
 

 

The Swine in Old Nordic Religion and Worldview 

 

Lenka Kov§rov§ 

Lokaverkefni til MAïgr§Ħu ² norrÞnni tr¼ 

 

F®lagsv²sindasviĦ 



 

The Swine in Old Nordic Religion and Worldview 

 

Lenka Kov§rov§ 

Lokaverkefni til MAïgr§Ħu ² norrÞnni tr¼ 

LeiĦbeinandi: Terry Gunnell 

 

F®lags- og mannv²sindadeild 

F®lagsv²sindasviĦ H§sk·la ĉslands 

Okt·ber 2011 



 

RitgerĦ Īessi er lokaverkefni til MAïgr§Ħu ² norrÞnni tr¼ og er ·heimilt aĦ afrita 

ritgerĦina § nokkurn h§tt nema meĦ leyfi r®tthafa. 

É Lenka Kov§rov§ 2011 

 

 

Reykjav²k, ĉsland 2011



4 

 

Ćgrip 

 

ĩessari lokaritgerĦ er ÞtlaĦ aĦ sĨna fram § mikilvÞgi sv²na (bÞĦi villisv²na og alisv²na) ² l²fi 

og tr¼arbrºgĦum norrÞnna manna meĦ aĦal§herslu § Vendel-t²mann og seinni skeiĦ. 

Gºlturinn er eĦlilega ² fyrirr¼mi, enda ºflugt t§kn sem yfirleitt hefur veriĦ tengt Frey og 

Freyju, en ®g fÞri rºk fyrir aĦ hafi sj§lfstÞĦa ĪĨĦingu. Til grundvallar t¼lkunar § ĪĨĦingu 

sv²na, fjallar ritgerĦin um helstu hugmyndir um dĨr ² norrÞnni heiĦni og heimsmynd, Īar § 

meĦal tr¼ § hamskipti og fylgjur. LºgĦ er §hersla §, aĦ § j§rnºld hafi n§nd manna og dĨra 

veriĦ meiri en n¼ § dºgum og aĦ jafnvel hafi veriĦ litiĦ svo §, aĦ gildi dĨra hafi veriĦ svipaĦ 

og manna. Heimildir leiĦa glºgglega ² lj·s, aĦ ²mynd sv²nsins hafi ekki einskorĦast viĦ aĦeins 

einn eiginleika: H¼n var auglj·slega fjºlbreytileg. Ćsamt myndinni af m§ttugu, gºfugu dĨri, 

birtist myndin af hÞttulegum villigelti, sem kynntur er sem andskoti hetjunnar, og sv²n eru 

stundum sett ² samhengi viĦ m·Ħganir. Tamin sv²n koma sjaldan fyrir ² mannanºfnum en sj§st 

Ī· stºku sinnum sett ² samband viĦ hamskipti og Ī§ ² fremur neikvÞĦu samhengi. ĩessi 

Īversagnakennda staĦa sv²nsins gÞti hafa skapast fyrir §hrif hÞgfara innleiĦingar kristni (Īar 

sem ²mynd sv²nsins er fremur neikvÞĦ). Samt sem §Ħur virĦist uppruna mismunandi skilnings 

§ tºmdum og villtum sv²num mega rekja til forkristniskeiĦs. Eftirtektarvert er ĪaĦ, aĦ villt dĨr 

sj§st ² listum og ² enn r²kara mÞli ² mannanºfnum, meĦan tamin sv²n koma sjaldan fyrir ² 

Īessu samhengi. Samt sem §Ħur koma §Ħurnefndar Īversagnir aĦ haldi Īegar dregnar eru 

§lyktanir um hvort geltir tengdir Frey og Freyju voru villtir eĦa tamdir, en um Īetta hafa 

frÞĦimenn ekki alltaf veriĦ § eitt s§ttir. Allt bendir til, aĦ geltir Īeir, sem koma fyrir ² 

goĦafrÞĦinni, l²kt og ² mannanºfnum og listum (jafnvel Ī·tt Īeir hafi hringaĦa r·fu), hlj·ti aĦ 

hafa veriĦ villigeltir (Ī·tt sl²kar skepnur vÞru ·Īekktar § ĉslandi), og Īeir hafi aĦallega haft § 

s®r yfirbragĦ l²kamsstyrks og hugrekkis. Undirr·t sl²krar fullyrĦingar er s¼, aĦ Īessar 

birtingarmyndir galta tengjast yfirleitt t§knmyndum bardaga, enda benda nºfn galta Freys og 

Freyju til hernaĦarlistareĦlis Īeirra. ĩetta atriĦi rennir ennfremur stoĦum undir aĦalrºksemd 

Īessarar ritgerĦar, sem vefengir Ī§ ¼tbreiddu skoĦun, aĦ litiĦ hafi veriĦ § gelti ² norrÞnni 

goĦafrÞĦi sem frj·semist§kn, enda sĨna gºgn fram §, aĦ enga beina sºnnun s® aĦ finna ² 

norrÞnum heimildum um aĦ geltir standi fyrir frj·semi. S¼ hugmynd var l²klega byggĦ § 

samanburĦi viĦ gr²skar goĦsagnir og/eĦa § Īeirri t¼lkun § hlutverki Freys og Freyju, aĦ Īau 

hafi ² meginatriĦum veriĦ frj·semisgoĦ. Engu aĦ s²Ħur, s® litiĦ § gºltinn §n tillits til Freys og 

Freyju (eins og h®r er gert), opnast mºguleiki § aĦ skoĦa m§liĦ ² m§lefnalegu lj·si, §n 
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ford·ma og §giskana, til aĦ freista Īess aĦ gera s®r lj·san skilning Īeirra t²ma manna. ĩannig 

verĦur ekki aĦeins lj·st, aĦ gºlturinn sem sl²kur var § engan h§tt tengdur t§knmynd frj·semi, 

heldur undirstrikar ĪaĦ einnig, aĦ ĂgaltardĨrkuninñ eĦa vinsÞldir galtarins geti veriĦ mun 

eldri en germºnsk j§rnºld, og ·h§Ħ seinni t²ma tengingum viĦ Frey og Freyju. Ć svipaĦan h§tt, 

s®u tengingar viĦ goĦin lºgĦ til hliĦar, m§ endurmeta dĨraf·rnir Īannig aĦ litiĦ s® § ĪÞr ² 

grundvallaratriĦum fr§ sj·narh·li tilgangs f·rnar og dĨrsins sj§lfs. Sl²kt sj·narmiĦ bendir til 

aĦ galtarf·rnir hafi veriĦ tengdar einhvers konar seiĦ, meĦan nautsf·rnir hafi yfirleitt §tt s®r 

lagalegan tilgang. ĩ·tt ritgerĦin sĨni fram § hvernig t§knmynd galtarins er ·h§Ħ Frey og 

Freyju, ¼tilokar h¼n auĦvitaĦ ekki Ī§ staĦreynd aĦ Īau voru ºll tengd hvert ºĦru § einn eĦa 

annan h§tt. BÞĦi Īessi goĦ og gºlturinn nutu mikilla vinsÞlda ² Sv²Īj·Ħ og Ī§ s®rstaklega § 

Vendel-t²manum. Heimildir leiĦa ennfremur ² lj·s, aĦ gºlturinn geti hafa veriĦ eins konar 

blÞtisdĨr meĦal Sv²a og hafi meira aĦ segja n§Ħ stºĦu t§knmyndar sÞnskra konunga, sem 

virĦist sannaĦ af rituĦum heimildum, fornleifafundum og jafnvel mannanºfnum.
1
  

  

                                                 
1
 Translated from English by čttar Ott·sson. 
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Abstract 

This thesis tries to explore how swine (both wild and domestic) were of social and religious 

importance for the Nordic people, its main emphasis being placed on the Vendel period 

onwards. Naturally, a major focus is the boar, a powerful symbol which has usually been 

associated with Freyr and Freyja, but which I argue had an independent significance. As a 

background for the interpretation of the swine, the thesis discusses the main ideas about 

animals in Old Nordic religion and worldview, among them beliefs in shape-changing or 

fylgjur in animal shape. It underlines that in the Iron Age humans and animals were closer to 

each other than they are today, and that animals might have been seen as having a similar 

value to humans. The evidence also makes it clear that the image of swine was not limited to 

one characteristic: it clearly varied. Alongside the image of a mighty, noble animal, we 

encounter the image of a dangerous wild boar being presented as the enemy of a hero, pigs 

also sometimes appearing in connection with an insult. Domestic pigs rarely appear in 

personal names but occasionally appear in connection with shape-changing, and then in a 

somewhat negative context. This dialectic of the swine might have been influenced by the 

gradual arrival of Christianity (in which the image of the swine is rather negative). 

Nonetheless, it appears that the difference of understanding with regard to the domestic and 

the wild swine might have been of pre-Christian origin. It is noteworthy that wild animals are 

present in art and extensively in personal names, while the domestic pigs rarely appear in such 

contexts. Nonetheless, the dialectic noted above helps us to draw some conclusions about 

whether the boars associated with Freyr and Freyja were wild or domestic, something about 

which there has not always been agreement among scholars. Everything points to the idea that 

the mythological boars, like those in personal names and art (even when they have curly tails), 

must have been wild boars (even if such beasts were not known in Iceland) and that they were 

mainly seen from the viewpoint of their physical power and bravery. The reason for making 

such a statement is that these images of boars are commonly related to battle symbols, the 

names of Freyrôs and Freyjaôs boars also pointing to their martial character. This point also 

gives rise to the main argument of the thesis, which questions the widespread opinion that the 

boar in Old Nordic religion should be seen as a symbol of fertility. As the evidence also 

shows, Nordic sources contain no direct evidence of the boar representing fertility. This idea 

was probably based on comparison with Greek myths and/ or on the interpretations of Freyr 

and Freyja as being essentially fertility deities. Nonetheless, when we look at the boar 
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independently of Freyr and Freyja (as is done here) it becomes possible to view it without 

prejudice and presumptions in an objective fashion, in an attempt to understand how it was 

understood by the people of the time. This makes it not only clear that the boar itself in its 

symbolic function was in no way connected to fertility but also underlines that the ñboar cultò 

or boar popularity might be much older than the Germanic Iron Age, and independent of the 

later associations with Freyr and Freyja. In a similar way, if we put the associations with the 

gods to one side, we can reconsider animal sacrifice, considering it essentially from the 

viewpoint of the purpose of sacrifice and the animal itself. Such a view suggests that the 

sacrifice of the boar seems to have been connected with some kind of magic while the 

sacrifice of the bull usually had legal purposes. Although the thesis shows how the boar as a 

symbol is independent from Freyr and Freyja, it naturally does not rule out the fact that they 

were all associated with each other in some way or other. Both they and the boar were very 

popular in Sweden, and especially during the Vendel Period. The sources also show that the 

boar might have been some kind of totemic animal for the Swedes, most especially attaining 

the role of a symbol of the Swedish kings, something which appears to be proven by literary 

evidence, archaeological finds and even personal names. 
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Foreword  

 

It is hard to say when and how my interest in swine started. These animals, often 

misunderstood by people, have always been close to me for many reasons, but especially for 

their intelligence and independence. As I have been collecting various figures of pigs and 

information about them ever since I was a child, I naturally wanted to collect further material 

about them when I came to Iceland as an exchange student in 2005/ 2006. I decided to write a 

student paper on pigs for the ñNorrÞn tr¼ò course on Old Nordic religion, not least because I 

had earlier been involved in history of religion, and found that much of the material on pigs in 

this context was new to me. This paper was successful, and thanks to Professor Terry Gunnell, 

when I came back to Iceland a year later, I was given an opportunity to extend this project 

into an MA thesis. There was clearly not only enough material on the role of the swine in Old 

Nordic society and religion, but also a lot of room for possible discussion and development.  

There was even more source material than I could imagine, At the beginning, the idea 

had been to collect all the Germanic ñboarò material, but as my research continued, I realised 

that this would be a job that would take the next twenty years. Therefore my thesis has come 

to concentrate especially on such concepts as the human-animal relationship reflected in Old 

Nordic religion, a rethinking and (to some degree) a rejection of some of the older ideas that 

have been expressed about the boar, not least the idea of the boar as symbol of fertility.  

Although the writing of a thesis is largely lonely work, there are many people I want 

to thank for their help as the project has gone along. Firstly, I want to thank all of the staff and 

guests in Stofnun Ćrna Magn¼ssonar where I was given a desk in a good place. I want to 

thank especially the nice ladies from ñdrottningardyngjanò for listening to and answering my 

questions. I would also like to express my gratitude to our Old Nordic religion discussion 

group (Triin Laidoner, Ingunn Ćsd²sard·ttir, Kolfinna J·natansd·ttir, Luke John Murphy, 

člºf Bjarnad·ttir, GerĦur Halld·ra SigurĦard·ttir) for their comments on the topic. Particular 

thanks are due to člºf and GerĦur for reading over and correcting one of my chapters. I also 

want to thank Andrea Îvars and Radka Kov§Śov§ for ordering my bibliography; to V²t 

Engelthaler and Eva Vyb²ralov§ for translations from German; and to čttar Ott·sson for 

translations from the Scandinavian languages, for the Icelandic translation of the Summary, 

and for inspiration for this thesis. Thanks are due furthermore to Christopher Alan Smith and 

Katelin Parsons for correcting some passages of the thesis; to Dr Carolyne Larrington and Dr 

Torun Zachrisson sending me very useful material, and everyone else who has at some point 
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given me suggestions, sent me material or spent time with me in discussion on the topic. 

There are, however, two people who deserve most thanks: first of all, Dr Alaric Hall, for his 

suggestions, corrections and motivating advice, and finally Prof. Terry Gunnell for his never-

ending corrections and suggestions how to improve the thesis, and mainly for his patience 

with the supervision. 

Before moving on to the thesis itself, a couple of notes need to be made about my 

referencing with regard to sources in the following chapters. While in the main text I refer to 

the primary sources themselves, in the footnotes, I refer only to the editors or translators of 

the editions I have used (rather than the name of the work in question or the series in which it 

is contained). There are, however, a few exceptions to this rule, especially in the case of old 

editions, and the various editions of ĉslenzk fornrit, in which case (rather than referring to the 

editor) I refer to ĉslenzk fornrit and the relevant volume number. 

 

June 2011 

Lenka Kov§Śov§ 
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1.0. Introduction  

 

Animals have always played an important role in human life, and even today, when most 

people in the Western society live in towns, animals still remain important in popular culture. 

People still commonly use animals as a reflection of reality in proverbs and sayings (such as 

ñclever as a foxò and ñdirty as a pigò), and in movies and literature, animals are often used to 

represent human characters and thus serve as a parody of society or a form of critique.
2
 

Finally, there are many childrenôs books and comic books in which animals act like people 

and in which characters are seen as corresponding to animals.
3
 In spite of this, people in 

modern society do not have daily contact with real animals as people had in past centuries 

when the society was not concentrated in towns and people had their own animals which they 

used for their livelihood. Today, people know animals only mainly as products (meat, milk 

products, and leather products) or have a few privileged kinds of animals as pets (mainly dogs 

and cats). In the rural society of the past, on the other hand, people were aware of the fact that 

their lives depended on the good health of animals, and animals thus had much more place in 

their lives than they do today. In pre-Christian times, however, animals had an even greater 

role, because they also played a central role in both myths and rituals. There are probably 

many reasons for this. Unlike in Christianity, in which man is seen as having been created as 

the ruler of animals,
4
 in natural religions it seems clear that animals are/ were seen as being 

equal to human beings.
5
 In many non-Christian societies, they were also seen as possessing 

certain qualities that people do not have.
6
 People thus sometimes tried to possess these powers 

by the use of magic, sometimes even trying to become animals by means of masks, dressing 

in skins and/ or making imitations of animal behaviour (see further Chapter 7.2.3). The 

relationship to animals expressed in the myths and rituals of these peoples shows a great deal 

about their thoughts and beliefs, and not only about the way they saw animals but also the 

way in which they saw themselves as humans.  

 

                                                 
2
 For example, in George Orwellôs Animal Farm.  

3
 For example, in works like A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh; Rudyard Kipling, The Jungle Book, and the books 

of Beatrix Potter.  
4
 Genesis 1, 28. This can be actually applied also to Judaism and Islam which rise from the same tradition. See 

further Waldau & Patton (eds.), 2006, p. xix and pp. 65-178. 
5
 Tylor 1903, vol. I, p. 469.  

6
 We can think of strength and speed but also about some supernatural qualities. See Frazer 1993, p. 31. 



15 

 

1.1. Aims 

 

In the following thesis, I will be examining the position of animals within Old Nordic religion 

(particularly of the Later Iron Age). While I expect to find some common general patterns that 

will be valid for peopleôs approaches to animals as a whole, I will be concentrating on one 

animal in particular. The animal I have chosen for this study is the swine, both wild and 

domestic. Why the swine? First of all, the available material for the study is quite rich, and yet 

comparatively unresearched.
7
 Secondly, the swine is a good example of an animal that is 

viewed in a very controversial way even today and thus, there is plenty of room for discussion 

about the reasons for such views:
8
 while it seems the swine had an important role in the 

religion of many parts of pre-Christian Europe,
9
 in monotheistic religions like Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam, it is seen as an unholy and unclean animal.
10

 Among other things, we 

have to ask whether the views of the swine changed in the north with the conversion to 

Christianity or not and whether this change was caused by the change of religion or with the 

changes in lifestyle. Some Christian influence (at least on later written sources) is nonetheless 

probable because such a diversity of views exists in the Norse literary sources which were 

recorded after the Conversion. The difficulty is in finding out what features of these texts are 

actually old (in other words pre-Christian), and what is a product of later beliefs and attitudes.  

