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| flera av Eddans dikter berattas om hur den méaktige guden Oden tvingades genomga
olika utmaningar for att nd kunskap. Han hangde nio natter i varidstradet Yggdrasil for
att lara sig runor, han forvandlade sig till en orm for att stjala skaldekonsten fran jattarma
och han var tvungen att satta sitt ena 6ga i pant for att fa lov att dricka av vishetens
kalla vid vdrldstradets fot. Kdllan kallades Mimers brunn och tillhdrde den vise mannen
Mimer. Han var en personifiering av minnet, och uppfattades troligen som en av urtidens
jattar. Dessa varelser var mycket kloka eftersom de levt sedan tidemnas begynnelse.
Darfor var det viktigt for Oden att pa olika satt fa tiligdng till jattarnas kunskaper, sa att
han sjalv kunde bl den maktigaste och visaste av varelser.

Myterna om Odens kunskapssokande visar hur kunskap uppfattades i den nordiska
jarmalderskulturen. Kunskap motsvarade djupa insikter om varldens uppbyggnad och
historia, fran sjalva skapelsen till undergangen i Ragnarok. Men kunskap var ocksad makt
eftersom den kunde anvandas i konflikter med andra varelser. Kunskapen uppfattades
som svaratkomlig, och darfor kravdes offer for att na insikt och sarskilda fardigheter.
Oden var enogd sedan han druckit hur Mimers brunn, men genom offret av sitt ena 6ga
kunde han se ut dver hela varlden fran sitt hogsate.

Vi har valt att kalla utstéllningen om den nordiska forkristna religionen for Odens
oga — mellan ménniskor och makter i det forkristna Norden eftersom namnet ger
associationer till forkristna myter, men ocksa till kunskapsstkande. Saval i det forflutna
som i nutiden. Var tids syn pa kunskap ar annorlunda an for 800 eller 1000 ar sedan, men
vissa drag aterkommer likval. Kunskap dr makt, och kunskapsstkande &r fortfarande
forknippat med utmaningar och svarigheter. Grunden for denna utstalining bygger pa
kunskapsstkande i framfor allt det tvdrvetenskapliga forskningsprojektet "Vagar til
Midgdrd - nordisk hedendom i langtidsperspektiv”.

Projektet "Vagar till Midgard”, som bedrivs sedan 2000 vid Lunds universitet, bestar
av 15 forskare fran arkeologi, historisk arkeclogi och religionshistoria. Huvudfinansiar dr
Riksbankens jubileumsfond, men vissa medel kammer dven fran Lunds universitet och
Malma Kulturmiljo. Syftet med projektet ar att ge nya perspektiv pa forkristna ritualer och
forestaliningsvarldar i Nordens avidgset forflutna. Men syftet ar ocksa att studera hur
den fornnordiska religionen har uppfattats i modern tid, och hur den har anvants for att
skapa en nordisk identitet, skild ifran saval det klassiska antika arvet som kristendomen.
De olika delprojekten omfattar darfor allt fran undersokningar av avidgsna ritualer till
analyser av moderna tolkningar. Projektet har valt att publicera forskningsresultaten
i en sarskild vetenskaplig publikationsserie. Darigenom har de viktigaste resultaten
kunnat tillgangliggoras for den breda allménheten. Men utgivandet av vetenskapliga
publikationer &r inte en garanti for att omvariden tar del av de nya forskningsresultaten.
Innehallsligt "smala” bécker drunknar latt i informationssamhallets mediabrus och
texterna dr for manga komplicerade och svartillgangliga.

Det stora ansvaret for formedlandet av nya forskningsresultat och ny kunskap till
allméanheten avilar sedan lange de kutturhistoriskt inriktade museerna och kultur-
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institutionerna. Deras roll som “folkbildningsborgar™ har forvisso tonats ned under
1900-talets andra hélft, men ar likval en av deras viktigaste uppgifter an idag. Mérkligt
nog ar avstandet ofta valdigt stort mellan producenterna av ny kunskap och formedlarna
av densamma, alitsd mellan universitetsmiljoerna och museerna. De stora forlorarna ar
i detta avseende allmanheten som riskerar att missa all den nyvunna kunskapen och
serveras gammal kunskap i utstallningar och museipublikationer.

For ndgra ar sedan upprattades de forsta kontakterna mellan Dunkers Kulturhus
i Helsingborg och projektet "Vagar till Midgard”. Diskussionerna ledde fram till ett
beslut som innebar att kulturhuset skulle producera utstéliningen Odens dga | néra
samarbete med projektet. For kulturhuset innebar denna dverenskommelse en
tillgdng till expertkompetens inom det aktuella forskningsomradet och dérigenom en
ovarderlig hjdlp att navigera bland de allra senaste forskningsrénen och diskurserna. For
forskningsprojektet har samarbetet inneburit en handfast mdjlighet till det som brukar
kallas universitetets "tredje uppgift”, det vill saga férmedlandet av forskningsresultat till
manniskor utanfor universitetsvarlden. Utstallningen har vuxit fram som en dialog mellan
de bada miljperna, och formedlar darfor en del av de nya perspektiv som utvecklats inom
projektet. Pa ett rent praktiskt plan har tva projektmediemmar deltagit i utstaliningspro
duktionen, medan de flesta av katalogens forfattare ocksa ar knutna till projektet.
Oden offrade nagot riktigt dyrbart for att na fordjupad kunskap. Han offrade sitt ena 6ga
och fick okad klokhet i utbyte. Denna metafor kan med fordel anvandas &ven i var egen
samtid. For oss &r tiden kanske det dyrbaraste vi har. Ett beslut att bestka utstaliningen
Odens 6ga och att lasa katalogens texter &r i detta avseende ett sdtt att offra tid. Det &r
var absoluta forhoppning att detta offer, likt Odens offer, ska leda till férdjupad kunskap
och vidare seende.
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Manniskans relationer till djur och djurens olika roller tog sig manga uttryck under den

forkristna tiden. Djuren hade | ioner, men | andra

sammanhang praktiska funk

hade de ocksa symboliska varden. F6r mdnniskan var djuren betyc
olika sétt. Domesticerade djur, vilda djur och fantasidjur ingick i manniskans skiftande
livssammanhang och de anvandes pa varierande sdtt. Vi finner darfor djur i de flesta
arkeologiska kontexter. De domesticerade djuren aterfinns framfor allt som skelettrester
i gardsmiljéer och i gravar medan de vilda djuren och fantasidjuren framst finns
avbildade pa foremal, bildstenar och runstenar. Ritualer dar djur ingatt har belagts fran
storre delen av den forkristna tiden, ja faktiskt anda tillbaka till stendldern. De materiella
sparen signalerar forhallningssatt till djur som bade ar lika och olika dagens. Darfor ger
de intressanta perspektiv pa forkristna ritualer och den forkristna forestallningsvarlden,
och inte minst pad hur manniskan varderade och forhdll sig till djuren.

