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Abstract 

“...and we have forgotten who we are“  

Rituality in the Modern Religion of ‘Forn Siðr. Asa- og vanetrosamfundet i Denmark‘ 

and the Question of Reinvention or Recreation of Religion and Culture 

 

In contemporary pagan religions, such as Ásatru (IS) or Forn Siðr (DK), it has 

long been discussed whether ritualistic behaviour and ritualistic symbols survived from 

an earlier religion, often described as the ‘religion of the Vikings’ or ‘mythology of the 

Vikings’. Another debate is about the purpose of the social function of these rituals Both 

debates are active in scholarship but pay little attention to the modern Norse religious 

groups, like Ásatrú or Forn Siðr. Contemporary religions such as Forn Siðr have notably 

increasing numbers of members, yet research is controversial and the groups are lacking 

in continuity. 

In order to decrease the controversy around the modern pagan religion(s), a close 

examination of these has to be undertaken and therefore this work will investigate the 

social aspects of rituality of the Forn Siðr in Denmark, which is the biggest group of 

modern heathenries in central Europe. The research is directed towards the most essential 

elements of religion, rituals. 

The research question therefore is whether rituals in the Forn Siðr (DK) group can 

be understood under the same aspects of rituals introduced by Catherine Bell (1997) or 

not. Another aspect of the investigation includes the social structures and origin of rituals. 

The scholarship, of Catherine Bell for example, describes how to determine the value of 

rituality in social structures, or how rituals have influenced changing societies within 

generations. Stefanie von Schnurbein (1992) investigated a pagan religious group in the 

1990s in Germany. Leszek Gardeła (2016) approached related topics in Re-Enactment 

Thus far, aspects of rituality, such as social functions and identification with the Viking 

heritage can be found in the Forn Siðr (DK). However, an investigation of funerary rituals 

of pagan contemporary religions is still in demand. 

In this thesis, use is made of empirical techniques, including interviews and online 

questionnaires that allow direct insight into the perception of funerary rites, a preferable 

method for evaluation of direct and individual concepts of members of the religious 

group. Catherine Bell’s aspects of rituality will be the basis to investigate the parallels 

and differences of rituality in funerals of Forn Sidr (DK). The conclusion draws direct 
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links to the rituality of contemporary pagan religion(s) and shows parallels to other major 

religions and therefore a closer investigation overall should be considered. 

 

Ágrip 

“...og við höfum gleymt hver við erum“  

Helgisiðir í samtímatrúarbrögðum ‘Forn Siðr. Asa- og vanetrosamfundet i Denmark‘ og 

spurningin um enduruppfinningu eða endursköpun menningar og trúarbragða. 

 

Í heiðnum trúarhópum samtímans, eins og Ásatrú (IS) og Fornum Sið (DK),  hefur 

lengi verið til umræðu hvort helgiathafnir og helg tákn séu komin frá eldri trú, sem oft er 

kölluð trú víkinga eða goðsagnakerfi víkinganna. Einnig er deilt um tilgang eða félagslega 

þýðingu þessara helgisiða. Fjallað er um hvorttveggja í rannsóknum fræðimanna en 

sjónum er sjaldan beint að norrænum trúarhópum eins og Ásatrú og Fornum Sið. Þessir 

hópar hafa aukið verulega við áhangendur sína en rannsóknir á þeim eru umdeilanlegar 

og saga hópanna sjálfra er slitrótt.  

Til að draga úr deilum um heiðna trúarhópa samtímans, er vert að rannsaka þá 

gaumgæfilega. Þessi rannsókn mun því beina sjónum að félagslegum hliðum helgisiða 

hjá danska hópnum Forn Siðr, en hann mun vera stærsta samfélag utan um nútímaheiðni 

á meginlandi Evrópu. Rannsóknin beinist því að þeim þætti trúar sem er næst kjarna 

hennar sem eru helgisiðirnir. 

Því er rannsóknarspurningin hvort skilja megi helgisiði hjá Fornum Sið undir 

sömu formerkjum og Catherine Bell hefur kynnt í rannsóknum sínum (1997). Önnur hlið 

á rannsókninni varðar félagslegar formgerðir og uppruna helgisiðanna. Í fræðum sínum 

lýsir Catherine Bell hvernig megi lýsa helgisiðum með tilliti til félagslegra formgerða og 

hvernig helgisiðirnir hafa haft áhrif á breytingar innan samfélaga milli kynslóða. Leszek 

Gardeła hefur kannað svipuð viðfangsefni í rannsóknum sínum á sviðsetningum víkinga-

siða. Stefani von Schnurbein gerði rannsókn á þýskum nýheiðnum hópi á tíunda áratug 

síðustu aldar. Hingað til hefur verið athugað hvernig ýmsar hliðar á helgisiðum, t.d. 

félagsleg hlutverk og samsömun við arfleifð víkingatímans, fyrirfinnast hjá Fornum Sið í 

Danmörku. Enn á þó eftir að kanna útfararsiði hjá nýheiðnum trúarhópum.  

