influenced by
Norse practices and not confined to shamans.

ITUNTING MAGICIAN

The role of hunting magician as such would not be expected in the more
developed Norse society, and there are few descriptions of hunting in any
form (Volundr stands out as a «vedreygr skyti», “weather-eyed archer”,
in Volundarkvida, where there is possibly some shamanic background: see
Chapter 19), but an equivalent role of ensuring the success of the farming
and fishing economy might be looked for. Interestingly, Dillmann (2006:
101) points out that all magic used for economic advantage assigned to
a pre-Christian date in the sources he examines relates to the sea (which
mightbe described as closer to hunting): there is nothing about increasing
the fertility of fields or livestock and the like until texts such as Gredgs (Kris-
tinna laga pdttr), from c. 1260. Yet many of the questions asked in seidr ses-
sions are about the seasons and the year’s produce; there is no suggestion
that the performance of the seidr affected the harvests, only thatit revealed
what they would be, but this purely divinatory role was possibly once also
efficatory, matching what has been observed of practitioners such as the
benandanti discussed in Chapter 5, but this cannot be demonstrated.
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vanir were kicking on the plain by means of a vigspd, “war charm” (as
Dronke translates it) - «<knatto vanir vigspd / vollo sporna»: Dronke draws
a parallel with Oddriinargritr 7-8, where, through Oddrun’s incantations,
two children are born — «knatti maer ok mogr / moldveg sporna», “a girl
and a boy could kick the earth”. That we may infer from this that Voluspi
wishes to emphasise the continuing youthful vigour of the vanir (with a
possible play in the word knd, “know how to”, on kndr, “vigorous”) seems
uncontentious; that there is an implication of actual death and revivifica-
tion seems more debatable (Dronke does not in fact postulate such an
explicit implication, though she does note that “Death became no more
than the necessary condition for the renewal of life” in the union of the
unfailing killing power of Odinn and the unfailing regenerative power of
Freyja which resulted from the truce after the war). Dronke also argues
that the battle, vig, which cannot be concluded, as the vanir cannot be
defeated, is paralleled by the Hjadningavig, a struggle perpetuated for
ever by Hildr, “Battle”, when each night she raises the slain forces of her
father and of her abductor, Hedinn (Skildskaparmal ch. 50, based on Bragi’s
Ragnarsdripa). Bragi, describing the Hjadningavig (Ragnarsdripa 11, SkjB,
3), calls the person responsible for it fordeeda, “witch”, a term which also
characterises Freyja (Lokasenna 32), the arch-witch and introducer of seior
whose authority over the dead is equal to that of Odinn (Grimmnismidl 14), but
who also, as owner of the Brisingamen, is responsible for the guardianship
of life. That there is a connection with seidr in the vigspd which sustains the
vanir is suggested by the fact that the previous mention of spd, “prophecy”,
was in st. 22, where it was the characteristic of Heidr, the practitioner of
seidr. It is reasonable to infer that Freyja is the prime mover in the varnir's
indomitability; yet, again, it is not clear that actual death and resurrection
should be supposed to be taking place. The phrase «knétto vanir vigspa»,
“the vanir knew how by a war-prophecy ...”, implies rather that seidr was
used in its familiar divinatory capacity to provide information about the
future, on which the vanir could act, than that it was efficatory in bringing
vanir back to life. We do not, in fact, encounter such an efficatory use of
seidr elsewhere. The nearest to it is in Hrdlfs saga kraka {96¢), where Skuld,
through practising seidr, is able to revive the corpses on the battlefield
— though the atmosphere here is ghoulish and necromantic, rather than
implying true revival. The notion of revival is associated with a seeress~
type figure in Saxo (108), though seidr is not mentioned here explicitly,
and non-Norse influences are evident in some aspects of the tale. It is,
then, possible to read Voluspd 24 as indicating that the vanir remain alive
(kicking on the plain) through skill in predicting the outcome of battle and
acting on this, rather than that they are actually killed and revived; this
would be consistent both with the lack of evidence for seidr elsewhere asa
means of effecting rebirth, and with the depiction of Gullveig (whom we
may infer to have been a vanr), who is not so much revived from death as
impervious to it.

A motif of the retrieval of a Jost soul may perhaps be hinted at in a my th
recorded only in the most summary fashion, where Freyja searches for her
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mate O0r (Qv, 52); it is possible that ddr (qv) may have included a sense of
“soul” that could wander from the body, though this can only be inferred
on very slim evidence.

WITCH

The efficatory uses of seidr vary, but consist of effecting a physical change
by means of magic — in other words they are spells; sometimes the spell
is for good, as with Puridr sundafyllir, who used seidr to fill a fjord with
fish in Landndmabék (101), but more often it is for a sinister purpose such
as murder (as when Kari is killed with seidr in Laxdala saga ch. 37 (102))
or impotence in (Kormks saga ch. 6 (99)). Seidr could be used to affect the
weather (as in Laxdela saga ch. 35 (102)). Changing of outward form could
also be effected with seidr (as the seidkona exchanges appearance with Signy
in Volsunga saga ch. 7 (124)). Dillmann (2006: 53-64) presents the use of
magic to bestow power on weapons, or on protective vestments, but this
does not appear to involve seidr; as a protective force in war it receives
just a few mentions (Spgubrot af fornkonungum ch. 4 (120); Porsteins saga
Vikingssonar ch. 3 (127); Qroar-Odds saga ch. 19 (129)).?

Mentions of seidr in skaldic verse are rare, but, as far as they 80, point to
an efficatory role. Kormakr, composing around 960, alludes to Odinn’s use
of seidr to win Rindr, on whom he begat a son to avenge Baldr (98). Other
mentions of seidr are in kennings (83), where a “seidr of spears/swords”
indicates battle. Of the four occurrences, three are almost certainly essen-
tially antiquarianisms, but the verse of Eirikr vidsja is likely to be a genuine
composition of the early eleventh century (when Christianity was just
beginning to be established),* and is most likely a fragment of a battle poem
rather than a lausavisa. A seidr of weapons may be a “song” of weapons,
in reference to the charms sung in seidr, but a more plausible sense of
the image is that the weapons are, as it were, conjured into a wild frenzy
against their victims - just as the destructive gandr (Qv) spirit appears to
have been sent on its mission by means of seidr.

Some magicians, such as Porgrimr nef or Kotkell and his household,
are only recorded as performing maleficent magic, and are called seid-
menn. Dillmann (2006: 137) suggests that seidr may originally have referred
exclusively to such maleficent magic. The evidence scarcely supports this.
It is apparent (as Dillmann points out) that there was particular disgust at
men performing seidr, but it is not reasonable to infer from this that seidr
in general was originally maleficent.

> Almqvist (2000: 257) notes that invulnerability cannot be viewed as an essential char-
acteristic of seidr, nor can the association be regarded as ancient: it is a common motif (a
wandering motif) which can be associated with any sort of magic, and in this context scidr
means little more than “magic”.

1 Ttis cited in Heidarviga saga ch. 40, in a context which appears to act as a mere framework
within which to cite various of the poet’s verses.
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CONCLUSION

The functional correspondence between seidr and shamanism is minimal;
several roles typical of the shaman are scarcely or not at all associated
with the seidkona, and both the divinatory and efficatory roles of seidr are
more pronounced than in shamanism. Moreover, not only is it debatable
if Hultkrantz’s characterisation of the shaman’s function can be applied to
seidr to any meaningful degree, but even Siikala’s (1978: 16) general charac-
terisation of the shaman as “the prophet and remover of danger threaten-
ing the life of the individual and the community” seems scarcely the aptest
way of describing the scidkona — there is a general benefit to the community
of her prophecies on the crops and so forth, though this is always subordi-
nated to some prophecy about an individual, and the efficatory examples
are geared towards the benefit of individuals, not the community. As will
be discussed in later chapters, we certainly appear to have contact with
the spirit world in seidr, but the overall impression of the seidkona is not of
a mediator between the spirit and human worlds who resolves conflicts,
but of a manipulator of the supernatural world, someone who uses what
we can surmise to be basically spells (the frequently mentioned galdrar)
to command spirits or the natural world, more often than not in a way
that increases rather than decreases conflict, a characteristic that is found
already in Vpluspd, where it appears that seidr plays an important role in
bolstering the resistance of the vanir in their conflict with the sir, and is
practised by Heidr among “evil women” in such a way as to draw the ire
of the esir. The efficatory aspects of seidr are, in any case, subordinate to
the divinatory — the practice’s main purpose, as it is presented in surviv-
ing sources, is to uncover the future or gain knowledge of facts that could
not otherwise be determined. The overall impression of seidr is, however,
built up largely from prose sources, and may very well be a distortion,
in accordance with normal European expectations of the workings of the
magical diviner, of more ancient ideas which in principle may have been
closer to shamanism. There are hints, as noted, in some of the poetic texts
that this may have been so, but the case remains rather weak nonetheless.
I turn to these texts in more detail in later chapters.



7. Community and gender

Eurasian

COMMUNITY

The social aspect of shamanism is integral to most definitions of the prac-
tice: the shaman performs his office before and on behalf of the community,
and only very exceptionally on his own behalf; the social status of the
shaman and his interaction with the rest of the community is, however, a
matter which varies from society to society.

The shaman was not usually the sole spiritual practitioner in a com-
munity. Among the Daur Mongols, for example, he was distinct from the
elders who led the seasonal sacrifice, and did not take part in it, and from
midwives, sorcerers, bonesetters and so forth (Humphrey 1996: 29, 51).
The Ainu shaman had no part in the cult of the dead (Adami 1991: 109).
The Kachin shaman was not entitled to attend all religious ceremonies, for
example the “great offering to the sky” was closed to shamans associated
with the lower world; the Sakha shaman officiated at sacrifices to disease
spirits, but was not admitted to the ritual part of the ysyakh festival to
common deities of tribe (Alekseev 1997: 9o, 95). Among the Ewenki were
found various kinds of diviners (tolkin icen) and witch-doctors (begedent-
nii) distinct from shamans (Tugolukov 1978: 426). Although the shaman
sometimes takes part in sacrificial rites, in areas such as India, with estab-
lished priesthoods, the shaman generally remains distinct from the priest
(Vitebsky 1995: 117). Similar examples of multiple spiritual offices within
a community might be found from most other shamanic societies.