De domesticerade djurens historia i Skandinavien gdr tillbaka till stenaldern. Det dldsta
kanda husdjuret &r hunden som farekom redan under den &ldsta stendldern, det vill saga
for drygt 12 000 ar sedan. Notkreatur, far och getter blev vanliga langt senare, omkring
4000 ar f Kr. Under den yngre stendldern domesticerades aven vildsvin. Det dr en djurart
som relativt latt later sig domesticeras da den ar allatare och darfor garna befinner
sig ndra manniskans bosattningar. Tamhasten borjade framtrdda i Skandinavien under
bronsaldern och den anses ha importerats hit, dven om dess vilda former dven fanns
i det nordiska omradet. Under yngre bronsdlder borjade ocksa biskétsel forekomma.
Kontakterna med det romerska riket gav betydelsefulla impulser och satte materiella
spar i det skandinaviska omradet. Husdjursbestdndet utvidgades ddrfor med inforda
honsfaglar, det vill sdga tamhons, ankor och gass under arhundradena kring Kristi
fodelse. Ett annat resultat av romarnas vidstrackta kontaktytor var att de forsta
tamkatterna vid denna tid kom till Skandinavien.

Beroende pa de domesticerade djurens ekonomiska betydelser och deras olika kvaliteter
anvandes de till mat och rdmaterial, men ocksa som vaktdjur, dragdjur eller riddjur.
Goda och eftertraktansvarda egenskaper gjorde djur attraktiva for korsningar och
avel. Djurens estetiska varden, avelsanlag och deras praktiska funktion var sannolikt
betydelsefulla for djurens anvandning i rituell praxis och i metaforiska omskrivningar i
den nordiska mytologin. De vilda djuren i gardarnas narhet, saval palsdjur som kottdjur
och rovdjur, var med sina olika beteenden och karaktdrsdrag ocksa en viktig del av
méanniskans livsvarld, vilket kom till uttryck i den nordiska mytologin. Det gjorde dven
de avhildade fantasidjuren. De var badde manniskoliknande och sammansatta av olika
kroppsdelar fran den levande djurvarlden och fantasivarlden.

sefulla pa manga

Ritualer pa gardar
Vanligtvis patréffas ben av ntkreatur, svin, far, getter, hastar, hundar, katter, ankor och
gass i jarnalderns gardsmiljder. Det forekom mindre och stérre gdrdar med alla slags
djur, men ockséd sadana gardar dar man specialiserade sig pa exempelvis farskotsel
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eller hastuppfodning. Ben fran vilda djur finner vi sallan i gardsmiljger dven om dessa
djur naturligtvis fanns i deras narhet. Jakt och slakt av vilda djur kan darfor ha skett pa
speciella platser i landskapet.

Mot bakgrund av alla djurarter som fanns i manniskans omvarld forstar vi battre den
rituella anvandningen av djur. D& man byggde sina hus lade man ner foremal, lerkarl eller
malstenar, men ocksa hela eller delar av djurkroppar i halen fér de tak- eller vdggbarande
stolparna, i rannor som 16pt langs husvdggarna och i gropar i direkt anslutning till husen.
Inom den arkeologiska forskningen benamns dessa ritualer som husoffer. | detta
sammanhang var faret det vanligast anvanda djuret, men &ven nétkreatur, svin, hundar
och hastar forekom. | mer sallsynta fall anvandes katter och vildfaglar sdsom offerdjur.
Nagra exempel visar hur djuren kunde behandlas. Strax fore Kristi fodelse blev en treérig
hingst delad i atta delar och dessa stycken lades ned i grunden till ett hus i Sejiflod
i norra Jylland. Nagot drhundrade senare nedlades obranda hundkroppar i tvd hus pa
boplatsen Lundsgaard pa Fyn. | bdda byggnaderna placerades hundarna nara eldstaden
och ingangen. Ett speciellt fynd utgor en nedldggelse av tva far pa boplatsen Agerbygard
pa Bornholm. Tva hela far placerades i en grund grop i samband med att en byggnad
skulle uppféras pa boplatsen. Bland skeletten patréffades tva identiska draktspannen
(fbulor), en liten bronsparla samt sju barnstensparlor. Fyndet kan dateras till tiden
omkring 400 e Kr.

Vi kdnner till andra ritualer dar delar av djur och manniskor har deponerats i slagghtgar
och gropar pa garden eller vid ndgon inhagnad. Djurben av hastar, notkreatur, far
eller svin i brunnar tyder pa att man “lade locket pd” da man flyttade fran garden. De
domesticerade djuren spelade betydelsefulla roller i gardslivet, de skyddade och varnade,
men kunde ocksa anvandas for att markera en avflyttning fran platsen. Djuren, liksom
andra foremal, anvandes aktivt och medvetet i lyckobringande och avskedstagande
situationer.

Ritualer vid sarskilda hus och vatmarker
Djur ingick dven i ritualer i och vid sarskilda hus som borjade uppforas pa 400-talet
med inspiration fran tidiga kyrkobyggnader i romarriket. Vid utgravningen av kulthuset
i Uppakra i Skdne har man patraffat mangder av djurben, foretradesvis av slaktade
hdstar och andra husdjur. Ett annat exempel ar det omfattande djurbensmaterial
som péatréffats i anslutning till en mindre vikingatida byggnad i Borg i Ostergétland. P&
gdrdsplanen utanfor huset tillvaratogs en stor mangd ben fran framst notkreatur och
hast, men ocksd ben av svin, far/get, hund och katt. Materialet visade att man &ven
slaktat kronhjort, rdv, baver, gravling, lax och gas pd platsen, om &n i mindre omfattning.
Flera av husdjurens ben har spar efter valdsamma hugg och slag. Spridningen av
svinbenen visar att det troligen funnits en kénsmassig uppdelning av djuren. Suggornas
ben patraffades namligen tillsammans med amulettringar pa en del av gardsplanen,
medan galtarnas ben Iag pa en annan del i néra anslutning till ugnar och smide.