Nonetheless, the relationship between animals and humans in Old Nordic religion and society 

will be the main thread of this thesis. In addition to reviewing the way in which animals (and 

in particular the swine) have been dealt with in previous research (both archaeological and 

literary materials), I mean to look at role and image of the swine in the wider context of the 

culture, climate and landscape. All of this is important if we are to gain a real understanding 

of the religious system and the worldview that accompanies it.  

                                                 
7
 Only one monograph exists on the boar in Germanic religion: see Beck 1965. See further Chapter 3.4. 

8
 On the one hand, the wild boar was used as a respectable coat of arms throughout the Middle Ages, and this 

remains the case today (as when the wild boar is used as a sign for sport clubs, or pubs). The image of the 

domestic pig is nonetheless more controversial. A little pig often appears as a positive or funny character in 

movies (e.g. Piglet in Winnie the Pooh, and the pig in Charlotteôs Web, Babe, Gordy, etc.). On the other hand, 

grown-up pigs are often seen as the symbols of greed and lust (as in Orwellôs Animal Farm, and songs by Black 

Sabbath (ñWar Pigsò) and Pink Floyd (ñPigsò on Animals), and various political satires in which politicians are 

pictured with faces of swine.) 
9
 Besides the Germanic religion, the other religious system which placed emphasis on the figures of swine was 

that which belonged to the Celtic people: see Ross 1967, pp. 308-321. 
10

 See the restrictions given in Leviticus 11, 7-8. Although in Christianity, pork is allowed (Acts 11, 6-10), pigs 

are not seen as being of good status, as when Jesus sends evil spirits into a herd of pigs (Matthew 8, 28-32). In 

Medieval Christianity, the pig was associated with greed and lust: see Phillips 2007, pp. 374-379. 
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In this thesis, I will begin with an explanation of important terms and concepts. After this, in 

the second chapter, I will discuss the main sources on Old Nordic religion and problems 

involved in their use. The key sources relating to the role of swine will also be listed. The 

third chapter will then deal with previous research. Although the main emphasis will be 

placed on research into the role of swine in Old Nordic religion, the key works on the role of 

animals in general in Old Nordic religion will be also discussed, mainly for their importance 

in the development of approaches. The second part of the thesis will start with the fourth 

chapter, which surveys the available information about the nature of the swine, its distribution 

in Europe in the Iron Age, its role in hunting and domestication, and then the way in which 

this reality is reflected in the archaeological sources, including rock carvings and graves. The 

fifth chapter concentrates on swine in the sagas and the way their image varies between the 

different sources. The sixth chapter begins with an analysis of the linguistic background of 

Norse words for swine, and then continues with an examination of the personal names related 

to Germanic words for the boar. The chapter contains with the discussion of possible beliefs 

involved in the power of the name; and whether it was believed that people who were given 

these names were seen as gaining (or having) the characteristics of animals. This idea 

continues in the seventh chapter with a discussion on the concept of the ñsoulò in the Old 

Norse world, and its connections to animal form (or the idea fylgjur in animal form). It is 

followed up with examples of beliefs that people ñbecameò animals (in both a literary or real 

sense). In the eighth chapter, this idea of warriors ñbecomingò the boar is discussed in relation 

to the appearance of the swine in artistic objects, mainly helmets and weaponry but also as 

part of objects designed for daily use. In the ninth chapter, the role of boars in recorded 

Nordic myth is presented, and the relationship between swine and Freyr and Freyja is 

discussed, along with some analysis of how it can be interpreted. The tenth chapter then deals 

with rituals involving swine, and the purpose of the swine sacrifice is discussed in the new 

light. In the eleventh chapter, Ƚ discuss possible ñtotemicò role of the boar in Sweden based on 

the material presented earlier. The third part of the thesis then contains conclusions and 

discussion of possible Christian influence on the extant sources. The main discussion in the 

thesis, however, is on the meaning of the swine in Old Nordic religion. 
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1.2. Key Terms and Concepts  

1.2.1. The Swine/  Boar/ Pig  

 

Before going any further, it is necessary to explain the terms applied to the animal under 

discussion, in other words, swine / boar/ pig. In a biological work, more proper terms and 

Latin names would be needed, but for a work on the role of the swine in religion, it is enough 

to concentrate on two or three terms.
11

 ñSwineò in this thesis will be used as a neutral term for 

both wild and domestic swine. Most used in the thesis is the term ñboarò, which is normally 

used for wild swine of both sexes although it was originally a term for a male swine. 

Admittedly, Colin Groves has noted that the use of the term ñwild boarò for any wild pig is an 

example of sexist terminology.
12

 Nonetheless, in the following work, ñboarò remains an 

appropriate term to use because it is mainly the male swine that seems to have had most 

importance for Old Nordic religion and Old Norse culture.
13

 I will thus use the term ñboarò 

only for male swine. In the case of discussion of the wild species of swine in general, I will 

rather use ñwild boarò or ñwild pigò.  

 

1.2.2. Religion 

 

As the role of the swine in Old Nordic religion will be discussed here, I also have to explain 

what I mean by the word ñreligionò because it is not always used in the same way. It seems 

that finding a proper definition for ñreligionò has been a challenge for historians of religion 

for many years. Unfortunately, there is no universal definition for the wide ranging and 

complex concept of religion, and those that are used tend to be very problematic because they 

commonly apply essentially to Western religions, and thus stress sharp distinctions between 

the sacred and the profane (which do not always exist in other religions) and concentrate on 

                                                 
11

 Bennett lists the various words used by agricultural specialists: ñSwineò is a general term used for pigs, and 

ñhogò is used for adult or near-adult pigs. ñBoarò tends to be used for a tame male pig; ñstagò for a pig that has 

been castrated at a late stage; ñbarrowò for an earlyïcastrated male pig; and ñsowò and ñgiltò for female pigs. 

ñShoatò, ñweanlingò and ñsucklingò are used for piglets (Bennett 1970, p. 223). A quite detailed terminology 

also appears among hunters who often use different words for wild swine of both sexes in accordance with their 

age: see Meynhardt 1983, p. 7. 
12

 Groves 2007, p. 22. 
13

 See further Chapters 6, 7 and 8. 
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belief.
14

 According to Winston King, using such definitions is thus very problematic for the 

Asian or so called ñprimitive religionsò.
15

 I will not attempt to find a perfect definition of 

religion, because there is none, but it is possible to find out where the borders of Old Nordic 

religion are approximately in relation to ñuniversalò definitions of religion.  

The first term important for definitions of religions is certainly the concept of the 

ñsacredò. Here, however, we immediately encounter a contradiction between the usual 

concepts used in the history of religion and modern research into Old Nordic religion. 

Scholarship on the history of religion (including Old Nordic religion) was for many years 

influenced by the concepts of the ñsacredò and the ñprofaneò first mentioned by Durkheim
16

 

and later developed by Eliade.
17

 In such concepts, there is a strict division between the objects 

of ritual or belief (the sacred) and those which occur in secular life (the profane). Nonetheless, 

some scholars have argued against such a division because it is not universal. For example, 

King argues that in so-called ñprimitiveò religions, the religious is scarcely distinguishable 

from the socio-cultural sphere.
18

 For him, religion cannot be understood outside the context of 

culture as a whole.
19

 Similarly, within the field of Old Nordic religion, Olof Sundqvist has 

pointed out that ñSources indicate that warfare, law, politics, mercantile activities and 

agriculture were reflected and intermingled with the religious ideology.ò
20

 Anders Hultg¬rd 

has also stated that religion in the Old Nordic world was strongly integrated with social life 

and that religious elements can thus occur anywhere within the total range of the culture and 

                                                 
14

 See, for example, Friedrich Max M¿llerôs definition from 1882, which states: ñIf we say that it is religion 

which distinguishes man from anima, we do not mean the Christian or Jewish religion; we do not mean any 

special religion; but we mean a mental faculty or disposition which, independent of, nay in spite of sense and 

reason, enables man to apprehend the Infinite under different names, and under varying disguises. Without that 

faculty, no religion, not even the lowest worship of idols and fetishes, would be possible; and if we will but listen 

attentively, we can hear in all religions a groaning of the spirit, a struggle to conceive the inconceivable, the utter 

the unutterable, a longing after the finite, a love of Godò (M¿ller 1882, pp. 13-14). Durkheimôs definition runs: 

ñA religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and 

forbidden-beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who 

adhere to themò (Durkheim 1964, p. 47). Another definition is given by Luckert. According to him, religion is 

ñmanôs response to so-conceived greater-than-human configurations of realityò (Luckert 1984, p. 4).  
15

 King 1987, pp. 282-283. 
16

 Durkheim 1964, p. 37. 
17

 The idea develops mainly with Eliadeôs work Das Heilige und das Profane. Vom Wesen des Religiºsen (1957), 

(The Sacred and the Profane) which is, however, strongly influenced by work Das Heilige (1917) by Rudolf 

Otto. This idea continues throughout Eliadeôs other works. See further Chapter 3.3. 
18

 King 1987, p. 283.  
19

 King 1987, p. 284. 
20

 Sundqvist 2000, p. 14. 
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society.
21

 From this point of view, we may say that there was no sharp distinction between the 

sacred and the profane in Old Nordic religion.
22

  

Thinking of religion and society in the Old Nordic world as being closely intertwined, 

we have to ask how the religion could differ with changes in society and environment and 

over time. As many contemporary researchers have argued, Old Nordic religion was no single 

united system with a fixed ideology, fixed hierarchy and fixed pantheon.
23

 Nowadays, the 

idea of a common Germanic religion (or even a once common Indo-European religion) is no 

longer automatically accepted as it was in an earlier period.
24

 Beliefs clearly differed across 

the Germanic area.
25

 Stefan Brink, for example, has indicated differences in cults within the 

Germanic speaking countries based on place-names.
26

 Another scholar who has stressed 

differences within the Germanic area is John McKinnell. For him, Germanic heathenism had 

ñno canonical scriptures and no organization to enforce orthodoxyò.
27

 As he writes, the 

evidence of sources shows that ñit was constantly shifting and might contain differing 

traditions even within the same culture and period.ò
28

 Anders Andr®n similarly defines Old 

Nordic religion as ñmultifaceted hybridò,
29

 while Neil Price describes it as ñnuanced, multi-

scalar and far from static, with a degree of regional variation and change over time.ò
30

  

Nonetheless, although there were probably many local versions of myths and although 

religious practice may have differed by area and society, there appear to have been certain 

common patterns and shared concepts, which allow us to talk about Old Nordic or even 

Germanic religion as opposed to Slavic, Finno-Ugric or Celtic religions for example. The 

field of research covered in this thesis thus has some borders, even if they are not as sharp as 

                                                 
21

 Hultg¬rd 2008, p. 212.  
22

 Sundqvist 2000, p. 13. Similarly, it has been pointed out that the idea of the supernatural in Old Nordic 

religion is misleading. Neil Price says that ñthe fundamental presence of these beings in the landscape was 

entirely ónaturalô and should not be separated from the human and animal populationsò (Price 2002, p. 244).  
23

 For example Brink 2007; DuBois 1999; Price 2002 and Andr®n 2005. See references below. 
24

 The idea of an Indo-European religion originated largely with Grimm, who makes a number of comparisons 

with ñIndo-Europeanò mythology. Nonetheless, with works of Dum®zil (see Dum®zil 1973, for example), this 

idea gained proper shape and general acceptance. The theory grew up around the similarities that could be found 

in the Indo-European languages and assumes that the religions of the Indo-European people, like their languages, 

go back to a shared origin. The structure presented by Dum®zil suggests that among the Indo-Europeans there 

were three classes: cultic leaders/rulers, warriors and farmers. According to Dum®zil, these structures appear in 

all Indo-European religions. In Old Norse scholarship, this approach appears in the works of Jan de Vries, 

Turville-Petre, and in a way of Lotte Motz, although she uses this structure differently. On these scholars, see 

further Chapter 3. 
25

 As regards this area, I mean the area of Germanic-speaking peoples, although I am aware that it does not 

correspond exactly to the earlier distribution of Germanic tribes.  
26

 Brink 2007. 
27

 McKinnell 2005, p. 13. 
28

 McKinnell 2005, p. 13. 
29

 Andr®n 2005, p. 120. 
30

 Price 2002, p. 63.  
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in other fields of study. Essentially, languages make the borders in question. Nonetheless, we 

always have to bear in mind that some interaction and even influences must have existed 

between neighbouring cultures.
31

 Considering linguistic divisions, there are obvious problems 

with using such geographical borderlines for religion, as has been noted by Steinsland.
32

 For 

convenience, I will be using the term ñOld Nordic religionò for the Iron Age religions of 

Nordic Europe, but in this thesis will also be making reference to Anglo-Saxon religion and 

those of continental Germanic Europe, as well as occasionally drawing on material from 

earlier periods in Nordic Europe where relevant. 

However, as noted above, there were key differences between such a religion like Old 

Nordic religion, and a religion like Christianity. Gro Steinsland underlines the key differences 

between what she calls ñfolkò and ñuniversalò religions, a ñfolkò religion being non-dogmatic, 

ethnic and based on tradition, while a ñuniversalò religion is transnational, dogmatic and 

based on learning. Thus, the Old Nordic religion had all the features of a ñfolkò religion and 

was the total opposite of universal religions like Christianity.
33

 Defining Old Nordic religion 

by stressing its differences from Christianity is thus actually quite helpful. As Hultg¬rd has 

written, it is essentially a ñnon-doctrinal community religionò in contrast to doctrinal 

transnational religions like Christianity, Buddhism and Islam.
34

 

However, there are not only problems with deciding the borderlines and nature of Old 

Nordic religion. As noted above, for some scholars the use of the term ñreligionò for the 

phenomenon in question is also problematic. For example, Price explains that ñreligionò is 

usually applied to something orthodox with rules. With regard to Iron Age Scandinavia, he 

and others
35

 prefer to use the expression ñbelief systemò, referring to a way of looking at the 

world that varied by time and space.
36

 Elsewhere, Price argues that when it comes down to it, 

terms like ñreligionò, ñritualò, ñworshipò and ñshamanismò are only what we decide them to 

be.
37

 Certainly, while the word ñreligionò continues to be used by Old Norse scholars, we 

have to be aware that it is perhaps not totally appropriate because in Old Norse sources there 

was no word comparable to the modern term ñreligionò (Icelandic: tr¼arbrºgĦ). The closest 

expression are the terms ñforn siĦrò (lit.: ñold custom/ wayò), and ñheiĦinn siĦrò (heathen 

                                                 
31

 For example DuBois 1999, Price 2002, and Bertell 2006.  
32

 Steinsland 2005, p. 12 and p. 23. 
33

 For more examples and differences see Steinsland 2005, pp. 31-34.  
34

 Hultg¬rd 2008, p. 212. 
35

 DuBois 1999, p. 30, Biering 2006, p. 175.  
36

 Price 2002, p. 26. 
37

 Price 2002, p. 288. 
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custom/ way).
38

 Nonetheless, these expressions only appear in the later period and used on the 

basis of comparison made to the ñnewò custom of Christianity which is referred to as ñnĨi siĦrò 

or ñkristinn siĦrò.
39

 In the following thesis, I will nonetheless use the word ñreligionò as 

others have done, but essentially in the sense of siĦr, which goes further than limiting itself to 

belief, rituals and the idea of the ñsacredò noted above, and moves into the field of daily life. 

 

1.2.3. Shamanism 

 

Another term related to religious activity connected with relationships between humans and 

animals, is ñshamanismò. Various scholars including Price have referred to the flexible nature 

of animal-human identities in some societies. Such concepts are crucial for any understanding 

of shamanism and ñshamanisticò practices.
40

 The term ñshamanismò originated from the word 

ñshamanò used by the Evenki, a nation which stretched across Siberia, Mongolia and China. It 

was used only for individuals and refers to ñone, who is excited, moved or raisedò.
41

 Partly 

because of this origin, there has been some discussion among scholars about whether the term 

shamanism can ever be used for religious practices outside Siberia. According to Price, 

however, it can be used anywhere because ñshamanismò in a limited sense does not even exist 

among the Evenki, since they do not have any word for the acts carried out by a shaman.
42

 

How can we then use the words ñshamanò, ñshamanismò or ñshamanisticò? Firstly, the 

modern opinion is that shamanism cannot be described as a kind of religion, rather a kind of 

worldview.
43

 It was not limited to religious activities but permeated daily life. Price, for 

example, understands Norse shamanism as a view of nature and reality itself.
44

 

Admittedly, there is little direct evidence from shamanistic societies suggesting 

shamanistic activities concerning the figure of the swine, but the key feature here is the view 

of animals as a whole that exists in societies that practice forms of shamanism.
45

 ñShamansò 

                                                 
38

 Andr®n, Jennbert and Raudvere 2006, p. 12. 
39

 Change of religion is called siĦaskipti. For examples of use of the word siĦr, see Cleasby, Vigfusson 1874, p. 