Vitebsky (ibid. 117) points out that Eliade misrepresents shamanism as
if it existed in a political vacuum. There is always a political aspect to the
shaman'’s role (a fact perceived clearly by Stalin, for example, who focused
attention upon eradicating them in the cruellest possible manner: see for
example Pentikdinen 2006: 65 on the Khanty shamans), and the shamanic
cosmography is a reflection of societal hierarchies, so that, for example, the
far-northern animal master of the spirit realm, exercising control over the
supply of game (the mainstay of hunting societies), is replaced by a spirit
Khan in southern areas.

Vitebsky (1995: 35) draws a distinction between two basic types of sha-
man. The first sort becomes something other than himself, for example an
animal, and participates in the immanent forces of the world, whilst trav-
elling to the sky to redress unfavourable situations such as sickness. The
second sort is the clan shaman, concerned with reproduction of the family,
and with the cult of the sky and the mountains leading to it; this type of
shaman rarely went into trance, concentrating on prayer and sacrifice,
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and did not turn into animals or travel to the sky. Vitebsky’s classification
leaves much to be desired when particular examples of shamanic societies
arc examined. The division devised by Siikala is of greater use: this classi-
fies the types of shamanism as clan shamanism, small-group shamanism,
professional shamanism of the north, and institutionalised shamanism of
south Siberia. In practice, the situation could prove more complex. Thus
among the Ewenki examined by Shirokogoroff (1935: 344) there were two
sorts of shaman: the clan shaman, and the independent shaman. Within
a clan, there could only be one shaman functioning as its official shaman,
and if another arose, he would be seen as a competitor: one of them would
die. Clan shamanism was generally hereditary, but not necessarily directly
$0, often missing a generation (the middle generation has to do ordinary
work to support the father shaman); inheritance might take place across
clans. Moreover, if the ambit of study is extended outside Siberia to include
shamanism as found in Japan, Korea or India (for example), further cat-
egories would be needed to accommodate the different sorts of shamanism
found there.

Acceptance by the community was crucial. A prospective shaman had to
undertake trials imposed by the community or by himself (demonstrating
that his hunting advice works, that he could find missing objects, and so
forth); such testing continued throughout his life, so that for example he
would be expected to see the souls of the dead and to describe how they
died (Basilov 1990: 26~7). Among the Ewenki, when someone showed
signs (such as trembling) of a shamanic calling, the clan did not necessar-
ily accept it, and might call in another shaman to investigate if the spirits
would pick someone else; a contest between rival candidates might be
arranged (Shirokogoroff 1935: 346). Some people nevertheless attempted
to function as shamans without being recognised by the community, but
tended to be shunned. Amateurs could perform some shamanic acts, with
or without a drum (Tugolukov 1978: 426).

Shamans sometimes had different functional grades. Among the Enets
the highest grade, budtode, communicated with spirits dwelling in heaven,
and had a full costume, drum and staff; the middle grade, d’ano, protected
men from evil spirits, and had a drum only, while the lowest class, sawode,
communicated with the dead and officiated at funerals, and had no
attributes (Hajda 1968: 149).

The societal aspects of shamanism also have what may appear more
esoteric dimensions, but which in fact are fundamental reflections of the
way these societies function. Hamayan (1992: 136) argues that hunting
societies are characterised by an exchange law, making men and animals
partners, and food for each other. Hunting would be unsuccessful without
a shaman to broker an agreement between the community and the master
of the animals, the spirit responsible for granting game to hunters. In a
kamlanie, the shaman is seen to imitate animals, and his collapsing into
trance, as if dead, imitates the fall of a slain animal, according to Hamayan:
this is an interesting analysis, though one that does not appear to have a
great deal of textual support in the accounts of kamlania (which is not to
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dismiss it: such etic accounts are prone to lack elements that would be
regarded as vital from an emic point of view).

The shaman may be regarded as an embodiment of his community.
Kortt (1984: 292-8) traces this notion among the Sakhas and Nganasans.
The native Sakha informant, Spiridon Samsonoyv, reported that “in the
process of becoming a great shaman his entire kinship (pog) must die, for
the life of the shaman is redeemed through his relatives”. The community
is embodied in the shaman’s skeleton, which is dismembered and reas-
sembled in initiation, and if a bone is lost a member of the community will
die. Among the Nganasans, each relative endeavours to take part in the
creation of the shaman’s costume, and each put into the dress part of his or
her life, which was thus protected by the shaman’s helping spirits during
the kamlanie; hence each member of the community is contained within
the skeleton of the shaman’s costume. Kortt remarks (ibid. 298):

In putting on his costume the shaman establishes an identification with his
community, that is, effects a transformation from the profane, everyday
state of “me” to a situation in sacral surroundings of “us”. This explains
why the shaman without his costume is not distinguished from the mem-
bers of his community in daily life. In the new identity, not as individual but
as embodiment of the community, the shaman is recognised and supported
by the (kinship) spirits.

GENDER-RELATED ISSUES

The predominance of males as shamans in many areas colours the overall
image of the shaman in manifold ways, and the picture becomes skewed
according to which areas are brought into consideration in any analysis of
shamanism, since the ratio of male to female shamans varies geographically
(and according to the nature of the society). Vitebsky (1995: 32) notes that
“The classic Siberian idea of the shaman as master of spirits is very much
an image of the male hunter or warrior, with his heroic style of journeying
across the cosmos and engaging spirits in battle”. Hunting may occur
also in areas such as Malaysia where female shamans predominate or are
common: but here, the shaman does not procure hunting success, which
is secured instead by human skill (ibid. 106). The imagery of shamanism
also alters when it is dominated by women, tending to be domestic rather
than heroic (ibid. 33).

Initiation does not always involve violent dismemberment: the Indian
Sora shaman begins her visits to the underworld during dreams as a child;
she later marries a spirit husband (her spirit brother - the relationship is
incestuous), and then will start entering trance: it is a gradual process,
learnt alongside experienced shamans (ibid. 57, 60-1, 63).

Vitebsky (ibid. 33) notes that female shamans tend to be more prominent
in agrarian societies such as those of South or South-East Asia. In some
areas, as in eastern Asia, shamanism becomes associated with women
in opposition to a male-dominated Buddhist or Confucian controlling
religious order, though the status of shamanism is not necessarily seen as



146 Clive Tolley FFC 296

inferior: in Korea, where all shamans are female or transvestite, the family
gods and spirits dealt with by women are an integral part of religious and
social life, an indispensable complement to those of men (ibid. 118).

Bleibtreu-Ehrenberg (1970: 209) observes that female shamanism
involving possession is particularly associated with cults with a goddess
of female fertility, the earth and death; the ministers of such cults are gen-
erally female. When men serve in such a cult, she notes, it is natural to
think that they would identify with the goddess in the same way as the
female ministers, hence giving rise to the possibility of assuming female
sexuality.

Within the area of Siberian shamanism, the prevalence of female sha-
mans varied. Among the Turkic peoples in the early twentieth century,
40% of Tuva shamans were female, of Tofalars 100%, among the Altaians
and Teleuts there were several females, and among the Sakhas there were
more females than males (females were believed to be better healers), and
in Central Asia, among the Kazakhs, Tajiks and Uzbeks females prevailed
(Dyakonova 2001: 63). Among the Buryats, female shamans existed, but
were limited in various ways: Hamayan (1984: 311-14) notes that women's
vocations to shamanhood were usually opposed, whereas men’s were
supported; most ritual shamanic performances by female shamans were
merely divinatory in nature; women became shamans much later in life,
often to cure themselves, and usually shamanised for themselves, not to
heal others, and were not recognised by the community as shamans to
whom one had recourse. In contrast, however, was the treatment of shama-
nesses after death: they might be glorified as ancestors and worshipped;
the worship was primarily intended to neutralise their vengefulness, how-
ever. Other societies, such as the Teleuts and Ewenki, also had a female
founder of shamanism or foremother of the first shaman (Nioradze 1925:
54; Anisimov 19634: 97).

Nioradze (1925: 53) observes that among the Itelmens, the Chukchi, the
Sakhas, the Samoyeds and others the women were entrusted with religious
rites more than men, and were also protectors of the sacred relics of the
home and the shamanic drum (see also Siikala 1978: 308). Bleibtreu-Ehren-
berg (1970: 198) similarly notes that female shamans are important among
the Yukagirs, Koraks, Itelmens and Chukchi (among others). Pilsudski
(1909: 73) notes that among the Ainus a female shaman could be more
powerful than a male. Almost all the peoples mentioned in this connection
inhabited the far eastern region of Asia.

Where both male and female shamans exist within a society, they may
well have different roles. Humphrey (1996: 286-93) describes the Daur
female shaman, the otoshi (a man could, however, occasionally be an otoshi):
she is concerned with the origins of life, whereas the male yadgan sha-
man is not. The female deity Ome in heaven is the patroness of the otoshi;
in one tale, an ofoshi is taken by Ome to the nether world and shown a
flourishing and withered tree, representing fertile and barren women. The
tree image emphasises flourishing leaves, growing seeds and branches
for the nest-like containers of soul-eggs. Ome Ewe was an old woman,
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the womb mother, living in a nine-storeyed pagoda, among nine white
felt tents, with phoenixes guarding the gates, amidst gold and silver pine
trees, with nine hot springs, from which eggs appeared, which Ome took:
these were children whom Ome fed from her enormous breasts. Whilst
this imagery seems to be related to the layered cosmos, with the tree as
source of life and nourishment, women’s rituals had a horizontal access,
involving movement to and from rivers and so forth, not static and verti-
cal like men’s rituals, from mountain top up to the sky; this reflects the
movement of women, who left one clan to marry into another (ibid. 157-8).
There was also a division of responsibility for religious activity depending
on the nature of the object concerned: large, inanimate objects (mountain,
sky) are related to via religious activities by elders, whilst animate beings
and biological processes are associated with various kinds of shaman;
inbetween things, like rivers (which move, but are not alive) or trees (which
are alive, but do not move on their own), are dealt with by women, or by
the whole community (ibid. 57).