Í ritgerðinni er byggt á gagnasöfnun, m.a. viðtölum og spurningalistum á veraldar-

vefnum, en slík gögn gefa innsýn inn í hvernig þessir hópar skilja útfararsiðina. Þessi 

aðferð hefur reynst vel við að meta hvernig meðlimir í trúarhópum skynja og skilja 
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helgisiði. Kenningar Catherine Bell um hinar ýmsu hliðar helgisiða eru grundvöllurinn 

að rannsókninni á hliðstæðum og mismun í helgisiðum Forns Siðar í Danmörku. Í 

lokakafla er leitast við að sýna tengsl milli helgisiða í heiðinni trú samtímans og stærri 

trúarbragða. Þetta mætti rannsaka betur og í víðara samhengi. 
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Ethical Note 

 

This ethical note aims to protect the researched subjects of any acclamations. The 

participants of the survey in this research are secured anonymity and respect towards their 

answers. This note explains who was involved in the survey and which additional material 

was contemplated. The issues and ideas that are present when working with empirical 

materials.  

 The anonymity of the participants is a great element of this survey. The method 

of anonymised online survey is chosen to protect the participants from negative 

consequences; however, the group of Forn Siðr is named and allowed me to conduct the 

survey, which was published on the exclusive online Facebook groups by one of the 

responsibles. They are aware that the survey had the purpose to be included into the final 

work to receive the degree of Master of Arts from the University of Iceland. The 

introductory text to the survey clarifies that the material is for academic purpose only.1 

The anonymity of the participants leads to a distance between researcher and participants, 

which is positive on the one side because it allows a objective approach towards the 

survey results, on the other hand negative, because the researcher has to trust in the 

honesty and trustworthiness of the answers. The survey allows me to be in “position of 

impartiality“, which means, that I treat all participants equally.2  

In this research I had to trust my email contact person of Forn Siðr, who was able to help 

me to publish the survey and also spoke to other members directly. This made the 

communication easier and the group was more accessible for me. The contact person was 

a medium and entity for me to access the group. This can be precarious because I did not 

meet the contact person, but in order to accomplish this research, I encountered the 

investigation with openness and unreservedly. That could have been a  great failure, but 

the research shows that my (blind) trust was rewarded this time.  

 There shall be no negative consequences for the group of Forn Siðr after this 

survey. All names are anonimised in order to maximise security. The answers are 

interpreted by me, the researcher, and is fully responsible for any misinterpretations or 

misunderstandings.  

The survey was not always precise enough and therefore the website was adduced.  

                                                           
1 O‘Reilly, Karen: Ethnographic Methods, London 2005, p.62.  
2 Gobo, Giampietro: Ethical Dilemma, in: Doing Ethnography, ed. Giampietro Gobo, Los Angeles 2008, 

p.141.  
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The website of Forn Siðr is used in this research to have an objective presentation of the 

belief and the customs. The website allows an easy access, free from any personal 

involvment with participants or personal bias‘ of the participants; for that reason, it offers 

a positive addition of information to the survey and helped drawing the conclusions I 

made in this investigation.  

All information is handled with care and respect towards the religion of Forn Siðr.  
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1. Introduction 

In contemporary pagan religions, like the Ásatrú (IS) or Forn Siðr (DK), it is rarely 

discussed whether ritualistic behaviour and ritualistic symbols of contemporary pagan 

religions survived from earlier religions or if it is a reinvention of modern society. This 

paper investigates the origins and aspects of rituals and confronts the theory with the case 

study of funerary rites of Forn Siðr - Asa- og Vanetrosamfundet i Danmark.3  The research 

investigates the origins of funerary rituals in contemporary pagan religions and their 

modern approach. In the pagan religion Forn Siðr, funerals are organised, the research 

examines these rituals and puts these in a taxonomic context that is based on Catherine 

Bell’s ritual theory “Ritual - Dimension and Perspectives” published in 1997.4 

Scholarship on rituality, history, culture and religion of the Viking Age is popular 

in academia and increasingly gains interest in pop culture as well, but scholarship pays 

little attention to the modern pagan religious groups like Forn Siðr.5 There are studies of 

the Icelandic group of Ásatrúarfélagið and Ross Downing graduated with a dissertation 

about the heathen temple in Iceland.6 Contemporary religions, such as Forn Siðr have 

notably increasing numbers of members, yet research is controversial and the groups are 

lacking in continuity.  