526. 
40

 Price 2002, p. 287. 
41

 Price 2002, pp. 281-282. 
42

 Price 2002, p. 288. 
43

 Aldhouse-Green 2005, p. 10. See also Jordan 2001, pp. 87-88. Such activities are typical within contemporary 

societies of hunter-gatherers, and it is believed that the ancient hunter-gathering societies had a similar system. 

Aldhouse-Green 2005, p. 29. 
44

 Price 2002, p. 393. 
45

 Shamanistic societies occur mostly in areas where wild boar does not live. Nonetheless, one note was made by 

Leem 1767, p. 501 about the S§mi who do not eat pork because they see it as the riding animal of a noaidi (S§mi 
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(in the commonly understood general sense of the word) regularly take on the role of animals, 

using special headdresses or animal skins as they set off on the trance journeys.
46

 In short, it 

might be said that part of the shamanistic experience was that of becoming an animal or 

communicating with guardian spirits in animal form.
47

 Among Native Americans, for 

example, shamans would imitate bears and to do this, they often used the skins of animal to 

ñbecomeò the beast.
48

 Various early archaeological finds and cave art provide evidence that 

such ñanimal-menò, so called ñtherianthropesò existed in northern Europe already in the 

Palaeolithic period.
49

  

How were such worldviews related to Old Nordic religion? According to Price, the 

shamanism of the circumpolar cultures bears a remarkable similarity to Scandinavian seiĦr 

and related rituals.
50

 Similarly, Else Mundal has pointed out that the belief in sending souls 

out of bodies in the shape of an animal was just as known among Nordic people as it was 

among the S§mi people.
51

 Nonetheless, it must be admitted that Old Nordic society in many 

areas during the last centuries before the conversion was at a different socio-economic level to 

that known in the societies in which ñtraditionalò shamanistic practices take place.
52

 In such 

societies, the shaman is both a leader and a healer and has contact with the Otherworld. Here 

he has contact with those animals on which his society depends as prey.
53

  

On the other hand, for most Scandinavians in the Iron Age, livelihoods were based on 

trade and farming rather than hunting which was becoming a form of entertainment for the 

nobility.
54

 Scholars are usually aware of this difference in lifestyle of various societies and its 

effect on religious approaches in different times. Glosecki therefore calls the ñshamanisticò 

patterns found in Anglo-Saxon literature ñreflexes of shamanismò, while Tine J. Biering 

                                                                                                                                                         
shaman) (my thanks to Triin Laidoner for this note). Also noteworthy is Frazerôs mention that every shaman of 

the Samoyeds in the Turukhinsk region has a familiar spirit which takes the shape of a wild boar which is led 

about by a magic belt. When the boar dies, the shaman also dies. Frazer also states that the most of the Yakuts in 

Siberia took the shape of stallions, elks, black bears, eagles and boars (Frazer 1936, p. 196). 
46

 Aldhouse-Green 2005, pp. 16-17. 
47

 Aldhouse-Green 2005, p. 13. 
48

 Glosecki 1989, p. 26. Similarly, Eliade mentions the importance of bear costume for shamans (Eliade 1964, p. 

156). 
49

 Aldhouse-Green mention lion/human figures from Hºhlestein Stadel and Hºhle Fels in Southern Germany, 

which are about 30 000 years old (Aldhouse-Green 2005, p. 60).  
50

 Price 2008, p. 248. For details, see Price 2002 where he shows examples of both cultures. 
51

 Mundal 2006, p. 719. She mentions for example Korm§ks saga 18. See ĉslenzk fornrit VIII , pp. 265-266.  
52

 Biering sees these shamanistic elements in Old Nordic religion as the result of a fusion. Over time, they were 

mostly eliminated and thus people connected with such elements ended up at periphery of society. Biering 2006, 

p.171.  
53

 Aldhouse-Green 2005, p. 13. 
54

 See Chapter 4.2.1. 
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points out that the shamanistic features which appear in Old Nordic religion should not be 

confused with ñclassic shamanismò.
 55

 

It is noteworthy that the remaining shamanistic features of Old Nordic religion have 

mostly been connected to the figure of čĦinn.
56

 Outside the features of čĦinnôs ñinitiationò
57

 

and his connection to the Otherworld, the main ñshamanisticò elements appear in terms of the 

ñshape-changingò and then the feature of ñanimal warriorsò, a term used for warriors who are 

associated with animals in one way or another. Although Eliade pointed out that such animal 

warriors, most commonly referred as berserkir and ¼lfheĦnar,
58

 have little to do with 

shamanism in the real sense of word,
59

 this concept nonetheless fits the shamanic worldview, 

as I will show below. Furthermore, Eliade himself mentions that changing into beasts formed 

part of the hunting rituals of Paleo-Siberian peoples, and implies that the mystic imitation of 

animal behaviour could involve some ecstatic techniques.
60

 According to Arent, shamanistic 

beliefs were present among Germanic tribes, something seen in the animal names used both 

for individuals and tribes; the animal masks; and the elements of theriomorphic 

transformation.
61

  

Another parallel that Old Nordic religion has with shamanistic societies is the concept 

of the independent travelling ñsoulò, reflected in the idea of the hugr, hamingja and the fylgja 

in Nordic tradition.
62

 In a similar way, the S§mi were said to have one or more ñbody soulsò 

which could travel outside their bodies, as well as other related spirits, which accompanied 

them throughout their lives.
63

 Furthermore, there seems to have been some element of shared 

identity between the S§mi shamans and their animal spirit helpers.
64

 As I will show in Chapter 

6, such elements of shared identity between men and animals appears in both archaeological 

and literary sources from Nordic world. It seems that they have been deep rooted. This 

naturally leads to the related concept of ñtotemismò, which is also closely connected with 

                                                 
55

 Glosecki 1989, p.1; Biering 2006, p. 175. 
56

 For Eliade, the features in question involve čĦinnôs initiation on the tree, his regular connections with the 

Otherworld, and his horse Sleipnir which has eight legs: see further Eliade 1964, p. 380, On čĦinnôs character, 

see further Simek 1993, 240-245, and Steinsland 2005, pp. 165-194. 
57

 See further Schjßdt 2008, pp. 352-355. 
58

 See Chapter 7.3.1. 
59

 Both names refer to animals. The berserkir and ¼lfheĦnar will be discussed further in Chapter 7.3.1. 
60

 Eliade 1964, p. 385. On the bear in S§mi culture, see Kulonen, Seurujªrvi-Kari, Pulkkinen 2005, pp. 33-35. 
61

 Arent refers to the berserkir and ¼lfheĦnar (warrior groups), and also to helmets and other objects which bear 

animal images. See Arent 1969, p. 136. 
62

 On the Old Nordic concept of ósoulô see Chapter 7.1. 
63

 On the description of the S§mi soul, see Tolley 2006, pp. 957-958. 
64

 Tolley 2006, p. 957. 
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animals. There is good reason to ask in which sense totemism or totemistic features were 

present in Old Nordic religion?  

 

1.2.4. Totemism 

 

As suggested above, the concept of totemism also has direct relation to the present discussion 

of the relationship between humans and animals expressed in the Old Nordic worldview. It is 

important to note that, like ñshamanismò, it was originally used as a religious concept, the 

Native American Ojibway word totem having been adopted by scholars to refer to an animal 

or plant ancestor of a certain community. As Durkheim says, ñThe species of things which 

serves to designate the clan collectively is called its totem.ò
65

 According to Durkheim, the 

totem is the most sacred symbol for the clan because it determines the identity of the group in 

connection to that plant or animal. Among the Native Americans, for example, people 

belonging to the same totem have particular responsibilities to each other, as well as a number 

restrictions related to that particular totemic animal or plant.
66

 

While the Nordic world may not have directly paralleled that of the Native Americans 

or the Native Australians, the awareness that such religious ideas exist among people helps us 

to understand the possibility that the people of the Old Nordic world once might have had 

something very similar to the concept of totem animals, both for groups and individuals. 67 

Noteworthy about such a totem is that it can also take the form of an emblem, something 

comparable to a coat of arms. As noted above, the original meaning of totemism goes back to 

such ideas.
68

 This is also the main reason for why we speak about possible ñtotemic featuresò 

in Old Nordic religion when referring to the appearance of an animal as a possible emblem 

when found on a helmet or on a shield, for example. As with shamanism (see Chapter 1.2.3), 

it is highly questionable whether we can find all the phenomena typical for totemic religions 

in the extant sources on Old Nordic religion, being practised by largely agricultural people. 

Nonetheless, one can approach totemism in the same way as I have mentioned above in 

connection with shamanistic features. However, according to Price, totemism is basically 

                                                 
65

 Durkheim 1964, p. 102. 
66

 Durkheim mentions that totems are not limited to animals or plants. They can also be rain, hail, or other 

natural features, although this is quite rare. Totems can also take the form of parts of animal bodies (Durkheim 

1964, pp. 103-104).  
67

 See Sundqvist 2000, p. 154.  
68

 Durkheim 1964, p. 113. 
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another anthropological construct.
69

 It is essentially a concept rather than a concrete 

phenomenon. Taking this point of view, there is no need to fear using the word ñtotemicò in 

the context of Old Nordic religion. 

The features I intend to discuss as being possibly totemic in Old Nordic society are 

first of all the use of personal names referring to animals.
70

 Roy Wagner calls this 

phenomenon ñtotemic individuationò and compares it with modern sports teams that take the 

names of animals, using them as an emblem.
71

 Another feature is mentioned by Price in 

connection to the apparently totemic identification between man and animals on the 

battlefield.
72

 According to Jensen, yet another symptom of totemism can be seen in the 

relationships between gods and animals in mythology.
73

 It is certainly clear that in Old Nordic 

religion, particular animals seem to be connected to particular gods. Thus, the boar is often 

seen as a symbol or even a representation of the gods Freyr and Freyja.
74

 

Bearing the above concepts in mind, I will be looking in this thesis at the figure of the 

boar in Old Nordic religion and society, analysing whether its importance (which seems 

apparent) was limited to a particular area, or even just particular individuals, becoming part of 

that individualôs (or even a groupôs) identity. The connections between people and these 

animals may have taken several different forms over time. However, before going on to such 

questions, we need to start by considering the relevant material concerning the role of animals, 

and particularly boars, in the Old Nordic world and religion, and how earlier scholars have 

approached these questions in previous research. 
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2.0. The Sources and the Problems Associated with them 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss the different nature of sources and the problems with using them 

as a source of religion. I will introduce the main sources on the boar which will be referred to 

later (more detailed discussion of individual sources will be given in the following chapters). 

It is possible to divide the sources on Old Nordic religion into several groups: archaeological 

material, runic inscriptions, place-names, literature and folklore, as for example Gro 

Steinsland has done.
75

 I use a similar division with minor differences. Each of these groups 

has its own strengths and weaknesses and their own fields of study. The main problem of 

these sources is that they often come from different periods and areas and their contexts differ. 

For example, literary sources are mostly from Iceland but the main archaeological finds 

regarding the boar are from Sweden or England; the result is like putting together a puzzle 

using pieces that come from different sets. Nonetheless, these sources sometimes fit together 

and it is possible to reconstruct an image of the pre-Christian understanding of the boar out of 

them. However, because the subject of the research is an animal, we must look at different 

aspects of these sources than we would do if we were dealing with a deity, like ĩ·rr or Freyr, 

for example. 

 

2.1. Archaeological Material  

 

The positive side of material sources is that they are from the period that we are interested in, 

unlike the literature which was written down mostly in later periods than the events described 

took place. On the other hand, this later literature usually offers an interpretation of events and 

objects and their meaning for people. Nonetheless, we must do our best to ensure that the 

interpretations are right, or at least make sense. When considering material sources, 

interpretations are often needed for understanding. For example, we have to ask why people 

used images of the boar, something which would be hard to answer if we only had 

archaeological finds. As John McKinnell has pointed out, ñiconographic and archaeological 

evidence can only be trusted when they relate to a period no earlier than the earliest textsò.
76

 

Therefore, it might be argued that the question of interpretation might be easier in the case of 
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boar helmets (for example) because they are also known from literature (see Chapter 8.3.1). 

Nonetheless, we also find such boar images on brooches, buckles, bowls, and some other 

objects which are not mentioned in the same literature (see Chapter 8.2). Another problem 

with interpretation is that the presence of a boar artefact in certain area does not necessarily 

mean that the boar had special importance in that place: we have to remember that these were 

people who were moving, trading, and even stealing. The artefacts could thus have been 

originally made somewhere else.
77

 Therefore, we have to bear in mind that the context and 

meaning of the same kind of artefact might have varied by area. We also need to consider the 

background and influences of neighbouring cultures. Archaeological finds are, however, not 

only objects but also skeletal remains, which in the case of the swine are an important part of 

the research. 

 

2.1.1. Bones  

 

Animal bones are important source not only with regard to the daily life of people but also for 

the interpretation of death rituals (depending on where they are found). The field of 

zooarchaeology undertakes detailed research into animal bones. With regard to our work, it is 

necessary to identify the kind of animal and sometimes the sex, since the animal under 

discussion tends to be male swine. Also, information is needed as to whether the swine bones 

belonged to the wild or domestic pig,
78

 something which is possible to determine by teeth.
79

 

 Nonetheless, if we are considering the ritual function of the boar, we also have to 

consider other features, such as the placing of bones, their number, and whether some body 

parts appear more often than the others do. We also have to consider whether the bones were 

placed in a human grave or buried on their own, noting whether the bones were burnt or not. 

It is often concluded that non-burnt bones found in cremation graves were added later and 

thus possibly the remains of the burial feast.
80

 Animal bones can thus simply mean the 

presence of food. It is more noteworthy if only a part of body is buried, because this suggests 
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that something unusual was going on. In the case of the swine, if this happens, the part of 

body found is usually a mandible (see further Chapter 4.5.1.). The presence of boar tusks in 

the form of pendants is also noteworthy and this usually leads to suggestions that they had 

religious importance (see further Chapter 4.5.1.). In addition to graves and settlements, animal 

bones were sometimes found at places identified as cultic sites: some Nordic sites believed to 

be sacrificial places contained large amount of pig bones.
81

 

In order to interpret the data drawn from swine bones, it is also useful to look at the 

distribution of the swine in Northern Europe in the Iron Age. However, to understand the 

relationship between people and swine in a broader context, it is also necessary to look at 

what was happening in earlier periods. For example, information about the changes of climate 

in Northern Europe, beginning with the end of the Ice Age and the distribution of animal 

species (wild swine included) in north is quite useful for knowing when and how people 

started to interact with swine. Furthermore, the domestication of animal species like the swine 

as society changed from being one of hunter-gatherers to one of farmers based around in 

about 3000 BC is also important.
82

 All of the above caused changes in society, and one can 

expect they also had effects on religious life.  

 

2.1.2. Rock Carvings 

 

Although this work deals mostly with the Iron Age religion, as noted above, it is also 

necessary to look at older periods, because traces and influences might be left in later periods. 

For the oldest traces of the relationship between humans and animals in the Nordic countries, 

we have to look at rock carvings,
83

 which have existed since the Stone Age. The oldest of 

these come from the Arctic Stone Age in Scandinavia and often depict hunting scenes. The 

subjects depicted here are mostly animals, mainly the reindeer, and the elk. Occasionally we 

see the bear, the whale and fish.
84

 I am not going to discuss such old materials here, for there 

are no swine on these Stone Age carvings, to the best of my knowledge. More important for 

the Old Nordic religion are the Bronze Age rock carvings.
85

 Different to the Stone Age 
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carvings, these show more similarities with images which we know from the Iron Age.
86

 They 

are usually dated to 1500-500 B.C,
87

 but it is possible to see in them continuity to Iron Age 

beliefs.
88

 Interpreting Bronze Age rock carvings is nonetheless not easy. There are, however, 

two main kinds: the carvings of the Scandinavian North which are related to hunting and thus 

a type of religion related to hunting; and then the carvings of the Scandinavian South related 

to a world of agriculture (and another form of religion).
89

 It is noteworthy that the swine is not 

present in the carvings from the North, since wild swine have not lived so far north, and 

therefore, the discussion of rock carvings in this thesis will be concerned with carvings from 

the Scandinavian South.
90

 

 

2.1.3. Picture Stones 

 

While rock carvings are very schematic and hard to interpret in a mythological context, it is 

noteworthy that the later ñpicture stonesò (mainly from Gotland) contain the images which in 

some cases correspond to the later-recorded myths very well. Some symbols also correspond 

to descriptions in literature.
91

 These images are, of course, also much younger than the Bronze 

Age carvings. The oldest stones are dated to about 500 AD and they were made up until the 

11
th
 century.