Among the Ob Ugrian peoples, most shamans were men; the occasional
female shaman was probably credited with lower powers, reflecting the
severely limiting restrictions on women in society (Karjalainen 1921-7:III,
252; Kerezsi 1996: 194). Female shamans on a par with male ones likewise
do not appear to have existed among the Sami, though the early evidence
is not decisive (Mebius 2003: 127); later tradition, recorded at a time when
shamanism in its classic form was but a memory, recognises them, as Itko-
nen (1946: 156~7) notes: the first to report on female sorcerers was J. Fell-
man, who told of the sorceress sister of the recently departed Pavus-Niila;
Leem mentions sorceresses (guape), who used knives, axes, stones and belts
in their magic; among the Skolt Sami a tale was told of sorceresses from
Neiden and Petsamo coming together in spirit and competing vigorously;
the reindeer Sami of Inari know of drum women (rum'b-ahkkith) who ate
fly agaric before using the magic drum; they were thought to be evil in
intent, sending men “sorties of evil” and killing for their own ends or for
others, keeping malignant stllu spirits as messengers, whereas the male
sorcerer had no drum, conjuring purely with spiritual power (vuoindviimi).
The male sorcerer oversaw cult rites, which the drum woman could not
do; the sorcerer went “alive into heaven”, but the drum woman was an
ijd-bedl-6lmos (a person of the shadow side).

Further consideration is given to the question of female shamanism
amongst the Sami by Lundmark (1987), who analyses modern traditions
about certain female shamans of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
He considers the fact that these shamanesses did not act on behalf of the
community to be a sign of advanced decay in the traditional role of the
shaman; presumably their use of the drum, which older sources indicate
was tabu for a woman even to touch (SLS 84), is part of this decay. On the
other hand, he suggests that the existence of female shamans among the
Sami is an ancient feature. They did not perform all the same functions as
the male shamans, being excluded, for example, from sacrificing, but could
yoik and perform soothsaying (Skanke 1943-5: 200); this is consistent with
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the role of the girls acting as assistants to the noaidi in older accounts: thus
Jens Kildal (1943-5: 140) writes of the assistant:

Og al den tiid, Noyden ligger aande-los, maae absolut en qvindes person
idelig, og u-afladelig, giouke paa ivrigste maade, en deel, for, at paaminde
ham om hans forretning i Jabmeaymo, og, een deel, for at faae ham til livs
igen.

And all the time the shaman lies spiritless a female person must the whole
time and continuously yoik in the most eager manner, on the one hand to
remind him of his task in Jdbbmeajmmo [the world of the dead], and on

the other to bring him back to life.

Isaac Olsen recounts that a woman, if possible a maiden, sings and
wakes the shaman up, leading him from that place, or else he dies; the
shaman praises the woman, alluding to her sexual qualities and his geni-
tals. Confusion arises, in fact, from using the general term “shaman”: the
women in question were what Skanke terms guaps (i.e. guobas: cf. Petrus
Thurenius’s gdbeskied, Isaac Olsen’s noide kalcko, Lindahl and Ohrling’s
quopes, quopeswuot, quwopestallat, resp. “witch”, “women’s magic”, “use
magic”, Lule Sami kuopaskui’'na, “woman versed in magic”), and this is
distinct from the male noaidi (and variants) (Lundmark 1987: 166-7). A
distinction in the types of spiritual practitioner is also made by Lundius
(1905: 8), writing in the 1670s, between men, who are assisted by spirits
(«spddoms andar», “spirits of prophecy”), and women, who are not, but
still have powers of prophecy («spddoms orden»). Within the noaidi’s kam-
lanie, it appears that female assistants at times consisted of a larger group:
while all those present could take part in the singing, a special choir of
women would assist the shaman in later stages of the kamlanie (SLS 101);
Sigvard Kildal and Henric Forbus mention three or four women engaged
with the shaman in singing before he falls into trance.

Crossing gender

Amongst the Itelmens, the Koraks and the Chukchi, all peoples of far-
eastern Siberia, in the general area where, to the south, female shamanism
occurred or prevailed, the shaman’s spirits often demanded that the sha-
man change sex: this was more often from man to woman than woman to
man. Basilov (1978: 281-9) notes vestiges of transvestism in Central Asian
shamanism, indicating the practice may once have been more widespread.
Meuli (1975: 825) considered that it may have been present among the
Scythians mentioned by Herodotus.

Bogoras (1904-9: 448-54) discusses sex-changed shamans in his reports
of the customs of the Chukchi (Bogoras himself met several sex-changed
shamans, though of shamans who had changed from women to men he
merely heard tales); effeminacy occurred in increasing degrees: the sha-
man braided his hair like a woman; he wore women’s clothes (a fairly com-
mon shamanic feature: Anisimov 1963a: 97); he took on women’s habits,
becoming shy and losing his masculine physique; the so-called “soft man”
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felt himself to be a woman, and sought a male lover, whom he sometimes
married. The shaman E’chuk boasted that he had borne two sons with the
help of his spirits. The first two degrees are not confined to shamans: for
example, a man might adopt female braiding and clothing on the advice
of a shaman, so as to disguise him from spirits trying to harm him.

Public opinion is always against sex-changed shamans, but they are
tolerated in view of their great powers; even other shamans feared “soft
men” (Bogoras 1904-9: 453). In her study of homosexual and transvestite
shamanism, Bleibtreu-Ehrenberg (1970: 221-2) concludes, with respect to
the powers endowed by the practice, that a sex-changed shaman became
capable of outstanding shamanic feats as a result of the permanent state
of conflict and resultant personal affliction under which they lived. This
may be restated as the more religiously oriented principle that assuming
a sexually liminal position brings with it supernatural powers. Crossing
gender taps into a source of sexual power, which in a more general form
is recognised in charms such as the following from the Chukchi, who had
trans-gender shamans (Bogoras 1904~9: 448-9):'

Especially do the malignant spells acquire additional force through the
performing of certain prescriptions regarding the organs of sex, male and
female. Thus, a “mischievous shaman”, when he desires to make an espe-
cially powerful incantation, must strip himself naked and go out of his
house at night, while the moon is shining. Then he must call to the moon
and make an incantation, saying “O moon! I show you my private parts.
Take compassion on my angry thoughts. I have no secrets from you. Help
me on such and such a man!”

Norse

COMMUNITY

It is worth recalling the points made earlier to the effect that magical activi-
ties such as seidr as they appear in sagas (the main materials presenting
such activities) are almost certainly largely the creation of the saga writers;
kings’ sagas and legal texts are perhaps more likely to reveal something
closer to reality, but even here the greatest caution is needed — the kings’
sagas are themselves clearly imbued with a great deal of invention, and in
the field of superstitious activities legal texts reflect what people believed
was happening around them, not what actually was. Thus, although it is
possible to build up some sort of picture of the social aspects of magical
activity, this picture will only reflect what people, primarily in thirteenth-
century Iceland, thought the activity involved, usually in historical settings
a couple of centuries earlier. The reality may have been quite different,
and the likelihood of any accurate awareness of the social setting for the

i 1t is unclear whether exposure functions here as an assertion of the shaman’s power, or
rather evokes a sense of vulnerability, which is used to elicit compassion from the heavenly
powers called upon for help. Either way, however, it is through the manipulation of aspects
of his sexuality that the shaman increases his power.
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performance of magic surviving from centuries earlier is meagre. The pic-
ture thatemerges of the social context of magic is not without value: butitis
far more a picture of literary motifs than an ethnographic presentation.
Dillmann (2006: 577) asserts that those involved in the performance of
magic are usually fully part of the social network: thus in Eyrbyggja saga
ch. 40 borgrima galdrakinn makes many social relationships, and it is as a
result of a long connection that she performs magic for Péroddr by blowing
up a storm against his enemy, not a one-off act of a commercial nature. Yet
nothing in the Norse sources marks out the practitioner of magic as an
embodiment of the community, in the way noted above among shamanic
societies, where the notion might be symbolised in the members of the
community being seen as the bones which make up the shaman. There is
in Norse sources a general coolness towards magicians, who in the main
were regarded as outside the norms of society. Thus the seidkona appears
in literary sources both to be respected, even feared, and rejected. In Eiriks
saga rauda Porbjorg was invited to farms: she did not have to go knocking at
doors, and she was welcomed in fine fashion — there is a definite sense that
nothing should be done to upset her (with the implication that otherwise
the fortune-telling might not prove so positive); yet not all those on the
farm were happy with her presence there: itis surely likely always to have
been the case in real life that certain individuals would have despised
fortune-tellers, but in the fictional settings of the sagas this motif is used
more narrowly for particular narrative or thematic purposes, such as to
emphasise the rejection of pagan practices by Christians or ancestors of
Christians (as in the case of Porbjorn, and in certain respects Gudridr, in
Eiriks saga rauda ch. 4); in Qroar-Odds saga too the hero will have nothing
to do with the prophetess, but here, it is rather virile heroism that is con-
trasted ~ relying on one’s own might and main, rather than the amblings of
a fortune-teller. Viga-Gliims saga ch. 12 also expresses an ambiguous point
of view towards the fortune-telling woman: «Kona sti fér par um herad, er
Oddbjorg hét, gledimadr, fr66 ok framsyn. bétti mikit undir, at hasfreyjur
fagnadihenni vel um heradit», “That woman went around the district who
was called Oddbjorg, an enjoyer of entertainment, wise and foresighted.
It seemed a matter of great significance that the housewives welcomed
her well around the district.” Oddbjorg is admitted to be endowed with
prophetic gifts, and her ready welcome by the housewives indicates their
fear of having a bad fortune told. The strained relationship that existed
between client and fortune-teller is evident too in Vpluspd —between super-
natural beings in a divine setting, it is true, but one which surely is inspired
by the reality (or imagined reality) of human dealings with fortune-tell-
ers. Here the repeated refrain «Vitod ér enn, eda hvat?», “Do you know
yet, and what?”, is a taunt to Odinn and the gods, made more explicit in
the exchange between him and the vplva in st. 28—9, where she interjects
«Hvers fregnid mik? Hvi freistid min?», “What do you ask me? Why do
you try me?”, followed by her exultant declaration of knowing everything,
in contrast to Odinn, who, despite sacrificing his eyein Mimir’s spring, has
to come running to her to ask for prophecies; yet all this bravado on her
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part dissipates when he presents her with jewellery, buying her far-sighted
mind in the way one might buy a whore’s body.?