Av en helt annan karakté&r var den vikingatida kultplatsen som patraffats vid Froso kyrka
i Jdmtland. Platsen ligger pa ett kron i direkt anslutning till ett yngre jarndldersgravfalt
med utsikt dver Storsjon. Vid utgravningar under kyrkans kor hittades en bjorkstubbe
omgiven av djurben. Bjorn, svin, &lg, far, get, notkreatur, kronhjort, ekorre, hast,
kaja, tjdder, sik, lax/laxéring, gadda, samt mojligen hund, tamhons och fladdermus
identifierades | det obrdnda benmaterialet. Stérre delen av ett bjornskelett ingick i
fyndet, medan endast delar av kranier och rorben dominerade fynden fran svin, far/get
och nétkreatur. Intressant nog patraffades dven enstaka benfragment av manniska vid
stubben. Pa denna typ av platser markerar djuren slakt och rester efter maltider. Pa
vissa typer av foremal som patraffats i kulthusen finns ocksa en ornamentik med djur
och manniskor som formodligen har rituella och kosmologiska asyftningar.
Ritualer i vatmarker med nedldggelser av foremal, djur och manniskor finns
dokumenterade fran storre delen av den forkristna perioden. Vid Réekillorna i sodra
Skane har man under perioden fran yngre stendlder fram till romersk tid offrat foremal,
lerkarl, manniskoben och ben av hast, hund, notkreatur, far, svin och hona vid upprepade
tillfallen. Ritualer kunde dven utforas vid ett enstaka tillfalle pd en sarskild plats. Ett
exempel pa ett sadant ar fynden vid Bageso Mose vid Preestg pa sodra Sjalland. | slutet
av 800-talet offrades djur i ett vattensjukt omrade, en bit fran torra land. Kranier och
nedre delen av mellanhands- och fotben av fyra vuxna getter och tva kid, alla hondjur,
framkom tillsammans i ett nat inom ett begransat omrade som var inramat av mindre
stenar.

Ritualer i samband med déd och begravning
Séttet att begrava manniskor har varierat under historiens gang. Ett aterkommande
tema &r emellertid ett rituellt anvandande av djur i samband med dod och begravning.
Fynden av ben tyder pa att manniskor i vissa sammanhang gjort sig av med dada
manniskor och djur pa ett likartat satt. Under vissa perioder har exempelvis hundar
och hastar begravts i sarskilda gravar som paminde starkt om manniskornas gravar. Pa
200-talet blev det vanligare att man lade ner storre kroppsdelar eller hela kroppar av
nagot husdjur i manniskogravar. Ett exempel &r gravféltet Skovgaarde pa Sjdlland dar
hela grisar och far nedlagts i de rikt utstyrda gravarna. En av de aldsta hastgravarna har
ocksa patraffats pa detta gravfalt.
Skeppsgraven i Ladby pa Fyn &r ett exempel pad en grav fran borjan av 900-talet. | ett
mycket rikt utstyrt skepp hade inte mindre an 11 hastar och tre-fyra hundar offrats och
placerats i batens akterparti. | batgravar fran vendeltiden och vikingatiden finns ofta 1-5
hastar, 1-4 hundar samt ett eller flera djur av antingen nétkreatur, far eller svin. Vanligt
ar ocksa att det finns rovfaglar i dessa gravar. Forutom krigiska sysslor agnade de sig
dven at jakt, speciellt falkenering.
Hastar, far, getter, nétkreatur, svin, hundar, katter, hénsfaglar och rovfaglar &r sadana
djur som ofta forekommer i gravar fran jamaldern. Detta tyder pa att det fanns ett
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allmant vélstand och en samhorighet mellan manniskan och djuren under denna tid.
Tidigare, under den &ldre bronsaldern, sveptes de déda i enkla kohudar, s& som vi finner
i ekkistegravarna. Under senare perioder anvandes istdllet hudar av bjorn och lodjur till
svepningar. Fragan &r om valet av dessa djur var en bekraftelse pa den doda manniskans
starka persanlighet eller hennes jaktskicklighet?

Ritualerna i samband med dod och begravning ger intryck av att ha varit avsedda till
minne av de doda personerna. Djuren var liksom de &vriga gravgavorna viktiga for att
karaktarisera den doda manniskans egenskaper och sociala position. Att dga ett stort
djurbestand kom till uttryck efter déden i sjalva gravritualen da vissa djur slaktades
och fick folia med den doda manniskan. Ritualerna till minne av de doda prdglades
av ansvaret och skyddet av den egna garden och slaktens fortsatta liv. Detta gjordes
genom att ritualisera den doda personens valstand och egenskaper. Gravritualen innebar
ocksa att den kvarvarande slékten forsakade rikedom och vardefulla djur for att hedra
den ddda personen och for att tillférsakra sig den varldsliga makten.

Djursprak
Manniskan lat djuren tala for sig. Rovdjur, faglar, ormar och fantasidjur var en del av
bildspraket, bland annat p& smycken och vapen, bildstenar och runstenar. Vissa foremdl
producerades i stora serier, exempelvis de vendeltida nabbfibulorna, fagelfibulorna
och fiskfibulorna samt de vikingatida djurhuvudformade spannena. Smyckena har en
ornamentik pa ett grundtema av en fagel, fisk eller en annan djurkropp. De framstalldes
med variationer pa detta tema i olika verkstader. Fragan &r vad dessa djurbilder kan
representera? Ett exempel ar fibulor med fageltema. De har ofta tolkats som Odens
korpar, Hugin och Munin. Vid narmare studier av smyckena framtrdder en annan tolkning
som grundar sig pd fagelns kroppsform och stalining. Skuldrornas kraftiga bdrplan
och de ihoplagda vingarna med klorna i dykstalining tyder snarare pa att fagelbilden
representerar en rovfagel. Smyckena ger darfor intryck av en rovfdgel pa jakt efter sitt
byte i rakt dykande position. Mdjligen ror det sig om en duvhok eller en pilgrimsfalk.
De fagelfibulor som patraffats i kvinnogravar knyter an till falkenering, en aristokratisk
jaktform med rovfagel som ocksa kan beldggas fran benmaterial i rikt utstyrda gravar.
Ett annat exempel pa djursprak ar bildstenarnas figurer. Bildspraket kan tolkas pd manga
satt, men sannolikt berattar bilderna likt en serietidning om mytiska sagor och handelser.
Bland djuren pa hildstenarna trader ofta hastar fram som centrala motiv, sdésom Odens
attabenta hast Sleipner. Hundar, nétkreatur, algar eller hjortar, fiskar, faglar, ormar och
fantasidjur finns ocksa avhildade pa bildstenarna. Bland runstensdjurens fantasidjur
dominerar drakarmar som arrangerats i konstfulla runslingor, ibland runt omkring
ett stort fyrfota djur. Anledningen till den rika forekomsten av djur och fantasidjur i
dessa sammanhang &r inte klarlagd, men kanske anvdndes de for att karaktdrisera
slakter och personer? Fran och med 400-talet och langt fram i kristen tid dekorerades
foremal tillhoriga bade den manliga som den kvinnliga sfaren med djur och fantasidjur.