92
 As noted above, most of the picture stones were found in Gotland but some 

have been found in other places.
93

 All the same, the swine does not often appear often the 

picture stones (if it appears at all): There are few examples of images which possibly 

represent a swine but once again, it is always a question of interpretation. Therefore, the 

picture stones will only be briefly mentioned in later chapters. 
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φȢυȢψȢ 4ÈÅ 7ÁÒÒÉÏÒȭÓ %ÑÕÉÐÍÅÎÔ 

 

Of all the archaeological material discussed in the thesis, the most emphasis will be placed on 

the equipment of warriors (helmets in particular)
94

 (see especially Chapter 8.3.), mainly for its 

relevance to literary sources which suggest that this material plays a key role for 

understanding the role of the boar in Nordic culture. The specific connection between the boar 

and the helmet certainly seems to be crucial with regard to the religious interpretation of the 

boar. Noteworthy is that in Sweden and England, there have been several finds of helmets 

with boar crests, or images of boars on helmet plates. All of these finds are dated to the 

Vendel period (about 600-800 AD).
95

 Nonetheless, the idea of placing images of the boar on 

helmets must be much older, since the warriors with boar helmets are portrayed on 

Gundestrup bowl (2
nd

 century BC) which seems to be Celtic work.
96

 On the other hand, no 

boar helmets come from later than from the 7
th
 century. 

 

2.1.5. Other Objects 

 

The popularity of boar images for the Nordic peoples nonetheless also existed outside the 

sphere of battle. Images of boars can be found on various objects, as brooches, buckles, bowls, 

and once again it is necessary to be careful when interpreting these images because the same 

animal might be used for different purposes on different objects. The objects in question are 

mostly of Anglo-Saxon origin
97

 or Scandinavian (from the Vendel period),
98

 but some 

examples have also been found in Germany, coming from an earlier period, something which 

might be important for attempts to trace the origin or temporal distribution of the boar symbol. 

In several cases, there is a repetition of motifs, as in case of pots made in the shape of the pig 

from Saxony (from 3
rd

 ï 5
th
 century), but there are also some unique images, such as that 

depicted on the Oseberg Tapestry, from Oseberg ship burial in Norway (c. 834),
99

 which 

appears to show a woman dressed in the boar disguise. 
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Boar images are also found on bracteates, which are golden pendants in the shape of a 

coin. They are only stamped on one side, and come from the Germanic migration period (the 

5
th
 and the 6

th
 centuries AD) and were found mainly in Denmark and Scandinavian Peninsula. 

According to Starkey, there are over 900 of them.
100

 There are four types: Type A presents a 

male head in profile,
101

 type B presents a human figure in various positions, sometimes 

accompanied by animals,
102

 and type C is the most numerous group (almost half of the 

bracteates belong to this group), and shows a head in profile above a four-legged beast, 

sometimes accompanied by a bird.
103

 Type D presents an animal, fantastic creature or other 

animal decoration. This group is the second largest; it includes about a quarter of the 

bracteates.
104

 Animals identified as swine appear on type A bracteates,
105

 which belong to the 

oldest group (5
th
 century).

106
 

Other sources which include images of swine are the guldgubber, tiny gold foils. 

According to Ellis Davidson, these were made between the Migration Period and the Viking 

Age.
107

 They commonly bear a depiction of a couple but some of them have an animal shape 

(including that of a swine).
108

 They are found only in Scandinavia, and the most from Sorte 

Muld, Bornholm in Denmark.
 109

 Andr®n mentions that the guldgubber were often found in 

halls, and although their function is debated, but it seems that they had ritual functions.
110

 

Nonetheless, the swine foils as yet only make up a few of the total number. Neither the 

guldgubber nor the bracteates will be discussed any further in this thesis, outside marginal 

references.  

The main problem with the archaeological sources noted above, including the 

guldgubber and rock carvings, is that of identifying what they actually are. This includes the 

identification of the depicted animal together with its meaning and context. Usually, it is 

possible to identify the boar by its tusks,
111

 crested back and long snout. Nonetheless, some 

images are very unclear or the animal is difficult to identify. It is thus useful to look at other 
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images which are described by scholars as wolves, dogs, even bears and other unidentified 

animals (in case they might be swine). It is clear that the identification of animal images is 

quite often based on fantasy of the author. It is thus always often necessary to look at images 

again, with more care before trusting the opinions of others. 

 

2.2. Literary Sources 

 

Compared to the material sources, in literature, objects and events are usually given meaning 

and interpretation, something which does not apply to archaeology. On the other hand, these 

sources were written mostly by outsiders (such as classical writers or Arab travellers) who 

were describing their contemporary neighbours, or by people who were describing their own 

culture but several centuries after the events in question took place. These latter authors were 

already Christians and therefore their accounts might be influenced by Christian ideology.
112

 

Both types of account must be examined with care. We can expect possible 

misunderstandings or interpretations given in the wrong context. On the other hand, we must 

also remember that the fact that people had been baptized does not necessarily mean that they 

were deep believers. It is also clear that these Christian writings often contain poetry which 

may belong to the late heathen period. We always have to consider the power of the oral 

tradition, which suggests that literature recorded in the 13
th
 or the 14

th
 centuries might 

preserve material which is several centuries older. 

The first step is to look at the kind of source we are dealing with. Here one must 

consider not only the age of sources and their possible origin, but also their purpose. While it 

is disputable whether people who were already Christian understood heathen myth or ritual, 

the information given in the sagas about farming life (which had changed little) seems to be 

quite trustworthy, not least because that information contains no ideology. Law books are also 

a valuable source with regard to medieval farming and the value of animals. They 

nevertheless say little about pre-Christian values and are thus not an important source for this 

thesis. 
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2.2.1. Old Norse Literature 

 

The first literary material I want to look at here is Old Norse literature which is the richest 

available material and is written in the vernacular. Foremost in this material is certainly Eddic 

poetry which the main source for Old Nordic myth, and therefore the most important source 

on the Old Nordic religion.
113

 The poems are usually dated to between the middle of the 9
th
 

century and middle of the 13
th
 century. It is unlikely that any poem is older than the 8

th
 

century.
114

 Nonetheless, this material probably existed for a long time in the oral tradition 

before it was recorded.
115

 The poems are anonymous and are usually divided into 

mythological and heroic poems. In both types, we find references to the swine. The most of 

the poems are preserved in the Codex Regius which is believed to have been compiled in the 

second half of the 13
th
 century.

116
  

As noted above, several Eddic poems mention the swine. Gr²mnism§l provides 

essential cosmological information, and in its essential form, is believed to date to the end of 

the 10
th
 century.

117
 Here boar meat is associated with the idea of the afterlife (st. 18: see 

further Chapter 5.5.1). Other mythological Eddic poems containing information on the boar 

have been preserved elsewhere but are also classed as ñEddicò because of their form and 

character. Hyndlulj·Ħ is preserved in the Flateyjarb·k manuscript which comes from the late 

14
th
 century.

118
 It contains important references to Freyjaôs boar not known from elsewhere 

(strophes 5-7 and 45: see further Chapter 9). In the part of the poem known as Vѕlusp§ in 

skamma (strophes 29-44) a boar sacrifice is described (st. 38). Some scholars argue that 

Vѕlusp§ in skamma was originally a separate poem which is dated to the 12
th
 century.

 119
 It 

contains some borrowings from Vѕlusp§ but also gives some original information. 

Nonetheless, the strophes concerning boar sacrifice also appear almost word by word in 

GuĦr¼narkviĦa in forna, which is preserved full length in the Codex Regius; strophes are 19, 
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22 and 23 and also in Vѕlsunga saga.
120

 Another boar ritual is mentioned in the prose part of 

HelgakviĦa HjѕrvarĦssonar, also preserved in Codex Regius. According to North, this work is 

of Norwegian origin and comes from the beginning of the 11
th
 century.

121
 Another relevant 

poem is R²gsĪula which is preserved in the Codex Wormianus manuscript of Snorra Edda. 

The dating of this poem is problematic: It has been said that poem is either quite old (from the 

10
th
 century) or rather late (the 13

th
 century).

122
 The poem deals with the beginning of social 

division and here the pig is mentioned there in two different contexts of two different social 

groups (see Chapter 5.5.2.). 

 Unlike Eddic poetry, the authors of Skaldic poetry are mostly known and the dating of 

poems is much easier. Nonetheless, it is always possible that some verses were created later 

and attributed to poets who were long dead, as McKinnell has pointed out.
123

 Some of Skaldic 

poems contain mythological material, especially in the form of kenningar or heiti. According 

to John Lindow, Skaldic poetry is not religious, and neither the kenningar nor the heiti tell 

myths, but a skald and his audience had to be familiar with the mythological material that lies 

behind them. This shows that myths were being still passed down from generation to 

generation, even though the belief in them may have died out.
124

 Although the swine is rarely 

a subject of Skaldic verse, there are several heiti for the boar known only from Īulur, which 

leads me to believe there may have been more verses involving the boar which are now lost. 

 The other Old Norse sources are prosaic, but involve several genres. One of them are 

the ĉslendingasºgur or Icelandic family sagas which usually deal with few first generations of 

Icelanders.
125

 Besides containing very detailed information on family relations, these sagas 

inform us about peopleôs lives and sometimes their religious activities. Nonetheless, we must 

again be careful in interpreting these descriptions. The ĉslendingasºgur are not preserved in 

manuscripts any older than from the 13
th
 century. Many of the manuscripts are much more 

recent.
126

 The sagas were written down by people who were already Christians and it is 

probable that the information about the Old religion was somewhat modified. All the same, it 

certainly did not come from nowhere. Admittedly, it has often been noted that the sagas often 

reflect ideas which were more valid at the time of writing than in the time of the past they 
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describe.
127

 Nonetheless, it is expected that an oral tradition lay behind the sagas.
128

 V®steinn 

člason, however, doubts that whether any saga existed in full length in oral form. The 

tradition was probably fluid, the narration changing with the narrator and his/ her audience. 

According to V®steinn, the saga writers were not inventing the saga; they were composing a 

written work based on something which was already known, but it was up to them what to 

include and what not.
129

  

 Some of the accounts concerning pigs which are told in the ĉslendingasºgur are 

similarly described in Landn§mab·k, which deals with the settlement period.
130

 If we consider 

the pigs mentioned by the sagas and Landn§mab·k, it is worth bearing in mind the words of 

V®steinn člason who states that ñimportant figures are usually introduced by a statement 

outlining the characterôs outward appearance, abilities and underlying nature.ò
131

 On the basis 

of this, it is worth considering whether that same interest is given to certain animals as a 

means of proving their importance. It is certainly important to consider why pigs are 

mentioned in the various sagas. They are usually important for the story, and make events 

move forward.
132

 

Other important sources were composed by Snorri Sturluson in the beginning of the 

13
th
 century. Snorri probably wrote his Edda in around 1220.

133
 At that time, Christianity had 

been the official religion in Iceland for more than two hundred years, and according to 

McKinnell, Snorra Edda sometimes reveals the authorôs orthodox Christian faith.
134

 On the 

other hand, one wonders whether an orthodox Christian would write a work about Nordic 

gods? Certainly, Snorri was an educated man and some of his writings contain influences of 

Latin-based learned tradition.
135

 In addition to the old verses he cites, his works also contain 

his own writings. There has been a long debate about how much of the myth cited by Snorri 

was invented by him, and the degree to which he was a Christian.
136

 It seems that his primary 
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sources were mostly the poems he quotes. Some of the myths he tells can also be compared 

with the versions that appear in the Poetic Edda. This suggests that while it is possible that he 

changed some facts, there is also a possibility that he knew different versions. As has been 

noted above, there was no universal version of myth at that time.
137

  

Snorra Edda is usually divided into parts: Prologue, Gylfaginning, Sk§ldskaparm§l 

and H§ttatal, although people sometimes include the lists of skalds and Īulur, and the list of 

poetic heiti. As with the sagas, there are several manuscripts of Snorra Edda which contain 

slight differences.
138

 As will be seen in this thesis, Snorra Edda is an important source on 

Freyrôs boar. 

Heimskringla is another work composed by Snorri Sturluson. It begins with Ynglinga 

saga, the saga dealing with legendary kings in Sweden. Snorriôs main source for the saga was 

Ynglingatal, a poem composed by ĩj·Ħ·lfr from Hvin (9
th
 century),

139
 which he quotes. 

Heimskringla then continues with several kingsô sagas. The swine is mentioned several times 

here, but is essentially marginal material.
140

 

Further important material appears in the fornaldarsºgur. These take place outside 

Iceland before the time of Icelandôs settlement. There are 25 of these sagas in addition to 

some shorter tales.
141

 The earliest of them can be found in Hauksb·k (the early 14
th 

century). 

Otherwise, the manuscripts of fornaldarsºgur are usually from the 15
th
 century and later but 

as with the other sagas, this is not decisive proof that they were composed late.
 142

 As 

McKinnell notes, some of them certainly existed before the ĉslendingasºgur were written 

down.
143

 They are also often very important because of the verses they preserve (outside the 

Codex Regius). These poems are referred to as the Eddica minora.
144

 The fornaldarsºgur 

contain many fantastic motifs while the ĉslendingasºgur were seen as more realistic. 
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[last checked 17.5. 2011]. 
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Nonetheless, although they probably served principally for entertainment, some of them 

appear to contain very ancient material.
145

  

It is noteworthy that the boar appears more commonly in the fornaldarsºgur, usually 

in connection with shape-changing or as a dangerous beast. Two fornaldarsºgur also seem to 

be crucial as a source of beliefs connected to the boar. The first of them is Hervarar saga ok 

HeiĦreks (HeiĦreks saga), where very important connections between Freyr/ Freyja and the 

boar are mentioned, as well as the connection between the boar and rituals involving solemn 

vows, (heitstrenging) (see further Chapter 10.2). The saga was preserved in several 

manuscripts and there are minor differences in the different versions of the accounts 

concerning boars which must be included.
146

  

The other important saga for this thesis is Hr·lfs saga kraka, which is a younger 

source.
 
The saga only survives only in 17

th
 century paper manuscripts, which probably 

originated from a common lost source from the second half of the 16
th
 century.

147
 Nonetheless, 

a version of the saga must have existed earlier because is listed among the books owned by 

the MºĦruvellir library in 1461. It could thus have been composed around year 1400.
148

 While 

the recension of the saga is rather late, it points to literature that is more ancient.
149

 Probably 

the oldest existing source of the story is Skjѕldunga saga which was composed in the 12
th
 

century but only survived in a few fragments and in part in a Latin abstract written by 

Arngr²mur lÞrĦi at the end of the 16
th
 century.

150
 It thus seems that Hr·lfs saga kraka was 

partly derived from Skjѕldunga saga.
151

  

The main problem of the fornaldarsºgur is that they are young and fantastic, and 

when using them as a source on Old Nordic religion one must be very careful. Catharina 

Raudvere who uses the fornaldarsºgur as a source for ideology rather than religion shows one 

of the possible approaches.
152

 McKinnell also notes that using fornaldarsºgur as a source for 
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pre-Christian belief is possible, but only if the sagas contain some ancient verse or some other 

early materials exist which can be used for comparison.
153

 Luckily, in the examples I wish to 

discuss, such literary evidence mostly exists, and one is also given some assistance from 

archaeology.
154

  

The last genre I want to mention is not usually included amongst the sources of Old 

Nordic religion, but I have decided to include it here. This is the genre of riddarasºgur which 

is late, and based on foreign tradition. There are, however, several reasons for their use. First 

of all, they were written down for Icelandic audience and circulated together with other 

material. Secondly, some riddarasºgur seem to belong to the borderline between 

fornaldarsºgur and riddarasºgur. As Matthew Driscoll has pointed out, the sagas in question 

take place outside of Scandinavia (which is one of the criteria for their being riddarasºgur), 

but in the Viking rather than the chivalric milieu.
155

 They might be unoriginal and called 

lygisºgur, but their popularity cannot be doubted. One potentially relevant motif which occurs 

in them, and needs to be discussed is that of fighting the swine (see further Chapter 5.1.). Here 

the swine appears as an evil beast. In general, the riddarasºgur contain a lot of comparative 

material to the fornaldarsºgur, and thus cannot be left out of a discussion of the latter.  

2.2.2. Other Germanic Literature  

 

In searching for more information on the boar, it is necessary to look at Anglo-Saxon tradition. 

The most important is the epos Beowulf that has many notes on boar helmets and contains 

other material that belongs to the topic. Beowulf is preserved in manuscript form around 1000 

but the poem itself is older, probably around 800.
156

 Another Anglo-Saxon poem with a brief 

mention of boar is Cynewulfôs Elene aged not much before beginning of the 9
th
 century.

157
 It 

is noteworthy that in England where the boar artefacts were found we also have this rich 

literary account. From German area, I have used Nibelungenlied, but only as comparative 

material, because there are some mentions of the boar. The poem was written down in about 

1200 AD but the tradition seems to go back to the 5
th
 and 6

th
 century AD.