Why funerary rites are significant for our research and our contemporary 

scholarship in religious studies in the field of old Norse religion is a question that can be 

simply answered: The religion around the contemporary belief of old Norse mythology 

and traditions is young and constantly developing in front of our eyes. As contemporary 

researchers in the field of archaeology, culture studies, and religion, we are lucky to be 

able to combine all three fields and therefore watch the fields melt together and observe 

religion and tradition develop, as has never been possible before because the fields usually 

work separately from each other or from a contemporary view on the past. In this study 

of contemporary religions, we, the researchers and observers, can watch a culture and 

religion develop. Funerary rites are the last possible rites a human in contemporary 

paganism is able to receive and therefore an excessive weight is put on this ritual, and it 

can be assumed that this is an precise expression of the deceased‘s perception. 

Additionally, speaking for funerary rites as case studies in contemporary paganism, is the 

                                                           
3 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr 23.03.2017, 13:34 
4 Bell, Catherine: Rituals. Dimensions and Perspectives, New York 1997.  
5 Shortened name for simplicity  
6 Downing, Ross: A Heathen Mecca. Interpreting the international Germanic Contemporary Pagan 

Response to the Icelandic Temple, Göteborg 2017 . 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr
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fact that many members are still so-called converts and therefore subsequently chose the 

funerary rites rather than accepting them as a part of inherited tradition without 

questioning. Funerary rites in modern paganism is a self-chosen and often long debated 

and thoughtful process which contributes immensely to this study. In this thesis, I benefit 

from empirical techniques, including online questionnaires, which allows a direct insight 

in the perception of funerary rites, a preferable method for evaluation of direct and 

individual concepts of members of the religious group. Catherine Bell’s aspects of 

rituality will be the basis to investigate the parallels and differences of rituality of funerals 

of Forn Siðr. The conclusion draws direct links: The rituality of contemporary pagan 

religions show parallels to other major religions and therefore a closer investigation 

overall should be considered because this development can show us a close insight into 

evolution of religion overall.  

For this research, terms such as pagan or heathen can be used synonymously and 

imply religious movements based on the old Norse mythologies, which were actively 

used as perceptions in the early medieval times and the Viking age in the Scandinavian 

countries to distinguish from major religions such as Christianity or Judaism.7 For 

simplification, the terms pagan/paganism or heathen/heathendom are used to describe the 

group of people who believes in the cosmology built around Æsir and Vanir. A modern 

term which is widely accepted and used by Forn Siðr itself is ásatro or ásatru8, which I 

will also use synonymously for heathen and pagan in this thesis. For further terminology 

debate, Stefanie von Schnurbein assigned a chapter to this issue, where she explains the 

origin of the words pagan and heathen. She justifies the usage in modern times with the 

reasons of the past: “re-evaluate traditional assumptions and to be provocative” against 

world-religions.9 I do not entirely agree with her conclusion, however the usage for 

distinction from world-religions like Christianity, Judaism or Islam is still applicable. 

Nevertheless, I doubt that the terms were chosen to be provocative, and are simply 

accepted from the past, because they already existed. If someone does not agree with the 

terms of heathen/pagan, the terminology ásatru/ásatro is still optional. Another 

terminology that needs clarification is the terminology of religion/religions/ religion(s), 

In this thesis, I will choose the terminology of Luke John Murphy who explained that 

                                                           
7 The territory of Scandinavia as modern scholarship accepts it.  
8 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen 30.03.2017, 15:14 
9 Schnurbein, Stefanie von: Norse Revival. Transformation of Germanic Neopaganism, Boston 2016, 

p.10. 