> Vid Lejre Forsegscenter i Danmark visas handfasta exempel pa hur
djuroffer kunde ga till pa jaraldern
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Ett 6ga. en fot, ett 1ar och ett huvud fran ndgot husdjur eller ett vilt djur sattes ofta
samman till ett fantasidjur i ett sinnrikt monster. Denna konststil brukar bendmnas
nordisk djurornamentik. Ormar, faglar, vildsvin och fyrfota djur smyckar ocksa konstfullt
praglade guldbrakteatrar och andra praktfulla féremal av ddelmetall. Den nordiska
djurornamentiken, med sina komplicerade motiv av djur, férandrades dock under loppet
av den yngre jarnaldern. Till sist blev djurmotiven sa drivna att de blev helt oldsliga for
dem som inte var insatta i stilens symboliska innebtrder. Troligen knyter detta djursprak
an till de kontakter som de nordiska omradena hade med det kontinentala och kristnade
Europa. Den nordiska djurornamentiken utvecklade genom dessa kontakter ett
sarpraglat nordiskt bildsprak som innehall information om &garens identitet och dennes
forestaliningar om olika makter.

Djurmotiven &r oftast sammansatta av flera olika djur. Ett fyrfota djur kunde
exempelvis f& grisfotter och fagelklor samt vara behornat som en get eller ko. Den
nordiska djurornamentiken flodar av figurer med sadana tvetydiga arter. Fantasifigurer
med ormar, drakar, faglar och méanniskor framstélls sinnrikt med framatvanda eller
profilstélida ansikten, med uppbrutna och sammansatta kroppsdelar och med en
till synes specialkomponerad kroppsgestik. Djurornamentiken med dess bilder av
transformationen mellan ménniska och djur var en sorts djursprak som anvandes av
inflytelserika manniskor och sannolikt infor maktiga makter. | den nordiska mytologin
framstalls namligen mangsidiga och kraftfulla varelser som icke artspecifika. De var
nagonting mellan verkliga varelser och fantasivarelser. Deras egenskaper gjorde att
de kunde agera fritt och skapa nya forutsattningar for att losa svarartade problem.
Transformerande varelser spelade en stor roll i den nordiska kosmologin, bade vid
skapelsen av varlden och vid dess undergang. Transformerande skapelser var alla
mojligheternas varelser.

Sammansmaltning av kultur och natur
Ritualer och omvandlingar av djur och sammanblandningar mellan manniska och djur i
bildkonsten binder samman det arkeologiska materialet med de islandska berdttelserna
och sjdlva diktkonsten. De materiella uttrycken ger ocksa en bakgrund till tolkningar av
personnamn, djurfylgjor och hamnskiften. Manniskans relationer till djur och djurens roll
blir dérvid tydligare och mer nyanserad.
Personnamnen under vikingatid och tidig medeltid visar manniskans attityder till djur.
De vilda djuren var vanliga vid namngivning av personer dar bjorn, varg, érm och orm
dominerar stort, medan rév, vildsvin, baver, korp, hok, falk och sparv var mindre vanliga.
Bland tamdjuren firekom vid nagra enstaka fall djur som hast, tupp och gas som
delar av personnamn. Av ndgon anledning har man mycket oftare an kvinnor fatt sina
namn fran nagon djurart. Mahanda forvantade man sig att djuriska egenskaper sdsom
snabbhet, styrka, mod eller list skulle foras over till den namngivna tillsammans med
namnet och darigenom kunna forknippas med slaktens sjalvbild. Namnen kunde ocksa

¢ I anslutning till det arkeologiskt undersokta kulthuset i Borg, Ostergétland, fran 800-900-talet, framkom
en som tyder pa en rituell slakt av bade tama och vilda djur.

1se in Borg, Ostergétland, from the nint

h to tenth century uncovered large

amounts of animal bone suggesting ritual slaughter of both domesticated and wild animals



knyta an till goda eller onda makter liksom till &ra, makt och redlighet. Personnamn kan
darfor kopplas till den sammansmaltning av kultur och natur som finns i den nordiska
mytologin.

Djurfylgjoridenisldndska litteraturen satts i samband med manliga karaktarsegenskaper.
Bland de ledande mannens fylgjor representerades de tama djuren av oxe, bock och galt.
Fran den vilda naturen hdmtades fylgjorna fran rav, varg, hjort, bjérn, isbjérn, svan, 6rn,
falk, leopard, lejon och orm. Fantasivasen som jattar, drakar och fabelfaglar var ocksd
fylgjor som kunde karakterisera man i ledande positioner. De mer anonyma mannens
djurfylgjor representerades av notkreatur, svin, varg, hok och andra féglar. En intressant
aspekt &r att hastar inte sattes i samband med djurfylgjor. Personer med djurnamn och
med djurfylgior markerade transformationer mellan manniska och djur. Vissa manniskor
hade ocksa formagan att forandras och tillfalligt fa annan gestalt.

De domesticerade djuren fran gardsmiljoer och de vilda djuren fran den nordiska
faunan kontrasteras av de mer exotiska djuren. Isbjorn, lejon och leopard vittnar om
vidstrdckta kontaktytor eftersom dessa djur inte férekom naturligt i Norden. Det finns
darfor ingen overensstammelse betraffande djurarterna i fylgjefaunan och de djurarter
som aterfinns i det arkeologiska materialet. Kanske kan de transformerade kropparna
och sammanvavningen av manniska och djur jagmfdras med de hamnskiften som det
berdttas om i de mytologiska berattelserna och sagorna? Har omtalas att manniskor
och gudar, framftr allt Oden och Loke, kunde skifta skepnad. De kunde agera utanfor
sina egna kroppar, och da exempelvis simma eller flyga, ggmma sig eller luras. De kunde
dven spela andra roller genom att férvandla sig sjalva till djur.

| Ynglingasagan berdttas om att Oden kunde byta skepnad: "D& lag kroppen som sévd
eller dod och han var da fagel eller djur, fisk eller orm och for pa ett Ggonblick till fjdrran
lander i sina egna eller andra mans &renden”. Gudarna kunde &ven f& djurnamn pa
grund av sin férmdaga att skifta skepnad. | Den poetiska eddan har Oden tilldelats drygt
70 namn, varav tvd associerar till en och samma djurart, ormarna Ofne och Svafne. |
sagorna namns Oden vid namn som hanfors till flera olika djurarter: bjérn, 6rn, hok, hast
och varg. Aven andra gudagestalter och varelser kunde &ndra sin gestalt. Loke hade en
formdga att bli ett djur eller en kvinna. Hans barn med jattinnan Angrboda fick oéndliga
krafter — den fjattrade Fenresulven, Midgardsormen i sitt eviga kretslopp och dottern
Hel i underjorden som radde over de déda. Lokes barn blev alla aktiva vid Ragnartk, och
bidrog alla till varldens undergang. Varelser som representerar sadana naturkrafter var
ndrvarande i varlden och hotade dess existens, och uppbar krafter som gudarna inte
kunde bemastra.

Sprakror for manskliga egenskaper
Djuren och djurframstaliningarna i de arkeologiska kéllorna ger en bakgrund till myterna
och deras djurvarld. Helt klart &r att djuren har en betydelsefull roll i den nordiska
mytologin. Odens hast, Tors getabockar och Frejas katter & exempel pa centrala
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djurgestalter i gudamas liv. Bakgrunden ger dock en betydligt mer varierad bild av
djurens roll &n vad som framkommer i Snorres Edda. De djurarter som i de arkeologiska
kallorna relaterar till rituell praxis ar betydligt fler till antalet dn vad som férekommer i
texterna.