158
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2.2.3. Greek and Latin Sources  

 

The first literary source, which mentions a boar as an emblem of battle in the Germanic area, 

is Tacitusô Germania, written in Latin in around 98 AD. It is believed that Tacitus used older 

works in writing this, mostly Bella Germaniae by Elder Pliny which is now lost.
159

 Otherwise, 

there is not so much on the swine in the connection with cult activities but classical writers 

like Tacitus also talk about daily life and habits and keeping pigs and eating pork are 

sometimes mentioned. A common problem with classical literature is the interpetatio grÞca 

and romana that means that local gods were called by the names either in the Latin or in the 

Greek. Nonetheless, pigs are always pigs, and that makes the research easier. The classical 

sources together with Medieval Latin annals and chronicles are useful although they mostly 

refer about Germanic people outside Scandinavia. While the Icelandic literature is mainly 

within Icelandic-Scandinavian world, here we get more information on continental Germanic 

people.  

From the Medieval Latin sources, I have to mention Historia Langobardorum by 

Paulus Diaconus written in the 8
th
 century AD and anonymous Origo gentis Langobardorum 

(7
th
 century). Both refer to a person with boar name. 

Another relevant work is Gesta Danorum, probably written by Saxo Grammaticus 

around 1200.
160

 Although there are not many references here to the swine, it is an important 

source for the SkjỶldunga tradition. Otherwise as a source for religion, it is much more 

influenced by medieval thoughts and writings than Snorra Edda is; the style is typical for 

medieval writing. Nonetheless still there is visible that Saxo knew different versions of myth, 

which is important for the knowledge of diversity in the Old Nordic religion.  

 

2.3. Language and Place names 

 

Another source of religious belief is the language, including personal names, place names, 

and runes.
161

 Here I want to concentrate on individual examples, because not every place 
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name and personal name involving animals reflects a belief.
 162

 It is important to look at these 

examples in broader context, and especially how they are interpreted in the literature and in 

the case of place names, especially if there are any legends about them. Beside the personal 

and place names with swine components, it is important to look at different expressions for 

the swine, and what the etymology says about them. This may not always reveal a belief but 

says something about the way people thought about these words and therefore bring us closer 

to understanding their relationship with the animals in question. 

2.4. Folklore 

 

The last source on Old Nordic religion is Nordic folklore in which we might find many 

survivals of older beliefs. In my thesis, I did not go so far and the examples from folklore are 

very marginal. I refer mainly to Christmas traditions concerning the swine in England and 

Sweden which are both areas where the swine had big importance in pre-Christian 

religions.
163

 

 Following this short summary of the main sources and their problems, it is time to 

look at how the scholars approached these sources and how it influenced the interpretation of 

the swine in the Old Nordic Religion. 
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3.0. The Swine in the Light of the Previous Research  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to trace the development and changes in thinking in scholarship 

with regard to Old Nordic religion, and how these changes have influenced the understanding 

of the role of the swine in Old Nordic religion. This survey will lead on to a final discussion 

regarding my own personal approach and the problems relating to some concepts still used 

today. As detailed, referenced information regarding the boar and its role within society and 

religion will be presented in particular chapters, the main aim here is demonstrate how the 

boar was interpreted by scholars and why. As will be seen, these interpretations have changed 

together with the changes in society, which have often influenced approaches in scholarship. 

The chapter will also show how new approaches to the history of religion and related fields 

have determined how scholars have interpreted myths, rituals, and/ or folk beliefs. It is 

especially noteworthy that particular terminologies often had their own periods of use.
164

  

 

3.1. The First Scholars: The Collectors 

 

The interpretation of Old Nordic myth actually began with Snorri Sturluson and has continued 

with other collectors of myths throughout history. Nonetheless, in terms of methodological 

concepts, there is no need to begin much earlier than in the 19
th
 century.

165
 The European 

scholarship of this time into Old Nordic religion commonly involved not only the analysis of 

texts but also the detailed collection of other material of the various kinds, including not only 

local mythology but also folklore and comparative material from other countries. Nordic myth 

was taken as part of the supposedly common body of Indo-European mythology, a great deal 

of comparison taking place, but without any real method behind it. Scholars of this time often 

refer to the ñGreekò or ñIndianò myth.
166

 For this reason, the conclusions of the scholars of 

this time sometimes go too far. As noted above, in comparison with later research during the 

19
th
 century, folklore was commonly used to help provide ñproofò for an original heathen 
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tradition, something probably influenced by the nationalism of the 19
th
 century.

167
 Alongside 

this, many scholars concentrated on language and the etymological origins of words, and the 

related idea of a common Indo-European origin. On the other hand, during this period the use 

of archaeology in research into religion is very limited. In the relation to the boar, it is 

noteworthy that while helmets and weapons with boar images are mentioned, no mention of 

bone finds is made at all, to the best of my knowledge.
168

 During this period, little attention is 

paid either to the everyday functions of animals in discussions of their potential religious 

meaning. This is something that was to continue right up until recent times.  

With regard to the question of how earlier scholars dealt with the image of the boar in 

Old Norse mythology, we can start with the Danish scholar Frederik Severin Grundtvig 

(1783-1872), who mentions the boar several times in his Nordens mythologi (1808). Apart 

from making the usual connections with Freyr and Freyja, Grundtvig placed particular stress 

on the connection between the boar and helmets,
169

 suggesting that the mythological figure of 

boar Gullinbursti was developed from a boar-helmet owned by Freyr.
170

 

Another scholar of this period was the Icelandic philologist Finnur Magn¼sson (Finn 

Magnusen) (1781-1847). In his PriscÞ veterum borealium mythologiae lexicon (1828), he 

applies solar mythology to the analysis of Old Nordic mythology,
171

 seeing Freyrôs boar as 

being a representative of the sun, while Freyjaôs boar is viewed as the representative of the 

moon.
172

 This idea may also be related to the fact that Finnur interprets Freyr himself as a god 

of the sun (probably from the comparison with Roman Apollo)
173

 and following on from this, 

Freyja as a goddess of the moon or the planet Venus (from comparison with Diana or the 

goddess Venus).
 174

 It is also noteworthy that Finnur Magn¼sson makes no attempt to decide 
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whether the mythological swine is wild or not.
175

 Finnur Magn¼sson also uses comparisons 

with Oriental and Egyptian mythology as proof of a common primitive origin.
176

 

Better known to the world is Jacob Grimm (1785-1863),
177

 whose Deutsche 

Mythologie (trans. as Teutonic Mythology) was published for the first time in 1835,
178

 and is 

still useful for the comparative material on folklore and German tradition that it contains.
179

 In 

this huge work, Grimm makes several mentions of the boar, first of all in the context of 

sacrifice.
180

 According to Grimm, all boar sacrifices were related to ñFr¹ò (Freyr), the boar 

being viewed as Freyrôs ñholy animalò.
181

 He also suggested that Fr¹ôs animal was a wild 

boar, underlining that the most of the other gods have tamed animals.
182

 Like Grundtvig, 

Grimm discussed the boar figures on helmets, putting them in direct connection with Freyr, 

and interpreting them as ña sacred divine symbolò (heilige, gºttliche symbol) 
183

 which was 

supposed to protect warriors in battle and scare the enemy.
184

 In the same way, he suggested 

that folk beliefs relating to the ñChristmas pigò both inside and outside Scandinavia should be 

interpreted as reminiscences of a Freyr cult.
 185

 On the other hand, Grimm also made some 

reference to the actual nature of the boar, pointing out that the veneration of boar was caused 

by the fact that it rooted in the ground, among other things showing people how to plough.
186

 

It is possibly such ideas that led later scholars to think of the boar as a chthonic animal.
187

 

Typically for his time, Grimm made great use of comparative religion, making comparison 

with Greek sacrifices of swine to the goddess D®m®ter, who, according to Grimm, was 

identical with Nerthus, and thus very near to NjỶrĦr, Freyr and Freyja.
188

 In the context of folk 

beliefs, Grimm also mentioned a tradition of corn-thrashing in which people made a pig out of 

straw, in connection with the idea of a boar or wild sow walking in the corn. Nonetheless, 
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Grimmôs interpretation was not yet connected to the figure of the ñvegetative daemonò which 

appeared a few decades later.
189

 

Another scholar from this period who deserves a brief mention is the Norwegian 

scholar Rudolph Keyser (1803-1863) who wrote NordmÞndenes Religionsforfatning i 

Hedendomen (1847).
190

 For Keyser, the boar Gullinbursti is again ñthe symbol of the 

productiveness of the fieldsò
191

 mainly discussed in connection with Freyr (no mention at all 

being made of Freyjaôs boar Hildisv²ni). Both Freyr and Freyja are nonetheless mentioned in 

relation to sonar-gºlltr, which is translated as ñthe Atonement-Boarò.
192

  

Another of the early scholars to take up the question of the role of the boar was Victor 

Rydberg, (1828-1895), a Swedish scholar and a romantic poet. Some of Rydbergôs theories 

were quite radical, and this applies quite clearly in relation to the boar.
193

 Like Finnur 

Magn¼sson and Grimm, Rydberg was an enthusiastic promoter of the idea of a shared Indo-

European mythology, reconstructed through comparative methods. As with Keyser, for 

Rydberg, the mythical boar Gullinbursti (Sl²Ħrugtanni) was ñclearly the symbol of 

vegetationò
194

 (vªxtlighetssymbol).
195

 His new suggestion concerned the relation between 

boar-like names and certain characters in the original sources. His main idea is expressed in 

the title of a chapter contained in Undersºkningar i Germanisk mythologi (1886). The chapter 

is called: ñSvipdagôs father Orvandil. Evidence that he is identical with Volundôs brother Egil. 

The Orvandil synonym Ebbo (Ebur, Ibor).ò [Svipdags Fader ¥rvandel. Bevis, att Han ªr 

Identisk med Vºlunds Broder Egil. ¥rvandelssynonymet Ebbo (Ebur, Ibor)]. Such a 

comparison might seem strange, but it might be noted that Rydberg uses Saxoôs Gesta 

Danorum more than other scholars did. He makes the strange suggestion that the name of the 

character Egill in VѕlundarkviĦa (prose introduction and sts 2, and 4-5) is related to other 

characters whom he connects with the boar - but offeres no serious evidence for this. Another 

unusual connection is that Rydberg interprets Ottar (čttarr) from Hyndlulj·Ħ is being as 
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Svipdag (Svipdagr),
196

 and also OĦr (čĦr), the husband of Freyja.
197

 As he writes: ñThe 

fableôs author lets Hyndla proclaim that the boar upon which Freyja rides is none other than 

Freyjaôs husband Ottar, i.e. Svipdag (OĦr), in boar-guise.ò
198

 Rydberg suggests that Svipdagôs 

father was called Ebur, Vildbur or Ibor (meaning boar).
199

 For him, the identification with the 

boar is absolute, because he calls Ottar/ Svipdag directly the son of a wild boar.
200

 This idea is 

based partly on Book VII of Saxo, in which a hero Otharus is said to be a son of Ebbi (Ebbi 

possibly meaning a wild boar).
201

 According to Rydberg, the name of Otharusôs bride, Syritha, 

is a Latinised form of Freyjaôs name SĨr (see further Chapter 6.2).
202

  

As can be seen above, this period was strongly influenced by romanticism, national 

movements, and the methodology was somewhat suspect, interpretations often being based on 

suggested etymological relationships.  

 

3.2. The End of the 19th Century, and the Beginning of the 20th Century 

 

It is not until the end of the 19
th
 century that we can really talk about ñseriousò scholarship, 

mainly because of the introduction of disciplines of the history of religion and anthropology 

and their methods. Among influential scholars in this period, it is necessary to mention 

Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917), the English anthropologist and representative of 

evolutionary theory. His most famous book is probably Primitive Culture, first published in 

1871. Tylor believed in evolution and the ñpsychic unityò of humankind,
203

 and in order to 

find an original form of religion, he offered the concept of animism, which supposedly 

reflected manôs original belief in spirits.
204

 Although his theories are no longer seen as valid, 

Tylor did point out many important things regarding human kindôs relationship with animals, 
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many of which have been neglected until recently (see further below in Chapter 3.5.). He 

writes: 

 

First and foremost, uncultured man seems capable of simply worshipping a beast as beast, looking on it as 

possessed of power, courage, cunning, beyond his own, and animated like a man by a soul which 

continues to exist after bodily death, powerful as ever for good and harm.
205

 

 

 

According to Tylor, in a later stage of development the animal is believed to be incarnated 

deity.
206

 His theory makes it absolutely clear why animals in Old Nordic religion came to be 

discussed mainly in relation to gods, rather than as entities in their own right. The 

presumption of scholars, based on Tylorôs evolutionary theories, was that polytheism is a 

subsequent stage of development from animism. Later in this chapter, it will be shown how, 

for a certain period, scholars saw the boar as being an incarnation of Freyr at a hypothetical 

earlier stage of Old Nordic religion.
207

 Nonetheless, for some years to come, the idea of 

worshiping an animal as an animal was almost forgotten.
208

 

 During the same period, two central approaches appeared, both of which were to 

influence the interpretation of the boar in other ways. The first arose from the field of folklore, 

and developed Grimmôs suggestion that the boar should be connected to the belief in the ñlast 

sheafò which sometimes took the shape of a boar in harvest feasts. The second approach, 

introduced by Friedrich Max M¿ller, arose within the field of the history of religion. It was 

based on the idea that myths were interpretations of natural phenomena, an approach which 

sometimes involved the boar being connected with the Sun. In the following section, a closer 

examination will be made of both approaches. 

 

3.2.1. The Daemon of Vegetation 

 

Between the end of the 19
th
 century and the start of the First World War, the term ñdaemon of 

vegetationò came to be very popular among scholars of various fields, including Old Nordic 

mythology. The term was introduced by the folklorist Wilhelm Mannhardt (1831-1880), often 
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regarded as a pioneer of modern scholarship in both folklore and the history of religion.
209

 

Among his works, Wald und Feldkulte (1875-1877) is particularly worthy of mention.
210

 

Regarding the boar, however, Mannhardtôs study Die Korndªmonen: Beitrag zur 

Germanischen Sittenkunde (1868) is more important. It is here that he identified the Swedish 

pig ñGlosoò and the German ñRoggensauò (both seen as so-called ñcorn daemonsò, more 

specific examples of the ñdaemons of vegetationò) with Freyrôs and Freyjaôs boar.
211

 While 

Mannhardt was a pupil of Jacob Grimm, in his later works he also shows strong influence 

from Tylor and his theories of animism and the so-called ñlower mythologyò.
212

 Mannhardt in 

turn had strong influence in Scandinavia on the works of the Norwegian folklorist Nils Lid 

(1890-1958), among others. For suggestions that Nordic traditions concerning the boar at 

Christmas and as part of Yule feasts might be connected with Freyr, see, for example, Lidôs 

Joleband og Vegetasjonsguddom (1928).
213

 

More influential with regard to the spreading of Mannhardtôs theories was Sir James 

Frazer (1854-1941).
214

 The first volume of Frazerôs Golden Bough was first published in 1890. 