In shamanic practices, audience participation is usually a central fea-
ture, reaffirming the shaman'’s role as representative of the community
(Vitebsky 1995: 96-115). In human settings (or in divine, for that matter) we
have little indication of any such interchange between volva and audience,
other than that those present come up and get individual forecasts of their
fortunes (this is the scenario in the longest account, Eiriks saga rauda ch. 4
(87), which essentially matches other instances of seidr and the activities
of vplur). There was a practice of iitiseta, “sitting out”, which appears to
have been an activity carried out on one’s own (explicitly so in Vpluspa)
to undertake sorcery; Voluspd ascribes it to the vplva whom Odinn comes
to consult. That it was not a practice confined to supernatural beings is
indicated in its condemnation in the laws (78). Magic as a lone activity
is essentially a non-societal activity; this aspect of iitiseta appears to be
reflected in seidr: even when undertaken at people’s homes the seidkona
appears to act largely on her own. Several accounts do mention an assist-
ant choir or present seidr as an activity undertaken by several people at
once (83¢, 87, 102, 106, 116, 118), and a substantial piece of apparatus,
the dais-like seidhjallr (87, 88, 89, 92, 95, 102), was commonly used, which
would have focused attention upon the seidr practiser. It is difficult to draw
conclusions on the basis of these accounts — which may be quite unreliable
as witnesses of pre-Christian practices — about how the audience may
have interacted with the performer, but the indications point to separation
rather than integration between audience and vplva: the platform sets her
apart physically, and the choir or assistant group, taking up its position
around the practitioner, would similarly have been separated off as part
of the distinct “sacred” entourage. The fact that the group was envisaged
as a distinct party which travelled with the vploa in Qrvar-Odds saga ch.
3 (128) indicates that it was not derived from the ad hoc audience, and
was obviously intended to be clearly demarcated from it. This may have
been the way things were viewed in the pagan period, but we must also
accept the possibility that the depiction of such arrangements derives from
the church ceremonies, where the priest, clergy and choir were separated
off as a professional group performing in the altar area: pagan practices
may, without any basis in real tradition, have been imagined as having
followed similar arrangements, mutatis mutandis. Unilike the shaman, the
seidkona does not appear as an intermediary and negotiator between the
spirit world and the human world, but rather as a mere communicator of
information from the spirit world.

There is no Norse evidence for a resident seidmadr or seidkona regularly

* It might be asked why Odinn, with his association with seidr, should need to come to
consult a vplva at all. But it would be wrong to ask this: the poet is interested in the god’s
perilous lack of knowledge as providing a framework in which a view of cosmic history
can be provided, and is free to ignore any other themes which may be associated with
Odinn elsewhere. There was no obligation on this or any Norse poet to assume the mantle
of systematiser.
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consulted by a district, parallel to the clan shaman, unless Rognvaldr rét-
tilbeini’s band of eighty seidmenn in Haralds saga ins hdrfagra ch. 25 (116),
and the band of his grandson Eyvindr kelda in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar
ch. 62—3 (118), are instances of regular “schools” of such men maintained
by a chicftain. The seidkona or vplva is usually presented as a wanderer
(matching Odinn, himself a practiser of seidr, who wanders over the earth
as a wizard in Lokasenna 24 (104)), very much on the edge of society: she is
similar to the gypsy fortune-teller of later days.? This is not a characteristic
shared particularly strongly with magicians in general; thus, to take just
two examples, Prandr in Fzreyinga saga has a fixed abode at Gata, and
bérdis in Kormudks saga and Vatnsdela saga lives at Spakonufell, “Seeress
mountain”.

The seeresses of Norse literary tradition must to some degree reflect
people’s notions of what was likely to exist, or to have existed, in real life,
and these notions will in part have derived from traditions passed down
over along period: there is a lot of room for fact and fiction to part company
in this process, but some degree of family likeness can be detected between
the literary seeress and the actual pagan Germanic seeresses recorded by
classical writers (though here too we must beware of bias or recasting in a
classical mould). The most obvious point of similarity is that diviners are
in both cases very predominantly women, and it is reasonable to conclude
that divinatory, and probably also efficatory, magic was indeed in the hands
mainly of women in Germanic and later Norse society (the same is likely to
be true of other Germanic societies: note, for example, the tradition of the
prophetic female in Old English verse, discussed by F. Robinson 1993, who
relates it to Norse and ancient Germanic parallels). Yet there is also ahuge
difference: whereas the literary seeresses and practisers of magic in general
are socially peripheral characters, this is far from the case with the ancient
Germanic seeresses, who appear to have played a central role in the politi-
cal life of their peoples, and to have acted as counsellors: this is particularly
noticeable in the case of Veleda (Tacitus, Historiae 1v.61 (64)), and appears,
in a different form, in the prophetic war-priestesses of the Cimbri (Strabo,
Geography vir.2.3 (69)). It is perilous to draw conclusions from these more
southerly, and in particular temporally distant, examples of seeresses,
but they at least raise the possibility that the role of their counterparts in
contemporary and later pre-Christian Scandinavia may have been more
central, and that all our extant sources reflect an attenuation of their role
brought about by the increasing external influences, particularly of Chris-
tianity. The notion of females directly involved in directing the governance
of a realm is not absent in Norse, however: but the roles of semi-divine

3 Presumably vplur lived somewhere (in so far as they are not purely fictional) - for exam-
ple, it is difficult to imagine that, were he pushed, the author of Eiriks saga rauda would not
say that Porbjorg dwelled on some farm (after all, her divinatory activities were limited to
the winter, when there would be less farm work to be done). But he is not interested in this,
preferring to adhere to the motif of the wandering fortune-teller, a motif which separates
such characters from the norms of society, makes them ot/ier, in the way that Odinn, an alien
being from the world of the gods, wanders among men as he practises seidr.
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adjutrix and human seeress have clearly fissured from an originally more
integral being, who as a human female diviner, particularly concerned
with the outcome of battle (this is true of the Cimbri priestesses, Veleda and
the seeress who foretells Drusus’s death), would have been an avatar of a
deity (note how Tacitus comments on how seeresses such as Veleda might
be treated as goddesses), represented in Norse tradition as Freyja, mistress
of seidr and the slain, and also as the death-dealing, but also guardian and
prophetic, disir. The role of the ruler’s spirit adjutrix is seen most clearly
in the case of Porgerdr Holgabridr, “bride of the Héaleygjar”, that is the
rulers of Hélogaland in northern Norway. She is mentioned in various
sources (reviewed in McKinnell 2005: 81-5), all of them late but clearly, in
part, containing old traditions. Of greatest interest is her relationship with
the staunchly pagan Héakon jarl, who died in 995, which recalls in general
outline, though not in detail, that of Veleda with Civilis (though Tacitus is
unaware of the likely cult aspect of this relationship). Porgerdr’s protective
function is invoked particularly in Jémsvikinga saga ch. 34, where, losing a
battle against the Jomsvikingar, Hakon goes to a clearing in a wood and
prays to Porgerdr, agreeing to sacrifice his son to gain victory, and a previ-
ously hot day turns to a storm from the north, with hail lashing against the
Jéomsvikingar, in which Porgerdr is seen (and thereafter also her sister Irpa),
arrows flying from each finger against the enemy. Porgerdr’s prophetic
power is presented, almost in passing, in Hardar saga ch. 19, where Hakon
jarl’s relative Grimkell prays for the success of his daughter Porbjorg'’s
marriage, and it is revealed by Porgerdr that Grimkell will not live long.
However, the general role of Porgerdr, notably in battle, is determinative;
divination can be viewed as a weakened form of the determination of
fate. Porgerdr is, then, a dis figure, a protective family spirit determining
her protégé’s fate, especially in battle (disir are considered in more detail
in Chapter 9), and is also a briidr, a sexual partner and protector, of the
Halogaland rulers (and hence of the land in general).

GENDER-RELATED ISSUES

U. Dronke (1988: 229) argues that in the war between the asir and the vanir
in Vpluspd 21—4, the @sir seem to have been provoked by being beaten by
a woman (Freyja) into attacking Gullveig (Freyja’s avatar); Voluspi 22-3
intimates how a female, home-based cult led by Heidr (the darling of the
wicked bride at each house she came to) threatens to undermine the world
of the asir, led by Osinn. It is natural that the home cult should be the
women’s domain; that it should be seen as a threat is not necessarily so
natural (note the example of Korea above, where the home-based female
cult is a fully fledged complement to the temple-based male religion).
The antipathy may go back to pagan times, but an opposition of female
home cult and male state cult occurs in Volsa pittr, where the home cult is

+ Her name occurs in various forms, but, as McKinnell (2005: 84) argues, Hakon at least
would have taken her name in the sense indicated here.
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presented as preserving old pagan ideas in opposition to the new official
cult of Christianity (the account is late, from c. 1380, but preserves what
must have been a persistent notion about the setting for heathen customs,
even if the details of the rites are fabrications). Hence gender differences
in fact mask political rivalries of a sort which could only arise with the
coming of Christianity; Vpluspd has clear allusions to Christian ideas, and
this may be a further area of influence.