Dessutom framstar de domesticerade djuren som mer viktiga och symboliska i de
arkeologiska kallorna an i eddornas skildringar. En del berattelser forekommer dock dar
domesticerade djur beskrivs, exempelvis berattelserna om djuren pa bondgarden Alfhem,
en gard som var berémd for sin svinavel. De vilda djuren betonas daremot mer i Snorres
Edda. De arkeologiska djurbilderna av ormar och drakar associerar till draken Fafne och
Midgardsormen Nidhtgg, dven om texterna inte direkt kan forklara de materiella sparen.
Det mest framtrddande djuret i badde Snorres Edda och i det arkeologiska materialet
ar hasten. | Skdldskaparmdl beskriver en strof hastarnas betydelse for varlden: “Arvak
och Allsvinn drar solen som skrevs forut. Rimfaxe eller Fjorsvartne drar natten. Skinfaxe
eller Glad fdljer dagen”. | de arkeologiska kallorna framtrader bade hast och hund ofta
i samband med begravningsritualer. Hundar har ddremot en 1&g profil i texterna, med
undantag for hunden Garm som vaktade underjorden tills han slet sig vid Ragnarok.
Det finns bade en obalans och en samstammighet mellan de olika djuren som
forekommer i Snorres Edda och det arkeologiska materialet. Framtoningen av speciella
djur tycks ha att gora med deras forhallande till ledande och dominanta grupper i
bade gudavarlden och det forkristna samhallet. Kopplingen mellan exempelvis hdstar,
betydelsefulla gudar och méanniskor &r tydlig. En aristokratisk och manlig framtoning
finns i de nedtecknade myterna och det tycks som om den nedtecknade nordiska
mytologin fungerade som en historisk bakgrund for en lika aristokratisk och l&rd miljg i
det 1200-tal da den nedtecknades.

Djuren var en viktig del i manniskans livsvarld och framtrader som betydelsefulla krafter
i mytologin i vilken fantasifulla djur skapades. Djur och fantasidjur blev sprakror for
manskliga egenskaper och manniskans sociala position. Med hjdlp av djuren visades vem
man var, och med djuren kunde dessutom makterna kontrolleras.

Djurens roll
De arkeologiska kéllorna visar att ritualer vanligen har en lang historia och kan sparas
langt tillbaka i tiden. | dessa ritualer var djuren aktérer for olika andamdl. Speciellt de
domesticerade djuren var viktiga i ritualer vid hus och gérdar. De var ocksa betydelsefulla
vid begravningar och ritualer vid vatmarker. De vilda djuren och fantasidjuren var
betydelsefulla for identitet och kulturella omvandlingar.
Arkeologins langa tidsperspektiv ger oss darmed mdjligheter att urskilja hur ritualer
med djur varierade och forandrades under loppet av jamaldern. Det skedde tydliga
forandringar i gravskicket pa 200-taler e Kr och fran den tiden kan vi spara ritualer som
levt vidare genom hela vikingatiden. Det &r mojligt att de olika ritualerna var kopplade
till speciella situationer som hade att géra med handelser i en manniskas livscykel eller



sarskilda handelser i samband med fredsforklaringar, verenskommelser, krig, konflikter
eller andra traumatiska upplevelser. Djuren hade uppenbarligen en stor betydelse fér den
datida manniskans livssituation.

Djuren signalerar dgande och makt, men berdttar ocksd om personers karaktdr. Man
kan tdnka sig att det som dd uppfattades som "historia” ocksa gav identitet och makt.
Djurens historiska bakgrund hade darfér betydelse for hur ritualerna utférdes. Om man
hade kunskap om en mycket avidgsen tid, om myter och kosmologiskt ursprung, kunde
man édterknyta sig sjalv och sin sléakt till denna historia genom utférandet av ritualerna.
Forkristen rituell praxis kan darfor ségas ha bade religitsa orsaker och vara uttryck for
sin samtids varderingar. Djursymboliken antyder gardsnara och folkliga vardagligheter.
men ocksd en aristokrati med alla dess behov av politiska och ideclogiska signaler.

Det ar emellertid problematiskt att riktigt beskriva hur ritualerna gatt till och varfor de
utforts. Ord och begrepp racker inte alltid till for att tolka och kategorisera ritualerna och
platserna ddr dessa utspelades. Djuren hade betydelse for valgang i livet och fungerade
till minne av de doda. Och med sina egenskaper blev de formanskligade samtidigt
som de anvandes for att identifiera manniskans karaktarskvalitéer. De arkeologiska
sparen visar att manniskor och djur var dterkommande motiv i en fortlevande
varldshild. Kroppsmetaforiken med manniskar och djur, och inte minst transformationer
mellan dem, var ett sorts praktiserande av manniskors tankar, deras varldshild och
forestaliningar om kosmos.
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Animals and pre-Christian
ideas about the cosmos

Kristina Jennbert

People’s relations to animals and their various
roles took many different expressions in the
pre-Christian era. In certain contexts animals
had practical functions, but in others they also
had symbolic values. Animals were significant for
humans in many different ways. Domesticated
animals, wild beasts, and fabulous creatures
were a part of different spheres of human life
and were used in a variety of ways. We therefore
find animals in most archaeological contexts. Do-
mesticated animals are found above all as skeletal
remains on farms and in graves, while wild animals
and fantasy animals are chiefly depicted on ar-
tefacts, picture-stones, and runestones. Rituals
involving animals are attested from most of the
pre-Christian period, indeed, all the way back to
the Stone Age. The material traces signal atti-
tudes to animals which are both similar to and
different from today's. They therefore provide
interesting perspectives on pre-Christian rituals
and ideas, and not least on how people valued and
related to animals.

The history of domesticated animals in Scandina-
via goes back to the Stone Age. The oldest known
domesticated animal is the dog, which occurred as
early as the Palaeolithic, that is, over 12,000 years
ago. Cattle, sheep, and goats became common
much later, around 4000 BC. During the Neolithic
pigs were also domesticated. This is a relatively
easy species to domesticate since it is omnivorous
and therefore likes to be close to human settle-
ments. Tame horses began to appear in Scandi-
navia during the Bronze Age and are be-lieved to
have been imported here, even though the species
existed in Scandinavia in its wild forms. In the Late
Bronze Age beekeeping also began to occur. Con-
tacts with the Roman Empire brought significant
influences and left material traces in Scandinavia.
The stock of domesticated animals was thus ex-
panded, with imported poultry (hens, ducks, and
geese) in the centuries around the Birth of Christ.
Another result of the Romans’ extensive contacts
was that the first tame cats came to Scandinavia

at this time. Depending on the domesticated
animals’ economic significance and their different
qualities, they were used for food and raw materi-
al, but also as watch-dogs, as draught animals, or
for riding. Favourable and desirable characteristics
made animals attractive for crossing and breed-
ing. Aesthetic values in animals, their hereditary
traits, and their practical function were probably
significant for the use of animals in ritual practice
and in metaphor in Norse mythology. Wild animals
close to the farms, whether fur-bearing animals,
animals killed for meat, or beasts of prey — were
also an important part of the human life-world on
account of their various forms of behaviour and
characteristic features, and this was expressed in
Norse mythology. The same applies to the fantasy
creatures that we see depicted. They were both
human-like and composed of different body parts
from the living world of animals and the world of
the imagination.