Frazerôs approach here focuses particularly on fertility rites. Like Mannhardt,
215

 he talks about 

a corn-spirit in the shape of an animal which in some areas was believed to have the shape of 

a pig (both a boar and a sow).
216

 Another idea which was prominent in Frazerôs work was that 

the vegetation divinities of the Ancient world were originally understood as animals.
217

 The 

idea that divinities had an animal shape was thus seen as reflecting a lower stage of 
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development, and such approaches were a common feature of religious scholarship during this 

period.
218

 They were still present in scholarship at the beginning of the 20
th
 century, and also 

appear in other fields. Another note made by Frazer might help explain why the boar was 

considered to be a chthonic animal. At one point, he notes a ritual from India in which an altar 

designed for a sacrifice for victory was supposed to be made out of the earth in which a boar 

had been wallowing because the strength of the boar was believed to still be in the earth. For 

Frazer, this is an example of homoeopathic magic, a branch of sympathetic magic.
219

 

 

3.2.2. The Boar as a Sun Symbol  

 

While the concept of the daemon of vegetation was principally connected with folklore, the 

concept of the Sun Boar was mainly based on myth, although some folk beliefs were in 

support of this theory. Several scholars had stressed the connection between the sun and the 

boar in previous years
220

 but the concept became very popular at the end of the 19
th
 century 

and in the early 20
th
 century. Behind this idea was the concept of natural mythology originally 

formed by the philologist and founder of the history of religion, Friedrich Max M¿ller (1823-

1900). According to M¿ller, the worship of nature lies behind myths, something that was 

supported in part by comparative linguistics.
221

 Of all natural phenomena, the sun and the 

solar myth were seen as being most important by M¿ller.
222

  

One of those scholars who were certainly influenced by the solar myth theory was 

Karl Blind the title of whose essay ñThe Boarôs Head Dinner at Oxford and a Teutonic Sun-

Godò (1892-6) immediately reflects this idea. Blind proposed that the tradition of eating a 

boarôs head on Christmas day at Oxford
223

 was a survival of pre-Christian tradition. The 
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possible origin of that tradition was then discussed alongside an examination of several 

versions of the so-called ñBoarôs Head Carol.ò
224

 Blind states that:  

 

The Oxford ceremony of eating boarôs head is a survival of a sacrificial meal, in which the Sun-

Boar is the symbol of the German and Norse god Fro (or Freyr), and it played a great part at the 

winter solstice among the Teutonic tribes.
225

  

 

 

The mythological boar with the golden-bristles is here referred to as Freyrôs sacred animal, 

and according to Blind, ñthe golden bristles poetically signified the rays of the heavenly 

orbò.
226

 Nonetheless, according to him, Gullinbursti was not the only boar to represent the sun: 

the same also applied to SÞhr²mnir (here called óSªhr²mnirô), because it is eaten (disappears) 

every evening and next day is whole again, like the sun.
227

 For Blind, even the bright colour 

of the apple traditionally put in the mouth of the boar eaten at the Oxford Boarôs Head feast 

symbolized the sun.
228

 

Another scholar who took the same approach was Angelo de Gubernatis (1840-1913) 

a philologist, who specialized in Sanskrit. His huge work Zoological Mythology (1872) 

focuses largely on Indian myth. The idea that he too was influenced by the theory of the solar 

myth is reflected in his suggestion that the hog or wild boar is the sun hero in disguise in the 

night.
229

 Although he gives some details about the swine, these cannot be seen as trustworthy 

sources, because his approach is to compare various myths without any logical system.
230

 

Pierre Daniel Chantepie de la Saussaye (1848-1920),
231

 a Dutch scholar, was one of 

the most important scholars in the early history of religion. He was also interested in the 

philosophy of religion, and wrote particularly about the religion of the Germanic people. His 
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The Religion of the Teutons (1902)
232

 is particularly useful for its review of previous research 

up until his time. He rejects the theories of Ur-monotheism and animism, and although he 

supports the ideas of natural mythology, he argues that gods also had other functions.
233

 

Although he only mentions the boar briefly (noting that Gullinbursti belonged to Freyr), he 

connects it to the ñfigures of wild boarsò mentioned by Tacitus (see Chapter 8.1) and suggests 

that Tacitus wrongly ascribes the boars to Baltic Îstii. To his mind, they should be seen as 

belonging to the IngÞvonic Teutons (which would connect them to Freyr).
234

 In addition to 

this, Chantepie de la Saussaye also mentions the boar in connection with the folk belief of the 

Wild Hunt.
235

 Another noteworthy suggestion is his observation, echoing the earlier ideas of 

Grimm,
236

 that particular animals were chosen for sacrifice to particular gods, ñhorses, cattle, 

and dogs being set apart for Wuotan, swine and cats for Frija, he-goats, geese and fowl for 

Thunarò (see further Chapter 10).
237

  

The blending of approaches also appears clearly in an essay by the theologian Helge 

Ros®n, ñFreykult och djurkultò (1913).
238

 Conceptually, this article follows the patterns of 

natural mythology, the main difference being that Freyr is not said to be a sun god but a 

himmelsgud (sky god).
 239

 Nonetheless, the patterns of contemporary folklore research are also 

present here, especially in the Mannhardtian use of the appellative ñdaemonò with regard to 

the corn spirit, which is once again said to sometimes appear in the form of a swine.
240

 Like 

many other scholars of the time, Ros®nôs main sources come from folklore, literature and 

Greek myth.
241

 Like other scholars, he states that the boar was the most important animal 

connected to Freyr. The study centres on a list of sources, the argument being once again that 
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the boar was Freyrôs sacrificial animal (as Grimm had earlier said).
242

 It is nonetheless 

noteworthy that Ros®n talks of the boar itself being worshipped, and thus not only because of 

its connections with Freyr.
243

 In his discussion of the helmets in Beowulf (see further Chapter 

8.3.1), Ros®n also refers to other two scholars, Herrmann and Golther who had thought that 

the boar appears on helmets largely because it was an attribute of Freyr.
244

 Ros®n also 

mentions Freyja, but says little more than that she also had a boar.
245

 

During the same period, an Icelandic scholar Finnur J·nsson (1838-1934) wrote 

GoĦafrÞĦi NorĦmanna og ĉslendinga eftir Heimildum (1913) in which he rejects the natural 

mythology of Finnur Magn¼sson.
246

 He nonetheless places the swine in connection Freyja and 

Freyr, and interprets Freyrôs boar as a fertility symbol (ñfrj·semdart§knunò).
247

  

To sum up the approach of this period to the boar in Old Nordic myth and religion, 

one can see that it was dominated by ideas related to natural mythology and especially solar 

mythology. Although the decline of M¿llerôs solar mythology had already begun in the early 

decades of the 20
th
 century, as Littleton has pointed out,

248
 the influence of natural mythology 

were still present in the interpretations of scholars in the later part of the 20
th
 century.

249
 

Approaches which originated in the next period, however, were to become more influential. 

 

3.3. The Thirties to the Fifties (The New Comparative Mythology, and 

Structuralism)  

 

While the early scholarship was mostly rejected in the period that followed, approaches which 

originated in the thirties came to be used for a long time, and are still being used by many 

today. Among other things, one also has to consider the political background of the mid-20
th
 

century which came to influence the thoughts of some scholars. Among the new approaches 
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that came to be used in scholarship, one can include not only the psychology of Freud and 

Jung and their followers, but also the new approaches of anthropology, including the 

functionalistic approaches of Bronislaw Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown,
250

 and the 

structuralism of L®vi-Strauss in the fifties.
251

 For Old Nordic religion, however, the most 

important influence was the Indo-European structural theory of Dum®zil, which was adopted 

by many others, and most particularly by Jan de Vries, Folke Strºm, Hilda Ellis Davidson and 

Turville-Petre.  

The French scholar Georges Dum®zil (1898-1986), was a philologist who also trained 

in the history of religions and was based in the French sociological school.
252

 His work might 

be seen as continuing with the idea of Indo-European religion presented by the first scholars. 

However, while they based their comparison mainly on language, Dum®zil developed a 

structure which he saw as being present in all Indo-European religions.
253

 Steinsland later 

referred to Dum®zilôs approach as ñcomparative Indo-European structuralismò.
254

 In spite of 

certain similarities, the structuralism that L®vi-Strauss earlier developed was not accepted by 

Dum®zil.
255

 Both scholars were nonetheless influenced by the ideas of Durkheim.
256

 

Because the boar continued to be seen by scholars mainly as an attribute of Freyr and 

less often Freyja, it is important to consider how Dum®zilôs tripartite theory influenced the 

view of Freyr and the boar respectively at this time. Among numerous Dum®zilôs books,
257

 

Les Dieux des Germains (1959),
258

 translated into the English as Gods of the Ancient 
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Northmen (1973),
259

 is worth special mention. According to Dum®zil, Freyr is a god of the 

third class, the class of farmers which is the lowest of his three classes.
260

 To his mind, Freyr 

and the other Vanir are gods of fecundity, pleasure, and givers of riches, as well as being gods 

of peace, connected to both the earth and the sea.
261

 Nonetheless, Dum®zil states that the 

golden-bristled boar of Freyr is a wild boar, rather than a domestic one.
262

 While in the earlier 

period, the boar was considered as being a symbol of fertility mainly on the basis of certain 

elements drawn from folklore, since the time of Dum®zil, it has come to keep this role largely 

on the basis of the structural interpretation of Germanic pantheon, and the aforementioned 

view of Freyr. 

Another point made by Dum®zil concerns the idea of tripartite sacrifice, and this may 

also have played an important role with those scholars of religion connecting the boar with the 

Earth.
263

 There is not enough space for me to go into detail here, but the most important 

feature of this idea is that the sacrifice is compounded of three animals, the pig (or goat), the 

sheep, and the bull, the idea being that the traditional Roman sacrifice contained a sacrifice of 

a swine to the Earth, a ram to Jupiter, and a bull to Mars.
264

  

The Dutch scholar Jan de Vries (1890-1964) followed many of the ideas of 

Dum®zilian structural division. His Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte I-II  was first 

published 1935-37, but most used is the revised edition from 1956-57. Like many others 

before him, De Vries sees the boar as being principally connected to the power of fertility 

(Fruchtbarkeit) because of its connection to Freyr and the feast of Yule. According to him, 

the golden boar is an attribute of Freyr,
265

 to his mind, the boar being sacred to Freyr, the ram 

to Heimdallr,
266

 and the goat to ĩ·rr.
267

 De Vries also discusses the old idea of the ñsacred 

boarò as being a possible form of the god Freyr.
268

 According to him, zoomorphic gods of this 

kind were certainly present among many nations, and the same thing applied to the Germanic 
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religion. Nonetheless, such features only came to be present in later stages of the supposed 

development, when the animals became part of the company and symbols of the 

anthropomorphic deity.
269

 He argues that the animal should be understood symbolically. The 

connection between a god and an animal does not automatically mean that the god should 

have been worshipped in animal shape. According to de Vries, the idea of Freyr having once 

had animal shape cannot be proven by the existence of a boar sacrifice.
270

  

Of other scholars from the Old Norse field from this period who followed the 

ideologies of Dum®zil and de Vries, one can also mention Otto Hºfler (1901-1987).
271

 Among 

Hºflerôs works, one can mention in particular in the present context Germanisches 

Sakralkºnigtum (1952), in which Hºfler suggested that the idea of Freyja riding a boar was an 

ancient motif, which originated in the belief in a holy wedding between a goddess and a 

mortal man.
272

  

After the Second World War, there was relatively little work on animals in Nordic 

religion. However, one scholar belonging to the same period was Nils von Hofsten (1881-

1967). His Eddadikternas djur och vªxter (1957) deals with the animals and plants that appear 

in the Eddic poems, and how they reflect the knowledge of Norse people about nature, the 

swine being discussed here in a short paragraph which mainly goes over the sources on the 

swine.  

Also writing at this time was člafur Briem who in NorrÞn goĦafrÞĦi (1940) discusses 

the boar several times. člafur understands that the boar Gullinbursti is only one of several 

boars mentioned in the literature, and is sometimes given to Freyja even though it is more 

often said to be Freyrôs.
 
He also underlines that Freyja is more often said to travel in a wagon 

drawn by cats (see Chapter 9.0).
 273

 It nonetheless seems that člafur Briem places more value 

on the work of Snorri, tending to choose his version, presenting it as fact. The example given 

above of what he says about the boar and cats is typical of his approach. In another of his 

books, HeiĦinn SiĦur § ĉslandi (1945), he mentions animal worship. He supports the common 

opinion that certain gods are associated with the sacrifice of certain animals.
274
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 More noteworthy for the present discussion is BarĦi GuĦmundssonôs Uppruni 

ĉslendinga (1959), in which all the evidence of pigs in the ĉslendingasºgur (see Chapter 5. 2) 

is placed in the context of the worship of Freyr and Freyja, who he too regards as being 

essentially deities of fertility. Among other things, BarĦi connects the eating of a pig during a 

wedding feast with the evidence given by Adam from Bremen about Freyr being the patron of 

weddings.
275

 Otherwise, BarĦi puts all the sagas mentioning swine in a broader context, 

connecting them in a way which sometimes goes too far. For example, the idea of Ragnarr 

loĦbr·k comparing himself with a boar (see Chapter 7.3.2.) is understood in context of kings 

who had boar-helmets, BarĦi suggesting that Ragnarr might have had a boar sign as his 

emblem.
276

  

Returning to influential scholars in history of religions at this time, one must also 

mention Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), a Romanian historian of religions, who was widely used 

but later criticised for his absolute comparisons and unscientific methods. Nonetheless, 

Eliadeôs concept of the ñSacredò and the ñProfaneò were to influence scholarship for many 

years.
277

 He was particularly influenced by Rudolf Otto and his ñidea of holyò,
278

 as well as 

the Jungian approach which played a key role in Eliadeôs interpretation of symbols.
279

 This 

side of his work was presented in particular in Eliadeôs phenomenological work Trait® 

dôhistorie des religions (1949).
280

 Here he deals with the boar within the context of agriculture, 

one of the motifs explaining the perennial interpretation of the boar as a symbol of fertility.  

 

The generative power of bull, goat and pig, gives an adequate explanation of what the sacrifice 

means in relation to the agricultural ritual; fertilizing energy, concentrated in these animals, is set 

free and distributed over the fields.
281

 

 

 

Another influential book by Eliade is Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaµques de lôextase 

(1951),
282

 which is still a very useful survey on shamanism. It might nonetheless be noted that 

                                                 
275

 BarĦi GuĦmundsson 1959, p. 137. See further Tschan 2002, pp. 207-208. 
276

 BarĦi GuĦmundsson 1959, pp. 195-199. 
277

 See further Chapter 1.2.2. It is only in the recent period that people have started to reject the traditional 

division between the Sacred and the Profane. 
278

 Ottoôs main book, Das Heilige was first published in 1917.  
279

 Jens Peter Schjßdt has pointed out that although Eliade shows strong influence from Jung, he makes a sharp 

distinction between the history of religion and depth psychology (Schjßdt 2008, p. 28). 
280

 Translated to English in 1958 as Patterns in Comparative Religion. 
281

 Eliade 1996, p. 365. 
282

 Translated as Shamanism and Archaic Technique of Ecstasy (1964) 



56 

 

Eliade was no specialist in Old Nordic religion, and his books sometimes do not contain the 

correct information. All the same, his concepts have changed the views in the field. 

To conclude the analysis of this period, one notes that several new approaches came 

into being which influenced the view of the boar in the Old Nordic religion. In this period, the 

boar came to be interpreted in the light of structuralism and new comparative mythology and 

this was to continue for several decades.  

 

3.4. From the Sixties until the End of the Century 

 

Scholarly approaches to the boar at the end of the twentieth century mainly have roots in the 

ideas of previous decades. Those international scholars engaged in research on mythology and 

religion who were most popular in this period were mostly Dum®zil, Eliade and L®vi-Strauss. 

However, while in earlier periods, it was mostly philologists, historians of religion or 

folklorists who wrote about Old Nordic religion, in this time, archaeologists began to play a 

greater role in the field of Old Nordic religion.
283

 While in the earlier periods, only a few 

artefacts (such as the boar helmets) had been discussed in relation to religion, now other 

objects, such as animal bone remains (especially in burials), came to be discussed as well.
284

  

A particularly big step forward during this period was that animals such as the boar at 

last started to be discussed in their own right, and not only as an attribute of particular gods. 

In this context, one must mention in particular Heinrich Beck (1929- ), a German philologist 

whose dissertation Das Ebersignum im Germanischen: Ein Beitrag Zur Germanischen Tier-

Symbolik (1965) remains the key work on boars up to this point. Beck was influenced by 

Hºfler, and Eliade, for example. Since he is a philologist, his work contains very detailed 

information on personal names derived from ñEberò (boar) and heiti jѕfurr (see further 

Chapter 6.1.1.).
285

 In addition to this, the book contains a very detailed description of all 

possible connections that might exist not only between the boar and battle symbolism
286

 but 

also the boarôs connection to chthonic symbolism and fertility. In the chapter called ñDer Eber 

und der Aspekt des Chthonisch-Vegetativenò (The Boar and the Chthonic-Vegetative Aspect), 
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Beck suggests that the boar was one of those animals connected with the chthonic-vegetative 

cult, this idea being supported by the existence of the cult of dead and finds of pig bones in 

graves (implying sacrifices).
287

 For Beck, the symbol of the boar is dialectic, related as much 

to battle as it is to chthonic-vegetative.
288

 Nonetheless, Beck does not think that the original 

symbolic was chthonic-vegetative or that this later changed into battle symbolism as some 

tribes became more warrior-like, simply because this is difficult to prove. To his mind, 

Germanic tradition contains both aspects (related to battle and the chthonic-vegetative), which 

are inseparable.
289

 In addition to this, Beck draws some comparison with Celtic symbolism 

involving the boar and later medieval symbolism. As noted above, his work is innovative in 

its concentration on the animal (boar) itself and its own symbolism. But he also concentrates 

on the symbol itself, not on its meaning to medieval Germanic people (if I understand 

correctly), which is an approach which comes much later.  

Another study from this period which is important for its discussion of animal 

symbolism is ñThe Heroic Pattern: Old Germanic Helmets, Beowulf, and Grettis Sagaò, 

written by A. Margaret Arent in 1969. Like many other scholars at this time, Arent was 

influenced by Jungôs concept of archetypes, and her study is mainly important mainly for its 

comparison of repeated animal motifs.
290

 One of these motifs is that of a warrior with a boar 

helmet, which appears on several helmet plates from Sweden (see further Chapter 8.3), but 

she does not discuss the boar in detail, rather some common patterns in animal symbolism in 

general.  