Heidr (Qv), the seidkona of Vpluspd, may be inferred to have a link with
fecundity: the associations of abandon (she is leikin, “played with”, prob-
ably meaning in trance), drink and bad women identify Heidr’s perform-
ances with traditional fertility festivals.®

When we turn to the human setting, Dillmann (2006: 157-9) notes that
the numbers of magicians (a broader category than explicit practisers of
seidr) are fairly evenly split between men and women, but divinatory seidr
is only ascribed to women (men also have visions of what will happen,
butnot in the ritual setting found in seidr). Rognvaldr réttilbeini is the only
significant male practitioner of seidr (and he learnt it from a prophetess in
Hadaland, and was the son of a Sdmi princess). Other male practitioners
are borgrimr nef in Gisla saga ch. 11, 18, 21, 26 (89), Kolr kroppinbakr in
borsteins saga Vikingssonar ch. 3 (127), three seidmenn under the earth in
Sturlaugs saga starfsama ch. 25 (119), and Grimr egir in Gongu-Hrolfs sagt
ch. 3, 28(9g2).

Rognvaldr and his men are condemned in Heimskringla, largely on the
basis of their magical practices. These can only have been an excuse, used
to stir up opposition to them: Rognvaldr in fact was closely related to
the ruling family, being the brother of Eirikr blédex, and he was simply
a political threat. He does not seem to have been serving the community
with his gang of seidmenn, but the source of information about him is s0
biased that any conclusions about the nature of male seidr would be built on
sand —and this includes the notion that Rognvaldr and his company were
actually seidmenn at all, which may be no more than accusation spread by
his enemies: the only safe inference is that males using seidr were looked
upon with such distaste that the “fact” could be used as a means of political
discreditation.

Bourguignon, who carried out field work in various parts of the world,
distinguished between visionary trance and possession trance, and noted
(1979: 254) that visionary trance is far more often reported as practised by
men than women, and tends to occur in small-scale hunting or foraging
societies. Possession trance, on the other hand, is more widespread, and
is characteristic of stratified agricultural societies; it is a typically feminine

5 For example, Frazer (1912: I, 62) notes with respect to the Eleusinian festival of the
threshing floor “It is said to have included certain mystic rites performed by women alone,
who feasted and quaffed wine, while they broke filthy jests on each other and exhibited
cakes baked in the form of the male and female organs of generation. (...; These indecencies
[-..] were no mere wanton outbursts of licentious passion, but were deliberately practised
as rites calculated to promote the fertility of the ground by means of homoeopathic or

imitative magic.”
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phenomenon (ibid. 261). The visionary trance is physically passive, but
the imagery associated with it is active (for example, the shaman visits
the underworld); by contrast, possession trance tends to involve a passive
imagery: the woman is possessed, mounted or ridden by the spirit. The
visionary trancer remains himself and gains power from his intercourse
with the spirits; the possessed woman ceases to be herself, becoming a
vehicle for the spirits, and the imagery is fundamentally one of submission,
and is replete with sexual imagery (ibid. 262-3). Morris (2006: 39) points
out that Bourguignon'’s analysis is too generalised: visionary trance and
possession trance may take place within the shamanic practices of a single
society at different times (or even at different points within one ritual), for
example, and sexual imagery may occupy a prominent place in hunting-
society rites. Nonetheless, Bourguigon’s analysis, based as it is on field
work as well as academic study, is valuable, as long as it is not regarded as
proscriptive. It is consistent with the Norse evidence: in Scandinavia, we
encounter a stratified agricultural society (in the main), where the majority
of practitioners of seidr were female. If Bourguignon is right, we would
expect these seidkonur to exercise their rites primarily in a possessed state.
Our sources scarcely allow for a detailed analysis of the details of seidr rites,
but the seidkona appears to have remained still (in a chair, for example), in
contrast to the northern Eurasian shaman, who typically moved around
and presented a sort of dramatic performance and interaction with the
audience, in a way that is not evidenced in the seidr performances. A pos-
sessed state also suggests that the practitioner did not send her soul out
(for which, indeed, there is no evidence in seidr), but accepted spirits into
or to herself. The sexual aspects mentioned by Bourguignon are explicitly
mentioned in association with seidr, in the form of ergi.

Ergi

For men to practise seidr was shameful, for it was accompanied by ergi
(Lokasenna 23—4 (104); Ynglinga saga ch. 7 (112)). What is implied by ergi in
association with seidr? The matter is essentially straightforward: seidr was
practised primarily by women, as all our sources confirm; in the fiercely
patriarchal society of medieval Scandinavia, any participation by men
in a predominantly female occupation would be looked at askance. It is
possible to probe the matter somewhat more deeply, however.

Snorri’s statement on the shame of seidr is worth considering further.
He writes: «En bessi fjplkynngi, er framid er, fylgir sva mikil ergi, at eigi
potti karlmonnum skammlaust vid at fara, ok var gySjunum kennd su
iprétt», “But such great ergi accompanies this magic when it is practised,
that it was not thought shameless for men to pursue it, and the practice
was taught to the priestesses”. This is almost certainly an amalgamation
of two traditions: that seidr was the special preserve of Freyja (and the
vanir in general, perhaps), and the opinion of Loki in Lokasenna 24 that
Odinn, when practising seidr, was argr. Whilst ergi here may perhaps imply
no more than “effeminacy”, the word may certainly, as Serensen (1983)
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has amply shown, imply passive homosexuality: Snorri skates over this
implication, but in the verse of Lokasenna which Snorri no doubt alludes
to Loki appears to be railing against Odinn for carrying out an act which
is tantamount to being buggered.

Was seidr accompanied by ergi when women practised it? There appears
to be a disparity between what Snorri says and what he means. The clear
implication of Snorri’s statement is that seidr was acceptable for goddesses/
priestesses; yet his statement associates ergi with seidr in an absolute way
(so that the two would be regarded as going together even when practised
by women). A woman could certainly be grg, as a man could be argr —but
it had the ostensibly slightly different sense of “nymphomaniac” (rather
than implying buggery): the passage on Venus — the Roman counterpart of
Freyja® - cited by Serensen (1983: 18, 101) from the Hauksbdk text Heinslys-
ing ok helgifreedi ch. 5 illustrates this well (and is one of the few instances
of a woman being called ¢rg): «En hon var svd manngjorn, ok své org ok
sva ill at hon 14 med fedr sinum, ok med morgum monnum, ok hafdisk sva
sem portkona», “And she was so man-eager, and so ¢rg, and so wicked that
she lay with her father and with many men and behaved like a whore”.
In fact, a sense of “keen on men”, implying a desire to be the sexually
non-dominant partner, would cover both men and women who are grg;
it is the act of being penetrated, rather than specifically of buggery, that
gives rise to ergi.

There is support for the idea of a general association of ergi with seidr
and vplur from the tradition outside Snorri. As ergi was shameful, to
accuse someone of it was an act of insulting contumely, or #id (on which
see Almqvist 1965 and 1974, Strom 1974, and Serensen 1983). Thus in
Helgakvida Hundingsbana I 37, Sinfjotli engages in a flyting match with

Gudmundr, saying:

b1 vart volva You were a vplva

i Varinseyio, on Varinsey;

skollvis kona, a wily-wise woman,

bartu skrok saman; you put some tales together;
kvaztu engi mann you said no man

eiga vilia, would you have,

segg bryniadan, no byrnied warrior,

nema Sinfigtla! except Sinfjotli!

Sinfjotli then claims (st. 39) to have begotten nine wolves on Gudmundr on
the foreland of Saga (a name which may mean “prophecy”). The accusation
here has the same tone as that directed at Loki in Lokasenna 23 by Odinn,”

¢ Venus is identified a few sentences later as being Frigg, on the basis of the day-name,
but it is clearly Freyja that is intended here.

7 Similarly, the Norwegian laws condemned someone who accused a man of bearing
children, of being sexually subjugated, or of being a woman, for example Gulapings lpg 196
(Norges gamle love 1, 70): «Ord ero pau fullrettis ord heita. pat er eitt ef madr kvedr at karl-
manne odrom, at hann have barn boret. pat er annat. ef madr kvedr hann veera sannsordenn.
pat er hit pridia ef hann iamnar hanom vid meri. &eda kallar hann grey. aeda portkono. ®da
iamnar hanom vid berende eitthvert», “There are words which are called fullréttisord, words
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to which Loki’s against Odinn, mentioned above, is a retort (104). Sinfjotli’s
remark is more biting, however, in that he is claiming himself to have
subjected Gudmundr to sexual abasement, and to have produced a brood
of monsters as a result.

It is not wholly clear from these examples what gives rise to the ergi.
[s the man (transformed into a woman) argr because he acts as a passive
homosexual, allowing penetration, or is the woman (transformed from a
man) ¢rg because she allows herself to be subjected sexually (and indis-
criminately)? Either way, the question arises of whether the mere act
of being penetrated sexually, regardless of gender, was dishonourable;
Serensen (1983: 24) argues that “The female role was ignominious only
when it was assigned to a man”. Clover (1993: 77), however, disagrees:

Scholars who try to distinguish the feminine from the effeminate by sug-
gesting that the female role was ignominious only when it was assigned
to a man and that women and female activities as such were not held in
contempt are on shaky ground, for the sources point overwhelmingly to
a structure in which women no less than men were held in contempt for
womanishness and were admired - and mentioned —only to the extent that
they showed some “pride” (as their aggressive self-interest is repeatedly
characterized in modern commentaries). Again, it seems likely that Norse
society operated according to a one-sex model — that there was one sex
and it was male. More to the point, there was finally just one “gender”,
one standard by which persons were judged adequate or inadequate, and
it was something like masculine.