Rituals on farms
Archaeologists usually find bones of cattle, pigs,
sheep, goats, horses, dogs, cats, ducks, and geese
in Iron Age farm contexts. There were small and
large farms with all kinds of animals, but there
were also farms which specialized in, for example,
sheep rearing or horse breeding. Bones from
wild animals are rarely found in farm contexts,
although of course they occurred in the vicinity.
Hunting and slaughtering of wild animals may have
been practised at special places in the landscape.
With a knowledge of all the animal species that
existed in people’s surroundings, we can better
understand the ritual use of animals. When people
built houses for themselves, they placed things
- pots or grindstones, but also whole or partial
animal bodies — in the holes dug for the posts
to support the walls or roof, in trenches running
the length of the walls, and in pits right beside the
houses. In archaeological research these rituals
are called “building offerings”. In this context
the sheep was the most commonly used animal,
but cattle, pigs. dogs, and horses also occurred.
In rarer cases cats and wild birds were also used
as offerings.
Some examples show how animals could be trea-
ted. Just before the Birth of Christ, a three-year-
old stallion was cut into eight parts which were
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deposited in the foundation of a house at Sejiflod
in northern Jutland. A century or so later, unburnt
dog bodies were placed in two houses on the sett-
lement site of Lundsgaard on Fyn. In both buil-
dings the dogs were placed close to the fireplace
and the entrance. A special find is the deposit of
two sheep on the Agerbygdrd site on Bornholm.
Two complete sheep were placed in a shallow pit
when a building was to be erected on the site.
Among the skeletons were two identical brooches
(fibulae), a small bronze bead, and seven amber
beads. The find can be dated to the time around
AD 400. We know of other rituals where parts of
animals and humans were deposited in slag heaps
and pits on the farm or at some enclosure. Bones
of horses, cattle, sheep, or pigs in wells suggest
that they were used to seal the well when people
abandoned the place. Domesticated animals were
significant for life on the farm; they gave protec-
tion, but they could also be used to mark a move
away from the place. Animals, like other objects,
were used actively and consciously to bring good
luck and in farewell situations.

Rituals at special houses and in wetlands
Animals were also a part of rituals in and beside
special houses which began to be constructed
in the fifth century, inspired by early churches
in the Roman Empire. The excavation of the cult
house at Uppakra in Skane uncovered masses
of animal bones, chiefly slaughtered horses and
other domesticated animals. Another example is
the large assemblage of animal bones found at a
small Viking Age building in Borg in Ostergdtland.
In the yard outside the house there was a huge
amount of bones, chiefly from cattle and horses,
but also from pigs, sheep/goats, dog, and cats.
The material showed that people also slaughtered
red deer, fox, beaver, badger, salmon, and geese
on the site, albeit in smaller quantities. Several of
the domesticated animal bones show traces of
violent chops and blows. The distribution of the pig
bones shows that the animals were probably seg-
regated by sex, since the sow bones were found
together with amulet rings in one part of the yard,
while the boar bones were in a quite different part,
close to ovens and smithwork.

Of quite a different character was the Viking Age
cult site found at Froso Church in Jamtland. The

site lies on a crest right beside a Late Iron Age
cemetery with a view over lake Storsjon. Excava-
tions under the chancel of the church revealed
the stump of a birch tree surrounded by animal
bones. Bear, pig, elk, sheep, goat, cattle, red deer,
squirrel, horse, jackdaw, capercaillie, whitefish,
salmon/trout, pike, and possibly dog. domestic
hen, and bat were identified in the unburnt bones.
The find also included the greater part of a bear
skeleton, while remains of pigs, sheep/goats, and
cattle consisted solely of parts of skulls and long
bones. Interestingly, occasional fragments of hu-
man bones were found beside the tree trunk. On
sites of this type, animals denote slaughter and
remains of meals. On certain types of objects
found in cult houses there is also decoration with
animals and humans, probably with ritual and cos-
mological allusions.

Rituals in wetlands with deposits of artefacts,
animals, and humans are documented from the
greater part of the pre-Christian period. At Réekil-
lorna in southern Skdne, people during the period
from the Neolithic to the Roman Iron Age offered
artefacts, pots, human bones, and bones of horse,
dog, cattle, sheep, pig. and hen on numerous
occasions. Rituals could also be performed on a
single occasion at a special place. One example is
the find at Begesp Mose near Praestg in southern
Sjeelland. At the end of the ninth century, animals
were sacrificed in a boggy area, a short distance
from dry land. Skulls and the lower parts of the
metacarpals and metatarsals of adult goats and
two kids, all females, were found together in a net
within a limited area framed by small stones.

Rituals in connection with death and burial
Ways of burying people have varied in the course
of history. A recurrent theme, however, is the rit-
ual use of animals in connection with death and
burial. Finds of bones suggest that people in cer-
tain contexts discarded dead humans and animals
in a similar way. In certain periods, for example,
dogs and horses were buried in special graves
which closely resembled those of humans. In the
third century it became more common to deposit
large body parts or complete bodies of a domesti-
cated animal in human graves. One example is the
cemetery of Skovgaarde in Sjalland where whole
pigs and sheep were placed in the richly equipped



graves. One of the earliest horse graves has also
been found in this cemetery.

The ship grave at Ladby in Fyn in an example of
a grave from the start of the tenth century. In a
lavishly furnished ship, no less than 11 horses and
three or four dogs had been sacrificed in the stern
of the boat. In boat graves from the Vendel Period
and the Viking Age there are often one to five hor-
ses, one to four dogs, and one or more specimen
of either cattle, sheep, or pig. It is also common
to find hirds of prey in these graves. Apart from
martial pursuits, the dead also indulged in hunting,
especially falconry.

Horses, sheep, goats, cattle, pigs, dogs, cats,
hens, and birds of prey are animals that often oc-
cur in graves from the Iron Age. This suggests that
there was general prosperity and that humans and
animals were very close at this time. Before this,
in the Early Bronze Age, the dead were wrapped in
simple cow skins, as we find in oak-coffin graves.
In later periods people instead used skins of bear
and lynx as shrouds. The question is whether the
choice of these animals was a confirmation of the
strong personality of the deceased or his hunting
skill.