Also appearing at around this time were a large number of works on Old Nordic 

religion which stemmed from the pen of Hilda Roderick Ellis Davidson (1914-2006) who 

specialized in the fields of archaeology and anthropology. Her dissertation The Road to Hel 

(1943) contains some very useful material on concept of the human ñsoulò which often 
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appears in animal shape in the Old Nordic world (see further Chapter 7.1.). Also noteworthy 

in the present context is her text ñShape-Changing in the Old Norse Sagasò (1978) which 

contains some discussion of the question of shape-changing into the shape of the boar (see 

further Chapter 7.2.). In other books, Ellis Davidson often refers to ideas related to Celtic 

religion which is especially useful in the case of the boar.
291

 Among other things, she points to 

the similarities between the Otherworld feast in Celtic myths and that which takes place in 

ValhỶll (where the boar is eaten). According to Ellis Davidson, the boar is connected to the 

dead and the Otherworld.
292

 Within Old Nordic religion, she nonetheless interprets the boar in 

relation to fertility because of its connection to the Vanir as fertility gods.
293

 All the same, like 

Beck, Ellis Davidson could not doubt the war aspects of the boar. According to her, the 

protection of the Vanir extended to times of war.
294

 In connection with the boar helmets and 

the figure of čttarr in Hyndlulj·Ħ (see Chapter 9.0.), Ellis Davidson points out that the 

disguising of čttarr as Freyjaôs boar ñmight be explained by the donning of a boar-mask by 

the priest of Vanir, who thus claimed inspiration and protection from the deity.ò
295

 In some 

ways, approach of Ellis Davidson reflects the old concepts of natural mythology (see section 

3.2.2. above). For example, Ellis Davidson notes that the description of the boar resembles the 

symbol of the sun travelling through the underworld.
296

 Another suggestion she makes is that 

boar-masks might have preceded the development of boar helmets (see further Chapters 7.2.3. 

and 8.3.). She stresses that the boar was mostly popular among the Germanic people between 

the years 600 and 800 AD, which corresponds to the Vendel Period (see further Chapter 8).
297

  

Another important scholar of the same period was E. O. G. Turville-Petre (1908-1978), 

a professor of Icelandic literature and follower of Dum®zilôs tripartite theory. Turville-Petre 

discusses Freyr, fertility and the boar in several of his studies.
298

 Following up earlier ideas 
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expressed by Frazer,
299

 he suggests that the sacrificed boar represented the god himself, and 

that people who participated in such sacrifice were absorbing the godôs power by eating boar 

flesh.
300

 This argument is based solely on the existence of the heiti Vaningi which is used for 

both boar and Freyr.
301

 It might also be noted that Turville-Petre is another of those scholars 

who thinks that some beasts are more suitable than the others to be sacrificed to certain gods, 

the boar therefore being considered a suitable sacrifice for Freyr. Nonetheless, it might also be 

noted that as early as in 1956, Turville-Petre had suggested that the boar had been worshipped 

independently of the god; in spite of this, he still interpreted it as the symbol of fertility.
302

  

Among other scholars who mention the boar and sacrifice, was the Swedish historian 

of religions, Folke Strºm. In his Nordisk Hedendom (1961), he echoes Ros®n (1913) in 

suggesting a relationship between Freyr and boars, stallions, and bulls (foremost and most, 

ñfertileò animals, as he says), which are seen as his sacrificial animals. Nonetheless, he too 

interprets them as Freyrôs animal aspect, which is, according to him, part of Freyrôs function 

as the deity of breeding and prosperity, the other side of his being the bearer of the power of 

fertility.
303

  

Another Swedish scholar of the time, ¡ke Ohlmarks (1911-1984), also discusses the 

boar in terms of it being Freyrôs sacrificial animal in Asar, vaner och vidunder: den 

fornnordiska gudavªrlden: Saga, tro och myt (1963). According to Ohlmarks, both Freyr and 

Freyja can be identified with their own specific sacrificial animal, in other words, the boar and 

the sow respectively.
304

 Like Turville-Petre, Ohlmarks understands the boar (Gullinbursti) as 

being a metastasis of Freyr himself.
305

 

To sum up the attitudes of this period, it is noteworthy that relatively little research 

was undertaken into animals in Old Nordic religion. Few developments took place to 

differentiate this period from the previous one, except for the fact that there was more use of 

archaeology, and that a number of key works were at last produced on Old Nordic religion in 

English, including the works of Ellis Davidson and Turville-Petre which have retained a 

central role. 
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3.5. Recent Scholarship  

 

Recent scholarship in Old Nordic religion reflects on many sides a continuation of earlier 

approaches. However, it is also possible to spot several new approaches appearing in line with 

the political situation in the contemporary world. While early scholars looked for synthesis, 

nowadays the trend is to look for diversity. While early scholars looked for the origin of the 

religion and common features shared with other religions, nowadays scholars are looking 

more at details, and differences within the field of Old Nordic religion itself.
306

 To start with, 

Old Nordic religion itself is now being approached through a search for diversity (see further 

chapter 1.2.2.), something which will logically throw new light on particular aspects of it. As 

has already been mentioned in the first chapter, the idea of one original common Indo-

European religion is no longer automatically accepted. At the same time, scholars are paying 

more attention to neighbouring cultures, which are sometimes of a different language group. 

This applies in particular to the research into S§mi interaction with Scandinavian people 

which has become a popular approach, bringing with it more interest in the concept of 

ñshamanismò, which increasingly has been used in relation to Old Nordic religion.
307

 It is also 

noteworthy that in the contemporary period, there has been less use of methodological 

backgrounds drawn from the history of religion. There are several reasons for this. First of all, 

the first historians of religions wanted to answer questions about the origin of religion, and 

this mean that Old Nordic or ñGermanicò religion formed a natural part of their research. 

Later researchers such as Dum®zil and Eliade were more interested in finding shared ancient 

patterns and symbols through comparison. Such questions as these have less relevance today, 

when more focus is being placed on contemporary religions.
308

 Secondly, more works on Old 

Nordic religion are being written by archaeologists than used to be the case, which has led to 

new focuses and approaches.
309

 Recent research on Old Nordic religion has started to involve 

more interdisciplinary research, involving scholars from the fields of archaeology, folklore, 

literary history, history, linguistics and more working together. This has resulted in an 
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increase in the number of works which involve compilations of material by several authors on 

common topics.
310

 The increased concentration on detail in the last few years has also 

fortunately resulted in an increase in works concentrating on individual animals and their 

symbolism.
311

 

Among such recent works which deal with animal symbolism, one might mention 

articles written by the archaeologists Lotte Hedeager, Kristina Jennbert and Anne-Soffie 

Grªslund. Hedeager is particularly interested in how different animals were understood and 

what meaning was involved in animal ornaments. In her essay, ñDyr og andre mennesker - 

mennesker og andre dyr: dyreornamentikkens transcendentale realitetò (2004), she points out 

that animals had a central place in the pre-Christian worldview which she sees as being 

shamanistic.
312

 As she notes, those animals which appear most often in Old Nordic 

iconography are snakes, the eagle, the wolf and the wild boar.
313

 According to Hedeager, the 

Nordic animal style reflects the cognitive structure of pre-Christian Nordic society,
314

 rather 

than a direct presentation of myth.
315

 In her studies, she stresses the interrelation between 

animals and people, among other things noting the way that people dressed in animal 

costumes, or used helmets with animal crests.
316

  

Jennbert has also concentrated on the relationship between humans and animals in the 

Old Nordic world.
317

 As an archaeologist, she has placed her main emphasis on death 

rituals,
318

 her suggestion being that the finds of animals in graves shows that both people and 
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animals were understood in a similar way:
319

 they were seen as being much closer to each 

other than they are today.
320

 Jennbert also underlines that animals were understood in 

different ways, depending on whether they were domestic, wild, or fabulous, each kind 

representing a different sphere of human life.
321

 For her, animals are: 

 

mouthpieces for human characteristics and reflections of peopleôs social positions. With the aid of 

animals one could show who one was, and with animals one could moreover control the higher 

powers.
322

  

 

 

Anne-Sofie Grªslund meanwhile has concentrated on animals connected to čĦinn: 

wolves, birds and serpents.
323

 Noteworthy about her approach is that she sees animals as 

symbols, and thus her study concerns their symbolic meaning. On the other hand, she also 

underlines that we must remember that animals formed a natural part of daily human life.
324

 

She has also pointed out that the presence of animals in graves is one of the strongest signs of 

non-Christian burial.
325

 However, Grªslund provides an example of an approach which occurs 

fairly frequently, which is to posit a significant connection between a deity and a particular 

animal on the basis of a short mention. Thus, Grªslund sees the serpent as being connected to 

čĦinn because he once transforms himself into such a reptile.
326

 In a similar way, McKinnell 

connects Freyja with the dog or with the goat, largely based on the evidence of an insult.
327

 I 

consider the use of such evidence for connections of this kind insufficient. 

A slightly different approach is taken by Judith Jesch in her examination of ñanimals 

of battleò based on the evidence of Old Norse literature. In her article ñEagles and Wolves: 

Beasts of Battleò (2002), Jesch uses literary evidence to demonstrate that eagles and wolves 

are connected with corpse eating and death and therefore also with battle.
328

 The main point 

of her article is that the common association of these animals with čĦinn must be secondary, 

as the result of čĦinn being god of war, and that animal symbolism in itself should be seen as 
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ñindependent of religious associationsò.
329

 This is, of course, something that can also be 

applied to the boar. 

Jane Hawkes has concentrated on animal symbolism in Anglo-Saxon culture. In her 

article ñSymbolic Lives: The Visual Evidenceò (1997), she associates the boar with religious 

ritual, fertility, tribal identity, male concerns in battle and dynastic power.
330

 According to her, 

the boar symbol can thus be seen as having a multivalent significance, depending on 

context.
331

 Gale R. Owen-Crocker has made similar comments about the boar in Anglo-Saxon 

culture, while focussing on name symbolism. In her article ñBeast Men: Eofor and Wulf and 

the Mythic Significance of Namesò (2007), she discusses the possible connection between 

persons bearing animal names and real animals (see further Chapter 6.1.1.). 

Stephen O. Glosecki has also discussed boar symbolism in Anglo-Saxon context. His 

book Shamanism and Old English Poetry (1989)
332

 offers an interesting view of the animal 

symbols used in Beowulf. Glosecki goes into traditional shamanism and its context in some 

detail, interpreting the images on helmets first and foremost as animal guardians.
333

 Although 

he occasionally goes too far in his application of shamanism, he makes several interesting 

observations about the use of animal images. According to Glosecki, the boar on Beowulfôs 

helmet is ña nigouimes
334

 left over from the Germanic Iron Ageò.
335

 For him, the animal 

symbolism also retains reflexes of animism,
336

 the evidence of Beowulf clearly demonstrating 

that the boar was first and foremost a shamanistic animal helper of the warrior.
337

 Gloseckiôs 

ideas of animal symbolism are presented further in the article ñMovable Beastsò (2000) in the 

book Animas in Middle Ages.
338

 Here he discusses animal symbolism in Early Germanic art, 

including examples of boar images, showing them as quite independent from Freyr
339

 (an idea 

consistent with my arguments in Chapter 12.4.). He also suggests that the boar might be a 
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ñmovable beastò, an emblem which might be removed from peopleôs helmets after the 

battle.
340

  

Aleksander Pluskowski is another scholar whose research has been connected mainly 

with animals and the human-animal relationship in recent years, although most of his work 

concentrates on the medieval period.
341

 Among other things, he has looked at how actually the 

Christian world-view changed the view of predators in early medieval Scandinavia.
342

  

The relationship between people and animals in the Nordic world has also been 

examined by Lena Rohrbach in her book Der tierische Blick. Mensch ï Tier- Relationen in 

der Sagaliteratur (2009), in which she uses an anthropological approach to discussion the role 

of animals in saga narrative, although little is said here about the swine. Moreover, Rohrbach 

concentrates more on the medieval period which is less relevant for the present discussion. 

 Besides works such as the above, dealing with animal symbolism in general, recent 

years have seen an increase in the number of works dealing with individual animals. Jennbert 

has discussed sheep and the goat,
 343 

Ulla Loumand has written on the horse,
344

 Pluskowski on 

wolves,
345

 and Ćsd²s R. Magn¼sd·ttir on boars.
346

 Ćsd²sô article ñGraisse, sagesse et 

immortalit®: Le verrat merveilleux et le culte du porc dans la litt®rature islandaise du Moyen 

Ągeò (Fat, Knowledge and Immortality. The Miraculous Boar and the Cult of Pork in 

Icelandic Medieval Literature) discusses the cult of the boar as it appears in Icelandic 

literature. Ćsd²sô conclusion is that in the sagas, the boar was both the symbol of royalty and a 

symbol of shame.
347

 She concludes that based on Dum®zilôs tripartite theory, it might be 

argued that the boar contains all three functions. Nonetheless, when Ćsd²s starts considering 

the swineôs connection with agriculture (and therefore fertility: see Chapter 12.3.), her 
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evidence is drawn solely from Greek and Celtic sources.
348

 As will be seen below, and as has 

been noted often above, the boar is often connected with fertility on the basis of its presumed 

function. However, as Ćsd²sô work shows, finding firm evidence to support this argument is 

difficult, as I will show in the final discussion in the thesis (Chapter 12.3.). 

Ćsd²s Magn¼sd·ttirôs article is the only article in recent years to concentrate on the 

boar in Old Nordic literature independently. The swine is nonetheless mentioned in general 

publications dealing with Old Nordic religion as a whole or in works focusing on other 

subjects, and then, as usual, mostly in relation to Freyr and Freyja. These works underline that 

although nowadays there are several ideas about the boar around, the older ideas discussed 

above are still widespread: the boar is seen as a symbol of fertility,
349

 of kingship,
350

 of battle 

and death,
351

 as a sacrificial animal of Freyr or all of these together. Lotte Motz stresses the 

royal character of the boar symbol. According to her, the animals of Freyr, the horse and the 

boar, ñrelate him to warfare, to valour and to kingship, and to the promotion of human welfare 

in the context of peaceful lifeò.
352

 In a similar way, John Lindow has noted that scholars 

usually associate the boar with the fertility of the Vanir and thus with early Swedish kings,
353

 

an idea echoed by Rudolf Simek in his statement that the boar as a sign of fertility was 

connected with Freyr and the Swedish royal house, and that this was an old attribute.
354

 In a 

similar way, John McKinnell makes the hypothesis that the boar could have a sacred fertility 

function in connection with Freyja.
355

 According to McKinnell, čttarr, who becomes the 

sacred boar in Hyndlulj·Ħ may possibly have been a consort-priest, or even a representative of 
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Ćsd²sard·ttir 2007, pp. 248-251). 
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Freyr who was also Freyjaôs lover.
356

 In the same work, Freyja is mentioned in connection 

with ñritual transformation of fertility goddess into an animalò,
357

 McKinnell suggested in a 

later work that while Freyr had the boar as his sacred animal, Freyjaôs animal was the sow,
358

 

the boar here being referred to as the ñtotemic representativeò of Vanir and their 

descendants.
359

 Gro Steinsland is another modern scholar who considers the boar to be first 

and foremost the sacrifice animal of Freyr.
360

 In her eyes, however, Freyrôs boar should be 

viewed as a domestic boar because he is the ruler of domestic animals, as opposed to čĦinn 

who is associated with has wild animals (ravens and wolves).
361

 Like many others before her, 

Steinsland thinks of the warriors in boar helmets as warriors of Freyr, possibly from the 

Ynglinga family.
362

 According to her, the boar represents essentially strength (styrke) and 

fertility (fruktbarhet).
363

 

Further discussion is made of the boar in Britt-Mari Nªsstrºmôs Freyja ï the Great 

Goddess of the North (1995). For logical reasons, the boar is here predominately discussed in 

the connection with Freyja, and mainly in a short chapter called ñWar Boarò (pp. 169 - 173), 

in which the idea of boarôs connection to war is stressed. Nªsstrºm underlines that Freyjaôs 

boar is called Hildisv²ni (ñwar-swineò: see Chapter 6.3.) and should therefore be connected 

with war rather than fertility.
364

 For her, as with Ellis Davidson, the boar image had a 

protective function,
365

 and could be seen as being a symbol of warrior himself.
366

 She also 

rejects Phillpottsô interpretation of ñtotemic explicationsò of Freyja and čttarr in Hyndlulj·Ħ 

(see further Chapter 9.0.). According to Phillpotts, both figures appeared in animal form in 

this poem.
367

 Although Nªsstrºm rejects the fertility aspect of the boar, her argument is 

somewhat overwhelmed by the overall concept of the book which is written in a somewhat 

Dum®zilian way, Nªsstrºm following Gimbutasô concept of a Great Goddess who had various 
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functions including fertility, love, death and war, among others.
368

 Nonetheless, in general, 

Nªsstrºm states that like NjỶrĦr and Freyr, Freyja can be seen as supporting the fertility of 

beast and soil.
369

 In one of her other later books, Fornskandinavisk religion (2002), Nªsstrºm 

suggests that Freyr had to share his boar with Freyja.
370

 She nonetheless makes the 

noteworthy observation that the boarôs role as the symbol of kingôs power (kungamakten) in 

Nordic Europe echoed that of the lion in other European countries.
371

  

To sum up the above review of recent scholarship, it is clear that nowadays various 

opinions exist about the social and religious understanding of the boar in the Nordic world. 