Clover’s argument is valid, to a point, and in particular her underlining of
the precedence of the distinction of gender (a set of acquired characteris-
tics) over that of sex (biological class) is illuminating — it undermines the
validity of the sex-based question posed at the beginning of this paragraph,
for example, since both men and women could in given circumstances
belong to the female gender. Yet Clover’s relatively short discussion is
limited in scope, and genre-specific; her presentation relates, in fact, more
to what is primarily a literary motif, and one belonging above all to the
thirteenth century (for it is from literary sources of this period that it is
mainly derived) - thus, for example, her point that women were only men-
tioned when they showed some spunk is revealing: literature can be very
selective in its creation of chosen motifs.® Whilst the general approbation of
essentially masculine virtues, even in women, must surely have had some
basis in real life, it would be simplistic to suppose that this functioned as

demanding full atonement. One is if someone says to a male person that he has given birth
to children. The second is if someone says that a man has been truly the object of copulation.
The third is if he compares a man to a mare, or calls him a bitch or a whore, or compares
him to anything that gives birth”. For other similar texts, see Serensen (1983: 100).

8 Clover does consider a few examples from other genres, notably Sonatorrek; interestingly,
she is confronted here with a poem by the archetypal male, Egill, which yet fits much better
within the genre of female laments. While she offers arguments to accommodate it within
her scheme, another approach might well see it as exemplifying a fundamentally different
conceptual world with different gender models from those of thirteenth-century Icelandic
prose literature.
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a basis of society in all its aspects — Hallgerdr and her ilk might make for
good stories, but they were disruptive of society (and there is, I would
argue, an overriding implicit criticism of such characters within the sagas
for that reason). Moreover, there are degrees of ignominy: even if women
were regarded as generally lacking the virtues more commonly found in
men, and hence being inferior, this is not tantamount to their being actually
shameful by nature — the singling out of Venus as ¢rg illustrates that this
degree of depravity was exceptional. The wisest conclusion would be that
at least in some traditions women were regarded as by nature inferior to
men, and this inferiority was signalled by their sexual passivity — but it
would be going too far to deduce that women were shameful by nature.

Ergi must, I think, be viewed as meaning, in physical terms, “opening
oneself up for sexual penetration by an inappropriate person” (which is
not so far from simple lasciviousness) and appropriating to oneself the
concomitant shame; in a man’s case this means penetration by anyone, and
in a woman’s by anyone outside a licit relationship, and especially indis-
criminately. For a man, this signifies a change in his essential nature, whigh
ought to be one that does not allow penetration, whereas for a womanitis
more a matter merely of the degree of her sexual openness.

Yet ergi also has a vaguer meaning of “lack of virility”, as when the serv-
ant girl in Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda ch. 8 utters a supposedly old proverb,
«sva ergisk hverr sem eldisk», “everyone grows argr as he grows olderf'
(cited by Serensen 1983: 20), which need not be specific to men (though it
relates to a male in the context where it is spoken); age marks a growing
susceptibility to outside forces, and hence a lessening of resistant virility,
we may surmise; in Clover’s terms, it marks a shift of gender from mas-
culine to feminine.

What, then, is particularly argr about seidr? Clunies Ross (1994: 208-10)
suggests that the ergi of seidr stemmed from the act of being penetrated by
a spirit, paralleling the way an argr, a passive homosexual, is penetrated:
whilst this perception has much to commend it, it is, in my view, some-
what too crude a way of conceptualising the matter.? There is a need, to
begin with, to be somewhat more circumspect, since the sources nowhere
explicitly indicate that spirits “penetrated” the magical practitioner at all
— they may have been called to the summoner, but not necessarily into her
or him.” The notion of sexual penetration is also clearly irrelevant to the

¢ Heide (2006: 268-9) describes the Sdmi ndejtiendirre, “noaidi penis”, a spiritual force
which is sent to molest enemies in an act of phallic aggression; he compares this with vari-
ous pieces of Norse evidence, among which the Bergen case (137) is particularly relevant,
where gonduls andar, possibly “penis spirits”, are sent against a hapless victim. However,
it is not clear how such magical rituals would be relevant to the characterisation of seidr as
accompanied by ergi, since it is not the performance of acts of phallic aggression, but being
subject to such acts, that is shameful (argr).

* Clunies Ross (1994, esp. 206-10) discusses seidr from several angles. To consider her
points fully would involve looking at the premisses, with their elements of structuralism
and Durkheimianism, upon which her view of Norse myth is built, which I do not intend to
do, other than to note they do not correspond to my own. Yet even within her own system,
it is odd to find seidr characterised as a cultural product, rather than “one of the forces of
nature that can be utilised by humans”: this appears out of line with her own arguments
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definition of ergi when it is viewed as a concomitant of old age. Asomewhat
more nuanced interpretation is thus called for.

The Finnish notions of luonto {qv), the innate force everyone has which
is put to special use by the tietiji, is suggestive in light of this spectrum
of meanings of ergi. A man’s luonto was deemed in general harder than
a woman’s, and a person with a soft luonto could be easily penetrated
by external forces and subjected, for example, to illness. Yet if seidr was
rather more mediumistic in its function, it may well have called for such
virile resistance to be lowered to allow the spirits access to the medium.
A man performing seidr would therefore be undermining his own nature,
his megin (cf. the discussion of Pérr’s loss of megin (qQv) as he crosses the
river in Pérsdrdpa; see also the enlightening discussion and interpreta-
tion of Clunies Ross (1981), who argues that the giantess’s subjugation of
borr makes him argr, until such time as he can assert his own superiority,
which marks an initiatory experience of loosing himself from the control
of his maternal kin); it is this more general but deeper principle, rather
than merely performing something that might be compared to an act of
homosexual subjugation, or to acting like a woman, that would have been
regarded as shameful.

It is illuminating also to consider ergi in terms of individuality and rela-
tionality (to use anthropological terminology),” which is to say: is a person
defined in terms of their distinctness from the world and people around,
or in terms of their relationship to these? The self-assertiveness of the male
Norse hero (at least in many literary genres, and perhaps in society in
general) corresponds to the former, whereas women’s roles were more
defined by their relationships.’* Individuality and relationality also relate
to attitudes towards the boundary of the physical body: any penetration
of the body could be said to violate its individuality, whereas it affirms
its relatedness to the world and other beings. Once individuality is set
up as the favoured focus of aspiration, expressions of relationality come
to be despised, and when realised in extreme forms (such as acts viewed
as involving ergi) as shameful. Hence both sexual penetration and birth-
giving, as breaches of the body’s physical boundaries involving intimate

about the nature of the feminine and masculine. It would make greater sense to see seidr as
a feminine power which the essentially male @sir do not possess, and to gain which they
have to transgress their own boundaries. If it were a cultural product, it would already be
within their ambit. (In support of the idea that female magical abilities were considered
innate, and thus a force of nature, note the comment, cited more fully below, of Zldre
Borgarthings-Christenret 16 (Norges gamle love 1, 351): «eekki veeldr hon pui siolf at hon er
troll», “she does not bring it about herself that she has magical powers”)

» Relationality is a theme discussed particularly in Amazonian anthropology: see, for
example, Opas (2008: 63~76).

2 Moreover, if we accept that the dichotomy of individuality-relationality may be realised
on a social plane as a dichotomy of individualism-sociality, then we may observe that the
principle of the lawcode as a basis for society, such as is often emphasised in Icelandic
family sagas, is an essentially masculine, individualist, method of regulating relationships
between people, demarcating the boundaries rather than asserting the links between them.
This point is also made in respect of modern Western law in the sociological study of
Carsten (2004: 107-8).
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relationships with other beings, are viewed as at best inferior to remaining
inviolate, and, when suffered by beings, namely males, whose particular
natural vocation was to seek individuality, as positively shameful. When
the old are described as being argr, there may be some notion of their vul-
nerability to physical violation by other people, or by diseases entering the
body (this is supposition, however), but their most obvious characteristic
is their dependency on others, that is on relationships rather than their
own miegin. The same is essentially true of a magical practitioner who
relies on spirits for information: the practitioner is defined in relational
terms as being reliant on other beings ~ a point that would be emphasised
if the spirits in fact penetrated the practitioner, though it does not seem
absolutely necessary to conclude that this must have occurred for the point
to remain fundamentally valid; it seems unlikely that seidr would have
been conceived as endowed with ergi if its primary mode of operation
was not one where the practitioner subjected herself to the power of the
spirits, in other words acted as a medium (for example, if the practitioner
was primarily concerned with sending spirits out, over whom he or she

had power, the attribution of ergi would scarcely be applicable,‘ the fact
that ergi is not said to be a concomitant of other forms of magic such as

“sitting out” may imply that these involved practices more attuned to the

manliness of male practitioners).

To return to Lokasenna, Loki’s retort to Odinn surely has the same con-
notations of dishonourable effeminacy as Odinn’s original accusation,
but there is no explicit mention of Odinn bearing children. Yet such an
assertion would be appropriate in order to balance the accusation against
Loki which is being turned against Odinn. As it stands, the second part
of the stanza is somewhat unsatisfactory anyway: there seems no reason
why an accusation of ergi should arise from being a male wizard (vitki).
However, if «vitka» were emended to «vitku», making it a feminine, we
could see a reference to the myth of the begetting of Vali, in which Odinn,
disguised as a woman named, according to Saxo, Gesta Danorum 111.4.5,
Wecha (probably Old Norse *Vitka, “Witch”), seduced Rindr (it is also
possible, of course, that Saxo has made up the feminine form himself). It
is Rindr who bears the child, but Odinn achieved it through his practice of
seidr, as Kormakr tells us in Sigurdardripa 3 (98), perhaps involving appar-
ent change of sex as in Saxo.