Rituals in connection with death and burial give
the impression of having been performed in me-
mory of the dead persons. Animals, like the other
grave goods, were important for symbolizing the
characteristics and social position of the dead
person. Ownership of a large stock of animals was
expressed after death in the burial ritual, when
certain animals were slaughtered to accompany
the dead person into the grave. Rituals in memory
of the dead reflected responsibility for and pro-
tection of the survivors' farm and the continued
life of the kindred. This was achieved by ritualizing
the dead person's prosperity and characteristics.
The burial ritual also meant that the survivors
gave up wealth and valuable animals to honour the
dead person and to ensure worldly power.

Animal language
People let animals speak for themselves. Beasts
of prey, birds, serpents, and fantasy animals were
part of the imagery, for example, on ornaments
and weapons, picture-stones and runestones. Cer-
tain objects were produced in large series, for in-
stance the Vendel Period beak fibulae, bird fibulae,

and fish fibulae, and the animal-headed brooches
of the Viking Age. The ornaments are decorated
with the basic theme of a bird, fish, or other ani-
mal body. They were portrayed with variations on
this theme in different workshops. The question is
what these animal images represent. One example
is fibulae on the theme of birds. They have often
been interpreted as Odin's ravens, Hugin and
Munin. A closer study of the ornaments reveals
a different interpretation based on the form and
stance of the bird's body. The stout aerofoil of the
shoulders and the folded wings with the claws in
diving position suggest rather that the image re-
presents a bird of prey. The ornaments therefore
give the impression of a bird of prey hunting its
guarry in a straight diving position. It is possibly
a goshawk or a peregrine falcon. The bird fibulae
found in women'’s graves evoke falconry, an aristo-
cratic form of hunting which is also attested in
the bones in richly equipped graves.

Another example of animal language is the figures
on picture-stones. The imagery can be interpreted
in many ways, but they probably tell of mythical
sagas and events, in a way similar to modern
comics. Among the animals on the picture-stones,
horses are often central motifs, such as Odin's
eight-legged horse Sleipnir. Dogs, cattle, elk, or
deer, fish, birds, serpents, and fantasy animals
are also portrayed on picture-stones. Pictures of
animals on runestones are dominated by fantastic
dragon-serpents, twisting artistically, sometimes
around a large quadruped. The reason for the
profuse occurrence of animals and imaginary
creatures in these contexts is not certain, but
they were perhaps used to characterize families
and individuals.

From the fifth century and well into the Christian
period, objects belonging to both the male and the
female sphere were decorated with animals and
imaginary creatures. An eye, a foot, a thigh, and
a head from some domesticated animal or a wild
animal were often put together to give a fantastic
animal in an ingenious pattern. This style of art is
usually called Scandinavian animal ornamentation.
Serpents, birds, wild boar, and quadrupeds also
adorn artfully stamped gold bracteates and other
splendid objects of precious metal. Scandinavian
animal ornamentation, with its complex zoomor-
phic motifs, changed in the course of the Late
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Iron Age, however. Finally the animal motifs were
taken so far that they became totally illegible to
those who were not familiar with the symbolic
meanings of the style. This zoomorphic language
probably reflects a link between the Norse areas
and continental Christian Europe. From these
contacts, Scandinavian animal ornamentation
developed its distinctive imagery which contained
information about the owner's identity and his
beliefs about divine powers.

The zoomorphic motifs are usually composed of
several different animals. A quadruped, for ex-
ample, could be given pig's feet and bird's claws
and horns like a goat or cow. Scandinavian animal
ornamentation is overflowing with figures of such
ambiguous species. Fantastic beasts composed of
serpents, dragons, birds, and humans are ingen-
iously depicted with their faces in profile or en
face, with separated or joined body parts, and with
what seems to be a specially composed language
of body gestures. The animal ornamentation with
its images of transformations between human
and animal was a kind of animal language used
by influential people and probably vis-d-vis mighty
powers. In Norse mythology, many-sided and pow-
erful beings are not portrayed as a definite spe-
cies. They were something in between real beings
and imaginary creatures. Their properties meant
that they could act freely and flexibly to solve seri-
ous problems. Transforming beings played a major
part in the Norse cosmology. both at the creation
of the world and at its destruction. Transforming
beings enabled unlimited possibilities.

The merger of culture and nature
Rituals and transformations of animals and blends
of human and animal in pictorial art link the ar-
chaeological evidence with the Icelandic narratives
and the art of poetry itself. The material expres-
sions also give a background to interpretations of
personal names, attendant spirits (fylgjur) in ani-
mal form, and shape-shifting. People’s relations
to animals and the role of animals thus become
more distinct and more nuanced.
Personal names in the Viking Age and Early Middle
Ages reveal people’s attitudes to animals. Wild
animals were common in the naming of persons,
with bear, wolf, eagle, and serpent dominating
heavily, while fox, wild boar, beaver, raven, hawk,

falcon, and sparrow were less common. Among
the domesticated animals, horse, cock, and goose
occur occasionally as part of personal names. For
some reason, men had animal species in their
names much more often than women. Perhaps
animal qualities like speed, strength, courage, or
cunning were supposed to be transferred to the
bearer of the name and could therefore be as-
sociated with the self-image of the family. The
names could also be linked to good or evil forces,
or to honour, power, and integrity. Personal names
are therefore part of the merger of culture and
nature that is found in Norse mythology.

Animal fylgjur in Icelandic literature are associated
with male characteristics. Among the attendant
spirits of the leading men, tame animals are
represented by ox, goat, and boar. Those from
untamed nature were fox, wolf, deer, bear, polar
bear, swan, eagle, falcon, leopard, lion, and ser-
pent. Imaginary beings such as giants, dragons,
and fabulous birds could also protect men in
leading positions. The animal fylgjur of the more
anonymous men included cattle, pig, wolf, hawk,
and other birds. An interesting aspect is that hor-
ses are not associated with animals as attendant
spirits. Persons with animal names and animal
fYlgjur marked transformations between human
and animal. Certain people also had the ability to
change their shape temporarily.

Domesticated animals from farm contexts and
wild animals from the Norse fauna contrast with
the more exotic animals. Polar bear, lion, and leo-
pard testify to far-reaching contacts since these
animals did not occur naturally in Scandinavia.
There is thus no agreement between the animal
species in the fauna of fylgjur and the species
found in the archaeological record. Perhaps the
transformed bodies and interwoven animal and
humans can be compared with the shape changes
of which we hear in mythological tales and sagas?
These tell how mortals and gods, above all Odin
and Loki, could change their appearance. They
could act outside their own bodies, for example,
swimming or flying, concealing themselves, or de-
ceiving others. They could also play other parts by
transforming themselves into animals.