While the idea of the boar as a symbol of fertility which goes back to the nineteenth century 

still exists, there have been several attempts to reject it. A big step forward in recent years has 

been the increased understanding of the role of animal. This can be seen especially in the 

various studies of animal symbolism, which discuss the animal (boar included) independently 

from a deity. This is also one of my purposes in this thesis, although I am aware of the fact 

that the relationship to Freyr and Freyja cannot be excluded. Nonetheless, as this chapter has 

shown, this relationship has been the main reason why the boar has been continuously 

interpreted first and foremost as a symbol of fertility. As I intend to demonstrate (and as other 

scholars such as Nªsstrºm have already noted) there is actually very little real evidence 

concerning Old Nordic religion to suggest that the boar should be associated primarily with 

fertility.
372

 However, before we can reach that conclusion, it is important to learn as much 

about the boar as is possible, and it is best to start with the swineôs biology and history in 

order to reach some understanding of how the Old Nordic people understood the animal they 

interacted with. 
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4.0. The Biological and Historical Background  

 

In this chapter, I will provide some biological and archaeological background to the figure of 

the swine, something which is important for a context for the evidence of the swine in 

Northern Europe. My belief is that it is necessary to look at swine in the broader context in 

order to understand what kind of swine the Old Nordic people knew, and also how swine 

seem to have changed from earlier periods, something which might help us understand 

potential survivals from older periods which might have remained in Nordic peopleôs later 

worldview. We have to be aware of the fact that Old Nordic religion was a religion belonging 

to people who already knew the domestic pig and their approach to animals would thus have 

been different to people from earlier times (who did not know such an animal). However, we 

must remember that the wild swine still remained a common part of environment of people in 

the Iron Age and should therefore start by examining the nature of this animal. 

 

4.1. Wild Swine: Biological Information  

 

The wild pig is a mammal, an even-toed ungulate belonging to the Artiodactyla.
373

 The 

species of the Sus scrofa (wild swine), nonetheless contains several subspecies.
374

 Together 

with its domestic relatives, the suidae family is one of the most widespread and adaptable 

animals in the world.
375

 The wild pig is an omnivore, eating almost everything, including 

birds, mice, invertebrates, insects and carcasses of larger animals. Nonetheless, food of 

vegetable origin dominates, acorns and beechnuts being central.
376

 Indeed, the connection 

between the wild swine and acorns was well known in the period under examination, 

appearing, for example in the understanding of one verse of the Old English Runic Poem.
377

 

The wild pig lives in family groups containing only females and young males.
378

 The 

old males live alone. Both the males and the females can be dangerous, the females most 
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often when accompanied by the piglets, using their snout and teeth to fight and bite because 

they do not have such big tusks as males. The boar on the other hand uses his sharp tusks for 

fighting.
379

 The tusks logically become one of the typical symbols for the boar and it cannot 

be surprising that they became trophies for hunters.  

The fecundity of the wild swine is a typical characteristic well known among people. 

It is true that the sow can produce many piglets but in nature, many of them do not survive. In 

a normal natural system, predators would eat the weakest individuals; but today the number of 

wild swine is mostly regulated by hunting.
380

 Nonetheless, the high reproduction rate of the 

swine is better known amongst domestic swine where natural dangers are eliminated and 

people can help them survive. Another reason for connecting the swine with fertility is 

probably the fact that the wild pig has quite a long mating period: Although they mate for the 

main part in the late autumn and during the winter,
381

 they are able to breed throughout the 

whole year.
382

 It is also noteworthy that wild swine could start to breed during the first year of 

their life. However, the fecundity of the boar increases with age.
383

 

Another important fact to bear in mind (not least when considering the monstrous 

boars that occasionally appear in literature) is that the boar keeps growing throughout its 

lifetime,
384

 which means that an old boar may be quite a huge monster. 

 

4.2. The Wild Swine in Europe and Wild Swine Hunting  

 

The oldest period involving swine in Northern Europe (about 10,000 BC - 3000 BC) precedes 

the introduction of agriculture, and thus represents a very different period from those that 

came after, both in terms of way of life, and religion. Nonetheless, this period needs 

mentioning, principally in order to highlight the differences, but also with regard to for the 

later discussion in this thesis which touches on possible survivals, mainly in connection with 
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totemic or shamanistic features reflected in the relationship between animals and people in the 

Iron Age (see Chapters 7.3. and 8.3. concerning battle symbolism). 

It is clear that the wild swine became an important animal of prey for the early hunter-

gatherers in Scandinavia soon after the end of the Ice Age when forests started to move to 

North, in about 9500 BC (the Mesolithic period).
385

 Nonetheless, in Southern and Middle 

Europe, evidence of the wild swine already exists in the Palaeolithic period.
386

 According to 

Christopher Smith, the wild swine is exclusively a postglacial animal.
387

 Herbert Schutz 

similarly notes that the forestôs replacement of the tundra in about 7000 BC brought about an 

increase in non-migratory animals such as the red deer, the moose and the wild pig.
388

 At this 

time, the oak, elm, linden and especially the hazel displaced the pine in the continental 

Europe.
389

 The wild pig usually lives in a broad-leafed forest habitat,
390

 and among the trees, 

the oak is most important for the swine because acorns are the wild pigôs favourite food, as 

mentioned above.
391

 Thus consideration of the type of the forest and the climate mean we can 

trace the northern border of the area in which the wild pigs lived in that period. Today, they 

do not live further north than in Southern Sweden and Southern Norway, but the population is 

growing.
392

 Nonetheless, outside of Scandinavia there is evidence suggesting that the wild pig 

can live much further north. In the European part of Russia, for example, wild pigs exist at 

about 62-63Á N and even in 66Á.5Ë N in Karelia, even though they do not appear regularly 

there.
393
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As noted above, when the wild pig first appeared in the north, Nordic societies were 

still made up of hunter-gatherers. In such societies, the roles played by animals were very 

different from the roles they played in agricultural society. The hunter-gatherer society was 

dependent on successful hunts which make the relationship toward animals quite special. In 

such societies, as in some modern traditional hunting societies, rituals are directed towards 

animals or their spirits in order to achieve successful hunting. For example, caribou hunters in 

Labrador feel they have to show respect to the caribou and believe that the King of the 

Caribou gives them the animal.
394

 Aldhouse-Green notes also that in societies of hunter-

gatherers a common belief is that of fluidity between animals and humans - that they have a 

similar and interchangeable identity.
395

  

It is obvious that with the introduction of farming and domestication of animals, the 

approach changed. Turville-Petre points out that with the introduction of agriculture in around 

3000 BC, people started to live a more settled form of life which also changed their religious 

views. As he puts it, the gods of the soil overcame the gods of the hunt.
396

 The hunt was no 

longer in the forefront of life. It became an occasional entertainment and sport, the fertility of 

the fields and animals supposedly now taking a central role in peopleôs lives and thus also a 

central role in the cult.
397

 Religion, logically, had to correspond with the needs of humans.  

The importance of the wild swine hunting also changed a great deal after the 

domestication of the swine. Schutz points out that at the beginning of the Chalcolithic Age (c. 

3500-1700 BC) with the advent of the Funnel Beaker culture, hunting decreased (even though 

the bones of wild animals, including swine, are still found in graves, showing occasional 

hunting continued).
398

 It seems that the male wild swine remained an object of huntersô 

interest, which gives reason to continue concentrating on the boar here. According to Jonsson 

though, it is obvious that people who kept pigs that were comparable in size to the wild pigs 

did not need to hunt boars, which was a quite dangerous and uncertain activity.
399

 The main 

problem is that the wild swine is a dangerous animal; the boar has sharp tusks and knows how 

to use them. The other difficulty is that the boar lives alone and it is hard to find and track 
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it.
400

 Nonetheless, hunting was still going on during both the Vendel and the Viking periods, 

both as a source for meat, fur and antlers. At around the same time, it was becoming a sport of 

the upper classes in Scandinavia.
401

 

 

4.3. The Domestication and Rearing of Pigs 

 

According to Bengt Wigh, the domestication of the wild boar probably started during the 

Mesolithic period, with the capturing of young piglets.
402

 Nevertheless, this is quite difficult 

to prove because there is no proof of changes taking place in the size of the pig in the 

Mesolithic Age.
403

 Nonetheless, the most recent studies on the subject show that pig 

husbandry in the world may be 10,000 years old.
404

 When the so-called Neolithic revolution 

began in the Middle East about that time, many important changes in human lifestyle were 

occurring, the domestication of the wild pig being just one of them. As noted above, with the 

domestication of animals, there is a transition from a hunting society to a society of farmers. 

In Europe, this seems to occur between the 7
th
 and the 4

th
 millennium BC.

405
 Research into 

comparisons of pig DNA shows that the Near Eastern pig was definitely introduced into 

Europe during the Neolithic period, coming by at least two distinct routes.
 406

 By around the 

4
th
 millennium BC, it is clear that the European wild boar had also been domesticated and 

spread throughout Europe where it replaced the Near Eastern pig.
407

 Also noteworthy is that 

the first farmers kept more pigs and cattle than sheep and goats, the reason for this being that, 

according to Clutton-Brock, the wooded area they lived in was much better for pigs and cattle 

than for sheep and goats. It was only with the beginning of the Bronze Age that sheep began 
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to be the most common animal in Northern and Western Europe.
408

 Even so, it is clear that the 

swine retained an important place in humansô lives and minds, something which will become 

clearer in the next section.  

 

4.4. The Swine in Bronze-Age Rock Carvings 

 

When talking about the Bronze Age, it is important to mention the Southern Scandinavian 

Bronze Age rock carvings from between 1500 and 500 BC.
409

 These show various 

interactions between humans and animals, including images of the hunt, herding (or keeping 

animals), and even images of sexual intercourse between a man and an animal.
410

 There are 

few carvings of the hunting of the wild boar, but as Ellis Davidson has pointed out, Bronze 

Age carvings are mainly concerned with agriculture.
411

 On some carvings, footprints of 

animals appear.
412

 On other images, animal heads appear to be attached to the ships (if these 

images are ships), which might be linked to the later tradition of dragonheads being put on 

ships.
413

 Other relevant images are those in which human-like figures are portrayed with 

animal or bird masks.
414

 Indeed, zoomorphic figures which appear on the rock-carvings 

sometimes have wings, bird heads, or horns.
415

 Although there seem to be no half-man, half-

swine images, such images of zoomorphic figures are important for the discussion of the later 

concepts of shape-changing and other shamanistic features of Old Nordic Religion, 

encouraging it to be traced back to the Bronze Age (see further Chapter 7.2.). 

Animal motifs make up one of six main motifs on Bronze Age carvings.
416

 As Peter 

Gelling has noted, Scandinavian rock carvings in Scandinavia can actually be divided into 

two groups. The first group involves hunting images and is centred in the North Scandinavia, 

while the other group concerns more the interests of the agricultural Bronze Age population 
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 See Aldhouse-Green 2005, images on pp. 90-93. 
415

 A bird-headed man can possibly be seen on a figure from Brandskog (Uppland): Coles 1994, p. 31, fig. 16e. 

Winged figures appear in Kallsªngen: Coles 1990, p. 67, fig. 61. Horns appear, for example, on the image of the 
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located more in the South of Scandinavian peninsula.
417

 It is also noteworthy that the swine 

appears in two contexts in these latter images: as a hunted wild boar or as domestic pig, 

usually in a herd. The problem with these images, according to Shetelig and Falk, is that the 

animals represented on the rock carvings are often hard to distinguish, with exception of the 

hart, horses and oxen.
418

 Farm animals logically appear in the rock-carvings from southern 

Scandinavia. All the same, it is noteworthy that carvings of pigs are quite unusual, even 

though they were probably common animals on Bronze Age farms.
419

 Coles notes that the 

kinds of animals appearing on rock-carvings appear to show a particular selection: some 

animals do not appear at all, while the most often portrayed tend to be four-legged herbivores 

and some birds.
420

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. From the left: figures of pigs on rock carvings from a) Ryckeby F; b) Boglºsaby A. 

 

It is nonetheless interesting to note that the main areas in which the pigs appear on 

rock carvings are in South-Eastern Sweden; and especially the area of Uppland, an area which 

was to be strongly connected with the boar in the Vendel period (see Chapters 8.3. and 11.0.). 

Coles mentions that in Uppland there are almost 200 images of animals.
421

 Although, as noted 

above, many of these animals are hard to identify, in several cases they are clearly pigs. For 
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 Gelling, Ellis Davidson 1969, p. 1. 
418

 Shetelig, Falk 1937, p. 159. 
419

 Other farm animals in the Bronze Age were cattle, sheep, goats, horses and dogs: Hygen, Bengtsson 2000, p. 
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420
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example, in one carving from Stenbacken (Tanum 66), in Coles 2005, p. 60, fig. 88, I can clearly see a seal, 

while Coles interprets the same figure as a fish. 
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 Coles 1994, p. 35. 



75 

 

example, the carving from Rickeby F clearly contains group of four pigs (fig. 1a).
422

 Coles, 

meanwhile, mentions animals from Boglºsaby A, or Boglºsa g¬rd, which might be pigs or 

bears.
423

 To the above, one can add another group of animals from the same place which are 

clearly pigs (fig. 1b).  

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Swine on rock carving from Himmelstadlund, Norrkºping. 

 

The second important area in Sweden for rock carvings of swine in the Bronze Age is 

Norrkºping municipality in ¥stergºtland, where a swine appears several times on rock 

carvings.
424

 One image shows a man pointing at a wild swine with spear, the animal seeming 

to have a crested back, a typical symbol of an angry boar.
425

 Another possible hunting scene 

also comes from ¥stergºtland
426

 and shows a group of five animals, three of them clearly 

being wild boars, while the other two are probably an ox and some kind of doe.
427

 Another 

carving from Himmelstadlund, Norrkºping in ¥stergºtland, is called ñgristavlanò (the pig 

tablet) because of its huge number of pigs (figs. 2 and 3).
428

 This shows a sword pointing 

toward the penis of a boar, with another herd of pigs above. In addition to these pictures on 
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 See Coles 1994, pp. 77-78, Janson, Lundberg, Bertilsson 1989, p. 186. 
423

 Coles 1994, p. 35 and fig. 29. See also Janson, Lundberg, Bertilsson 1989, p. 183. 
424
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Vªstergºtland they are 0,0% (Janson, Lundberg, Bertilsson 1989, p. 135). 
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 Gelling, Ellis Davidson 1969, fig.15.b. 
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 Gelling, Ellis Davidson 1969, p. 84, fig.41.g. 
427
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the ñgristavlanò is another image of a huge wild boar, two hunters with spears and probably 

with dogs. The boar has visible tusks and, once again, a crested back. Above the hunting 

scene are what seem to be four smaller wild pigs and another animal on the left side.
429

 Yet 

another wild boar is perhaps depicted on the carving from Leonardsberg in Norrkºping.
430

  

 

 

Fig. 3. A boar hunt on rock carving from Himmelstadlund, Norrkºping. 

 

Another important area for rock carvings is the border area between Sweden and 

Norway, in Bohuslªn and Ïstfold.
431

 This area contains several images of animals pulling 

carts. These are very simple in shape, as Coles notes, and the characteristic horse head is not 

stressed with any clarity. According to Coles, however, these animals seem to be meant to be 

horses or oxen.
432

 Nonetheless, I would argue that the animals depicted on the rocks at Valla 

Sºrg¬rd, Tossene (nr. 48),
433

 might be pigs.
434

 The nose is a bit longer, they do not have 

visible ears, and they are of a smaller size than other cattle or horses. One of them looks more 

like a pig then the other. Similarly, in another cart image, at Begby II, Borge, there is another 

animal with a longer nose, which is possibly a snout.
435

 A pig might also possibly be seen on 

one carving from Vitclycke, Tanum 1, although arguably this is just on the drawing of the 
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430
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 For details see Hygen, Bengtsson 2000 and Coles 2005. 
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 Coles 2005, p. 69, fig. 101. 
434

 Although it might seem unusual for a pig to pull a cart, such an idea appears later regarding Freyr's boar 

Gullinbursti, who is said to pull Freyr's wagon (see further Chapter 9) 
435

 Coles 2005, p. 71, fig. 103. 
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image.
436

 Several pigs also appear on a carving 255 from Fossum, Tanum (fig. 4). They 

include a group of four animals which might be pigs: another pig which seems to be above a 

man with an axe, and the last one which can be seen on the left-hand bottom corner of the 

rock.
437

 Other images from Bohuslªn area depict hunting: A carving from H¬ltane, Kville 

parish, shows a man with a bow (or another weapon), and a group of dogs chasing a wild boar. 

This animal is certainly different from the dogs: it has no ears and seems to have a crested 

back and snout.
438

  

 

 

 

Fig. 4. Rock Carving from Fossum, Tanum, Bohuslªn. 

 

Another relevant example of rock art from this period which must be briefly 

mentioned is Kivik Stone 7 (c. 1200 BC) from south-eastern Sk¬ne.
439

 It contains an image of 

a pig and a goat, Freyrôs and ĩ·rrôs animals, according to Ohlmarks.
440

 Nonetheless, it is 

noteworthy that both animals have very long noses, and the left one has no horns. Ellis 

Davidson interprets them as two horses facing each other, suggesting a context of funeral 

games.
441

 Personally, I do not think that any of the animals is a pig or a horse. It is very hard 

to decide. They could just as well be dogs. 
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