Seidr appears in the Rindr myth as a means to produce an avenging heir.
The same is true of the tale of Signy in Volsunga saga ch. 7 (124), a prose text
based to a large extent on heroic verse (some of it preserved in the Eddic
poems).”> Here Signy changes shape with a seidkona and seeks out her
brother Sigmundr in order to sleep with him and beget the hero Sinfjotli
to avenge the wrongs meted out to the Volsungar; Signy is not described
as ¢rg, but her incestuous actions are precisely comparable with those

'3 The use of magic — not specifically seidr ~ to aid childbirth is mentioned in Eddic verse
in Oddritnargritr 7 where galdrar, charms , are sung for this purpose, in Sigrdrifunuil 9
where bjargriinar, “protective runes”, fulfil this role, and in Fdfnismdl 12, where the nornir
also carry out this function.
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engaged in by the vanir, so there is a similar coming together of seidr and
the breaking of sexual tabus. A farandi kona, “travelling woman” (qv), such
as Signy becomes, was typically viewed as both a witch and a whore.
The generative power of seidr which is implied in the begetting of heirs
is echoed also in Vpluspd, where it appears as the distinctive power of
the seidr-practising vanir to effect rebirth (if we follow Dronke) or at least
continued youthful vigour, both of Gullveig and on the battlefield against
the aesir. There is no clear association of seidr with ergiin Voluspd, but it may
be hinted at: why, for instance, was the (first?) seidkona, Heidr, the «angan
illrar bridar», “the sweet odour [darling} of an evil bride”? “Bride” is a
term for a woman which defines her in terms of sexual relations (though it
must be conceded that briidr is often used in a fairly neutral sense of “young
woman”), so an “evil” bride may well be one that misuses those relations
(note how Venus is described as «ill» in the Hauksbok passage cited above,
when she engages in incest). McKinnell (2005: 91) makes some further
perceptive comments on the area of illicit sexual activity in the poem:

Itis even possible that the Vpluspid poet intended a political allusion to Hakon
jarl’s sexual behaviour. Later in the poem, the human beings punished in
the grievous currents at Nastrond (“Corpse-shores”) are oath-breakers,
murderers and seducers of other men’s wives (Vpluspd 39,1-6), and the gods
seem here to be punishing men for the sins of which they themselves are
guilty. Their oathbreaking and murder are clear in the story of the Giant
Builder (25-6), but there is nothing to associate them with the seduction
of married women unless it is their acceptance of Freyja after the war with
the Vanir. Hakon jarl, however, was notorious for abducting the wives and
daughters of his most important followers and having sex with them for a
week or two before sending them home again. It seems likely, as Richard
North has suggested, that this promiscuity was “sacred”, linked to Hakon’s
worship of Porgerdr, and that in it he saw himself passing on her gift of
fertility, both to the land itself and to human women. If Gullveig/Freyja was
a goddess of the same type as Porgerdr, the acceptance of Freyja by the Zsir
may implicate them in the seductions of married women that were part of
the cult of the promiscuous goddess.

Sexual licence is associated with powers of prophecy in goddesses of
fertility:" Frigg, Freyja, Gefjun and Idunn are all attacked for their licen-
tiousness in Lokasenna, and to Frigg and Gefjun are ascribed prophetic

14 That female ergi combined with powers of prophecy was not just a matter for the gods
may be demonstrated (with the proviso that we cannot be sure of the degree of the group’s
Norseness) by the Rus funeral reported by Ahmad ibn Fadlan (31), where the slave girl may
be described as being forcibly made prg by being repeatedly subjected to sexual intercourse,
and also looks over into the other world and reports what she sees (she acts as a medium, a
communicator, from this world to the next, conveying the warriors’ love of their lord, which
is packaged in a physical act; a vplva acts as a medium to convey the messages of the spirits
of the other world to this). It is true that, according to Ahmad ibn Fadlan, a youngster of
either sex was called for. But we cannot infer from this that if a man had undertaken the
ritual, it would have proceeded in the same way. Prophecy is firmly associated with females,
and only exceptionally with males, in the whole Germanic world, and the Rus ceremony
should be seen as exemplifying this. It might even be questioned if Ahmad ibn Tadlan
understood the original request correctly.
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knowledge (and Freyja's practice of seidr implies the same). Thus Freyja,
the patron of seidr, is accused by Loki in Lokasenna 30 of sleeping with all
the asir and dlfar present: although the word is not used here, she is clearly
org in the way her counterpart Venus is in Hauksbok. Snorri informs us
in Ynglinga saga ch. 4 (111) that the vanir engaged in sexual practices, such
as incest, some of which would have been accounted argr by the esir, and
it would be natural to associate the practice of seidr, originating among
the vanir, with such practices (cf. the incestuous relationship of the Sora
shaman: incest is, again, a breaking of mores which arrogates spiritual
power). As a mythic entity, it would appear likely that seidr, as a practice
originating among the vanir and espoused especially by the vana dis, Freyja,
was characterised by sexual licentiousness in some way; “licentiousness”
is, however, the wrong way to view the matter: the sexual aspects would
have been reflections of a fertility role, and would have had particular
purposes, such as the securing of fecundity. The indications from some of
the texts considered, that seidr was concerned with the begetting of an heir,

are consistent with this.
In brymskvida Pérr is made argr by dressing as a woman. By genre the

poem is comic burlesque; yet the myth may derive from more archaic
models which, we may surmise, dealt with ergi in the context of powers
of fertility in a less flippant manner. The theft of the thunder god’s ham-
mer, an international motif (ATU 1148B, mainly recorded from the Baltic
and Scandinavia), would have affected the fertility of the land through
the effect on the weather.”> The hammer s, in fact, almost certainly to be
identified symbolically with Pérr’s phallus, his tool of fertility, so that it

55 This motif is not apparent in extant Norse sources, but is found elsewhere: in Estontan
folktales, the theft of the thunder god’s hammer (or other attribute) results in the absence of
rain (noted in the variant presented by Loorits 1930: 60). Baltic gods of thunder were strongly
associated both with weather and with fecundity/well-being (Biezais 1972: 131-50), a con-
nection which indeed can be traced in many traditions: for example, in an Old Anatolian
{probably originally Hattian) myth, preserved in Hittite, when the Storm God (of whom, in
the Norse/Baltic myths, the hammer surely functions as a metonym) departed, “he carried
off plenty, prosperity, and abundance”, and “barley [and wheat] no longer [ripened. Cattle,
sheep], and humans did not [become pregnant]” (Hoffner 1998: text 3). If the burlesque tale
of brymskvidn existed in an earlier, more religiously oriented form, its point of interest is
likely to have been this motif of the loss of fecundity (cffected through the weather). borr’s
links with fertility are clear; they arc explicit, for example, in Adam of Bremen’s statement
in Descriptio insularum aquilonis ch. 26: «Thor, inquiunt, praesidet in acre, qui tonitrus et
fulmina, ventos ymbresque, serena et fruges gubernat», “Thor, they [the Swedes] say, has
mastery in the air, who rules over thunder and lightning, winds and showers, fair weather
and produce of the land”. Several features link Dorr with the Baltic thunder god Perkiinas
(in the Lithuanian form), suggesting a good deal of shared heritage or areal diffusion: both
have goats as draft animals, both have a weapon whose name is based on the ancient root
for “milling” (Mjollnir in Norse, Milun in Latvian), and Perkiinas corresponds to Pdrr's
mother Fjorgyn (the Indo-European root being *perk-, “oak”, the tree sacred to the god;
Fjorgyn, seen as equivalent to “earth” in Norse texts (thus Jord, “Earth”, is said to be mother
to borr in Gylfaginning ch. g, parallel to Fjorgyn being so described in Hiirbardsljod 56), would
have been in origin a goddess of the oak-grown land) (West 2007: 239—42). Masing (1944)
noted both classical and Middle Eastern analogues to brymskvida, as well as further Finnic
examples, but, whilst showing that the general motif of the disappearance of the thunder
god’s most important attribute (not necessarily a hammer) is widespread, an actual origin
outside the Baltic area for the Norse myth is scarcely demonstrated.



FFC 296 7. Community and gender 163

is its loss, rather than simply dressing in women’s clothes, that marks his
becoming argr;*® at the moment the hammer is placed on his lap in an act
of nuptial blessing (st. 30-1) he regains his manhood and destroys the
enemies of fecundity, the giants. Unlike for Odinn, ergi opens no powers
for Pérr — it opens him up to the intrusion of the might of the giants against
his person, but the giants here are forces of destruction (not of wisdom, or
anything desirable for the gods) — other than a power of deceipt, a ruse to
lead the giant on (and this was Heimdallr’s idea, not Pérr’s). It is probable
that P6rr’s wearing of the Brisingamen, the necklace of birth and fertility of
Freyja, is a late feature of the story, aimed at increasing the comedy by mak-
ing the god appear even more effeminate, but possibly it reflects a notion
that Pérr’s mission is the return of fertility, symbolised in the necklace, to
the gods. Another probably late feature is the way the poem plays upon
Freyja's lasciviousness (we might say her ergi) in the eagerness Loki claims
she showed to answer the invitation to giantland, such that she could not
eat or sleep for eight nights (st. 26, 28).

Freyja’s brother Freyr is presented as lascivious (but not argr) in Skirnis-
mdl, hankering as he does after Gerdr. Gerdr is threatened with «ergi ok
edi / ok dpola», “ergi and rage and restlessness” (st. 36), just as a magical
practitioner in medieval Bergen threatened to impose ergi and 6poli on
his hapless victim (137)."7 Skirnismal is loosely concerned with fertility
(its main theme being magical coercion to force sex upon an unwilling
female), but ergi here is in a sense subverted into something that is not
merely shameful (the girl will be forced to become lascivious), but also
powerfully destructive by being made unrequitable.