In Ynglingasaga Snorri tells that Odin could change
shape: “When he did so his body would lie there as
if he were asleep or dead: but he himself, in an



instant, in the shape of a bird or animal, a fish or a
serpent, went to distant countries on his or other
men’s errands.” The gods could also be given ani-
mal names on account of their ability to change
shape. In the Poetic Edda Odin is given just over 70
names, two of which are associated with the same
species of animal, the serpents Ofnir and Svafnir.
In the sagas Odin is called by names referring
to several different animal species: bear, eagle,
hawk, horse, and wolf. Other gods and beings
could change shape. Loki had an ability to turn
himself into an animal or a woman. His children
by the giantess Angrboda had infinite powers: the
fettered wolf Fenrir, the Midgard Serpent circling
the earth, and Hel in her underground realm of
the dead. Loki's children all became active at
Ragnarok, contributing to the destruction of the
world. Beings representing such natural forces
were present in the world and threatened its
existence, possessing forces that the gods could
not subdue.

Mouthpieces for human properties
Animals and zoomorphic images in the archaeolo-
gical sources provide a background to the myths
involving animals. It is clear that animals play a
significant part in Norse mythology. Odin’s horse,
Thor's he-goats, and Freyja's cats are examples
of central animal figures in the lives of the gods.
The background, however, gives a much mare
varied picture of the role of animals than we see in
Snorri's Edda. The animal species in the archaeo-
logical sources which relate to ritual practice are
much more numerous than what we find in the
texts.
In addition, the domesticated animals seem more
important and symbolic in the archaeological
sources than in the Eddas. There are nevertheless
some narratives which describe domesticated
animals, for example, the tales of the animals
at Alfheim, a farm that was famous for its pig
breeding. Wild animals, in contrast, are stressed
more in Snorri's Edda. The archaeological images
of serpents and dragons arouse associations with
the dragon Fafnir and the Midgard Serpent Nid-
hogg. although the texts cannot directly explain
the material traces. The most prominent animal
both in Snorri's Edda and in the archaeological
record is the horse. In Skdldskaparmdl there is

a stanza describing the importance of horses for
the world: "Arvak and Allsvinn draw the sun, as
was written above. Hrimfaxi or Fiorsvartnir draw
the night, Skinfaxi or Glad go with the day.” In the
archaeological sources both horse and dog often
appear in connection with funeral rituals. Dogs, on
the other hand, have a low profile in the texts, with
the exception of the dog Garm, who guarded the
underworld until he broke free at Ragnarok.

There is both an imbalance and a concordance
between the different animals that occur in
Snorri's £dda and the archaeological material.
The prominence of special animals seems to have
something to do with their relationship to leading
groups both in the divine world and in pre-Christi-
an society. The link, for example, between horses,
important gods, and mortals is clear. There is an
aristocratic and masculine bias in the recorded
myths, and it seems as if the Norse mytho-
logy as it was written down served as a historical
background to an equally aristocratic and learned
environment in the thirteenth century when it was
committed to parchment.

Animals were an important part of the human
life-world, and they stand out as significant for-
ces in the mythology in which fantasy creatures
were created. Real animals and fantasy animals
became mouthpieces for human characteristics
and reflections of people’s social position. With
the aid of animals one could show who one was,
and with animals one could moreover control the
higher powers.

The role of animals
The archaeological evidence shows that rituals
usually have a long history and can be traced far
back in time. Animals were actors in these rituals,
serving different purposes. Domesticated animals
were particularly important in rituals at houses
and farms. They were also significant at funerals
and wetland rituals. Wild animals and fantasy
creatures were significant for identity and cultural
transformations.
The long temporal perspective of archaeology
thus gives us opportunities to distinguish how rit-
uals with animals underwent variation and change
in the course of the Iron Age. There were clear
changes in mortuary practice in the third century
AD, and from that time we can detect rituals
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which survived throughout the Viking Age. It is
possible that the different rituals were connected
to special situations which had to do with events
in a person's life cycle or special happenings in
connection with peace agreements, war, conflicts
or other traumatic experiences. Animals were evi-
dently of great significance for the life of people
at the time.

Animals signal ownership and power, but they also
say something about people’s character. One can
envisage that what was then perceived as "histo-
ry" also gave identity and power. The animals’ his-
torical background was thus important for the way
the rituals were performed. If one had knowledge
of a very distant time, of myths and cosmological
origins, one could reconnect oneself and one's
family to this history by performing the rituals.
Pre-Christian ritual practice can therefore be said
both to have religious causes and to be an expres-
sion of contemporary values. Animal symbolism
hints at everyday realities close to the grass-roots
level of the farm, but also an aristocracy with all
its need for political and ideological signals.

It is problematic, however, to describe exactly
how the rituals were performed and why. Words
and concepts are not always sufficient for us to
interpret and categorize the rituals and the places
where they were enacted. Animals were important
for prosperity in life and functioned in memory
of the dead. And with their characteristics they
were humanized while simultaneously being
used to identify the qualities of human beings.
The archaeological traces show that people and
animals were recurrent motifs in an enduring
cosmology. The bodily metaphors with humans
and animals, and in particular the transformations
between them, were a way to manifest people’s
thoughts, their world-view, and their ideas about
the cosmos.

Sejd, sorcery and shamanism
in the Viking Age

Neil Price

For the people of late Iron Age Scandinavia, “re-
ligion" ultimately encompassed every aspect of
life, though naturally it primarily concerned beliefs
relating to the supernatural. In its essence, we
should see this spiritual complex as nothing less
than a particular understanding of the nature of
reality itself.

One of the key elements of this mindset was a
channel of communication, through which Viking
Age men and women interacted with the invisible
population of gods and other beings that shared
their lives. It is hard to find an adequate word for
this in modern languages, though something like
“sorcery” or “magic” perhaps comes closest. In Old
Norse we find several different terms for it, but it
is clear from the sources that the most important
of these was seidr, usually written today as sejd in
Swedish, or seid in Norwegian and Danish.

The evidence for sorcery
Our sources for this phenomenon are over-
whelmingly literary in character, drawn from the
corpus of writings primarily composed in Iceland
in the centuries immediately following the Viking
Age. Among the key texts for the study of Nordic
sorcery are the mythological and heroic poems of
the Poetic Edda, the Icelandic sagas, and the pas-
sages of spiritual lore found in Snorri Sturluson's
Prose Edda. To these we may add a handful of
references in the skaldic praise poetry, and the
occasional disapproving entry on magic in the
early medieval Scandinavian law codes.
There is also a scattering of archaeological evi-
dence, though this is very hard to interpret. While
some of it may best be understood in the light
of the written sources, it is vital to remember
not only the contemporary nature of the mate-
rial culture (unlike the literary record, which was
formed centuries later), but also the fact that in
the archaeology we see traces of ideas and prac-
tices that have left no documentary trace at all.
When we take these sources together, it seems
that sejd — and other named forms of magic such