The two main products of seidr, inferred from the discussions above,
namely knowledge of the future (often, it would appear, related to crops)
and heirs, may be seen as expressions, the one abstract, the other physical,
of one symbolicidea: the securing of continuing welfare. The vulnerability,
indeed penetrability, of the seidr practitioner was the key to her strength,
her indissolubility. In Vpluspi 21-4 we encounter three attempts by the &sir

6 The identification of the hammer with Pérr’s phallus is argued by Perkins (1994), W}}O
points out how the Eyrarland image, almost certainly representing Pérr (argued at length}n
Perkins 2001), presents the hammer as doubling as a phallus. Perkins interprets Drymslfvzda
30-1 as reflecting a pagan nuptial rite, in which the hammer would be placed on the brlde"s
lap in the manner of a penis, with the clear intention of blessing her fertility; when the phallic
hammer is placed on the pseudo-bride Porr’s lap, it signifies the return of his ma1.1hood. .
7 The Bergen curse specifies the ergi as «ylgjar ergi», “female wolf’s erg”; the wolf is associ-
ated with wildness, destruction, outlawry, and hence implies a sense of “ravenous s.exual
desire”, but it is also the steed of giants or witches — the former being explicitly rr'lentlormd
in the charm (as in Skirnismil), the latter implicit as the executors of the magic evoked
in the charm; the motifs of giantess/witch, magic (in this case prophecy), waf—st¢ed and
sexual desire (as well as the liminal time of twilight) come together in Helgakvldr{ H[orvm'()s-
sonar 35: «Reid 4 vargi / er rekvit var, / fliéd eitt er hann / fylgio beiddi; / hon vissi pat/at
veginn myndi / Sigrlinnar sonr / & Sigarsvollom», “There rode on a wolf, at thl_lght, a la‘dy
who offered him company; she knew the son of Sigrlinn would be slain on Sigarsvellir”
(the prose preceding st. 31 expands this, the fljéd being explicitly called a tro”ko'na, “troll
woman”, riding a wolf with snakes as reins, who offers her company to }.IC())_IHIL who
refuses and is cursed for his rejection). (I thank Carolyne Larrington for reminding me of
the relevance of this stanza.) See (woLr).
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to control the vanir by force, each of them rebuffed. Gullveig is speared and
burned, butis “born” each time, and her name implies that these births are
like the purifying of gold in fire. Heidr, the only character explicitly said
to practise scidr here, is welcomed among women, and, it seems, starts a
cult the asir cannot contol. The vanir host is assailed by Odinn’s unfailing
spear of victory, but remain alive and kicking on the field. We may look at
these events as a confrontation between the adherents of the definitions
of personhood discussed above, individuality (the @sir) and relationality
(the vanir); the vanir thrive on accepting the Other (other people, other
objects) within their very bodies — far from killing them, as the @&sir intend,
it enables them to be reborn in a yet more vigorous state. The poet implies
that the vanir have the power to regenerate wealth (Gullveig), prophetic
knowledge (Heidr) and military invulnerability (the vanir host). The only
way to kill the vanir and those like them would be to isolate them, to under-
mine their relationality: and this secret of course is known to the vanir
themselves, and is used by Skirnir on Freyr’s behalf in his threats to Gerdr:
the god will not confront her directly, but isolate her away from society,
depriving her of all contact, and cause her to wither.

There are further aspects to the practice of seidr. Whilst there is no direct
evidence, the practitioners of seidr no doubt identified with the patron
goddess; this may perhaps be reflected in the way Heidr, in an apparently
human setting, appears to mimic Freyja as she wanders and practises seidr
in Vpluspd. For men, such an identification would imply effeminacy: but
in so far as they served such a goddess they gained a feminine sexuality
which may have been considered to bestow greater supernatural power by
virtue of overstepping a limen. We may infer this to have been the motiva-
tion for Odinn to practise seidr in Lokasenna; in this crossing of boundaries
he resembles the Siberian shamans who change sex.

To conclude this section on a salutary note, it must be pointed out that,
despite the intimations of sexual activities being linked to seidr, especially
among the gods, we have no evidence for the integration of sexual activity
into the human practice of seidr, even if it was regarded as somehow argrto
practiseit. Thereisnoreason toseek a direct correspondence betweenmyth
and ritual, though it is also likely that any actual sexual practices would
have failed to make their appearance in texts from the Christian period
—aninhibition not shared by the Moslem writer Ahmad ibn Fadlan, whose
accountatleasthintsthata greater range of such sexual acts may have taken
placein humanrites than the Norse sources indicate. Evenif some forms of
magical and divinatory practice in Scandinavia involved a sexual element,
however, it isnot clear that this was a characteristic shared throughout the
Germanic world. In particular, the Roman and Greek accounts of Germanic
seeresses donot present them as courtesans or the like; how much remained
untold by such classical sources cannot, of course, be determined. The
implication, in any case, is that practices such as seidr could be carried out,
in different times and places, by various sorts of practitioner, just as could
many forms of shamanism, a practice which at various times and places
involved sexual elements, but did not do so universally.
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The Haddingjar

Dumézil (1973a) argues that the two Haddingjar heroes are representations
of the divine couple of fertility gods found in several Indo-European tradi-
tions - he compares the Greek Dioskouroi and the Indo-Iranian Nasatyau
- and represented in Germanic by Njordr and Freyr (whilst Freyr and
Freyja represent a manifestation of the “divine fertility couple” with a
different emphasis in the pair being split between the sexes).

The Haddingjar appear to be well rooted in Germanic heroic tradition.
Dio Cassius, Roman History Lxx1.12, records that the Astingoi, led by the
brothers Raos and Raptos, migrated to what is now Hungary in ap 167;®
the people were Vandals, and the Astingoi the name of the royal dynasty
(Dumézil 1973a: 114). Astingoi represents Germanic *Hazdingoz, which
yields Old Norse Haddingjar.

The word haddingjar indicates a link with effeminacy: it is derived from
haddr, “a woman’s hair style”." Loose hair was a distinguishing feature of
witches, as evidenced in a West Gotland law (73). Odinn is called fallhaddr,
“loose haired”, in Berudrdpa (Skj B, 42, attributed to Egill, but probably from
the twelfth to thirteenth century); he also wanders round practising seidr
like female volur, taking on the shape of a wizard or witch in Lokasenna 24
(104) (cf. «i trols ham» in (73)); could wearing a witch’s coiffure have been
part of the ergi involved here (cf. the Yukagir shaman in (22))?

A pattern of dual fertility deities with effeminate ministers may be
observed as far back as Tacitus (Germania ch. 43), who mentions that the
Naharvali worshipped a pair of brother gods, and the rite was presided
over by a priest dressed as a woman («sacerdos muliebri ornatu»).

Dumézil concludes that the divine fertility pair in Germanic were origi-
nally served by a transvestite priest, and were associated, personally or
through their human counterparts the Haddingjar, with aspects of effemi-
nacy such as female coiffure (braiding of hair is the sign of the first degree
of transsexual shamanism among the Chukchi); he notes that according to
Saxo, Gesta Danorum v1.5.10, the hero Starkatherus was disgusted by the
effeminacy of the rites of sacrifice at Uppsala, a centre of a fertility cult.

Conclusion

Female shamanism appears most strongly in socicties which are not pri-
marily based on hunting, or in areas which border such societies. It is
often more associated with agrarian societies than is male shamanism, and

% Loewenthal (1920—1: 248-9) interprets the names as *rmiezaz, “reed”, and *raftaz, “beam”;
de Vries (AR §499), with good argument, as “pole” (thin tree stem) and “beam”

% Kroesen (1987) objects to a number of Dumézil’s arguments, pointing out for example
that Germanic kings might sometimes grow their hair Jong as a token of religious dedica-
tion, and thus the haddingjar can be explained without reference to effeminacy. Long hair
is not, however, the same as a female hair cut - though it must be admitted that the Vandal
cognate of Old Norse linddr may not have meant the same thing. Dumézil presents a schema
of evidence which accommodates the Norse and related evidence, though a good deal of
uncertainty must, admittedly, be allowed.
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1. METAPHYSICAL ENTITIES

Concepts of souls and spirits are what [ have termed “meta-shamanic”: the
presence of shamanism is not determined by the existence of any particular
set of spirit notions, yet shamans in the practice of their craft relied on
whatever such notions existed in their community. A consideration of sha-
manism therefore calls for an examination of these concepts. [ have spread
this examination over two chapters: any distinction made between souls
and spirits is bound to be somewhat arbitrary, particularly when a person’s
soul may wander free from the body and become a de facto semi-inde-
pendent spirit, whilst the souls of the dead merge with non-human spirits.
Nonetheless, despite this difficulty, the first chapter presents concepts of
those spiritual entities which are part of, or reflections of, the human being,
whilst the second deals with spirits conceived as primarily independent
beings and the semi-independent fetch.

8. Souls

Concepts of the soul are invariably fluid and difficult to apprehend. The
researcher’s own preconceptions of what a “soul” is are bound to play into
any attempt to delineate a particular culture’s notions, and this is made
worse by producing mere summaries of information divorced from a con-
sideration of the culture, and language, concerned. The following outline
attempts to be reasonably comprehensive of the words for “soul” and
related concepts in Norse sources, along with parallels in other Germanic
languages (especially Old English, which has a wider array of sources than
Old High German, Old Saxon, Old Frisian or Gothic), without, however,
going into detail of all occurrences of the words concerned. The presenta-
tion of the many Siberian notions, however, is far more selective and reliant
on secondary sources, but nonetheless, Thope, sufficiently detailed to give
auseful idea of the range of particularities of the various traditions against
which to compare the Germanic evidence.

It is beyond the scope of the present study to discuss the philosophy of
language, but to prevent misunderstanding of the treatment of metaphysi-
cal entities such as the soul it is, perhaps, worth highlighting one of the
chief changes in the development of modern Western thought, namely the
separation of the physical from the metaphysical. There is every reason
to believe that the division was not so clear-cut in earlier times; we have
a few relics left of a more holistic approach, for example in the way heart
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can mean both a seat of the emotions and a physical organ, but on the
whole it is difficult to express such a union of 