 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen%2030.03.2017
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“Pre-Christian (Nordic) Religion\s“ would refer to the various articulations (or „dialects“) 

or Nordic paganism“.10 In my opinion this term defines exactly the group of individuals 

that formed the group of Forn Siðr and defines the outlines I am working with. Forn Siðr 

shall be seen as one dialect of a religion which stands under the umbrella of „Pre-Christian 

(Nordic) Religion\s“ in the scholarship of religion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Murphy, Luke John: Between Unity and Diversity. Articulating Pre-Christian Nordic religion and its 

Spaces in the Late Iron Age, Aarhus 2017, p.37.  
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2. Stand der Forschung 

Interest in this subject goes as far back as the 1800s, when Wagner composed his “Ring 

des Nibelung” or when Valkyries were depicted in paintings, buildings named after godly 

realms, and later when the culture and religion were politicised by the Third Reich 

regime.11 The state of the art of the thesis will present briefly the history of contemporary 

use of Viking culture and religion through history. The approach to Viking age culture 

and religion shifted from an artistic expression, such as performance, paintings and music 

towards a scholarly interest in the field of religion and cultural studies, in my opinion.  

In the latter half of the 20th century an increase of interest arose in the field of religion 

and culture. The theory describes that society is lost and disconnected because of 

increasing numbers of population, technology, and therefore a missing link between 

humans to identify as a group.12 The increasing de-identification with major religions like 

Christianity or Judaism, led to an increase of smaller groups identifying with other 

spiritual ideas, for example the belief in the gods of old Norse mythology, widely known 

as Ásatrú or Forn Siðr.  

Although the history and interest is not limited to German ground, there are 

religious groups evolving in Italy, Russia, and the United States of America. Beside 

religious groups, also re-enactment groups and other authentic performances of the lives 

and traditions of the early Nordic middle ages are evolving and establishing themselves 

in Europe and the rest of the world increasingly. The expression of Pre-Christian Nordic 

culture and belief has many variations, but this thesis focuses on one, Forn Siðr.  

Rituality and heritage studies can be approached from three sides: Firstly, the 

analysis of the written sources and archaeology to construct Norse belief systems and 

heritage; secondly the study of contemporary religion and culture, which analyses pagan 

religious groups to gain knowledge of the past to reconstruct a picture of how it could 

have been once. This might come closest to the idea of experimental culture studies, 

which can be understood by taking the knowledge of the past technologies and recreate 

them in the present to gain knowledge and understanding of such. A similar approach can 

be observed in contemporary pagan religions, in which the known elements of rituals are 

                                                           
11 Mölders, Doreen/ Happadietz, Ralf: “Odin statt Jesus!” Europäische Ur- und Frühgeschichte als 

Fundgrube für religiöse Mythen neugermanischen Heidentums?, in: Rundbrief der Arbeitsgemeinschaft 

Theorie in der Archäologie (6), Heft 1, 2007, p.33.  
12 See, LouisCarus Mahdi, Steven Foster, and Meredith Little, in: Betwixt and Between: Patterns of 

Masculine and Feminine Initiation (LaSalle, III.: Open Court, 1987), especially the Introduction and 

chapters, 8-11.  
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taken into consideration to create new rituals or recreate old rituals. Another approach 

towards the contemporary religious studies of pagan religions and cultures are medieval 

fairs, fighting shows, concerts, and Viking age sword fighting groups. This provides 

scholarship with the necessary data to analyse. The religion is not less represented 

however the religion is often not touched upon publicly. The old Norse mythology has 

naturally no written uniform manifest or dogma such as the Bible, Thora or Quran. This 

is a major issue as groups are formed but have a high diversity in interpretation, rituals, 

and traditions. After all, one group in Denmark is organised under one umbrella: Forn 

Siðr. It is the largest group on the European continent who stand under one name. Other 

countries have smaller groups and associations, however, without any common ground 

of interpretations or customs.   

Stefanie von Schnurbein investigated a pagan religious group in the 1990s in 

Germany and presented her extensive work in her doctoral thesis.13 The study is critical 

and empirical, which is of high value for the field, especially that early in scholarship of 

modern pagan religion(s) Catherine Bell describes how rituals consequence social 

structures because they represent social orders of the present group, or how rituals have 

influenced changing societies within generations. Her approach is a great and complete 

analysis of ritual theory.14 Another study from Italy by Diego Rinallo, who worked on 

paganism in Italy, shows the contrast of ritual life in pagan groups. His study covers the 

1990s and the early 2000s, investigating all sorts of meetings, rituals, and social events. 

A focus in this study is material culture in rituality and embeds the idea that objects are 

linked to ritual life. He also links neo-paganism to be especially inspired by pop-culture 

and modern media. Therefore, neo-paganism clashes with the contradictory scientific 

approach of studying “history, archaeology, religious studies, psychology, folklore, 

anthropology and even physics”.15 This short presentation gives no extensive insight into 

Italian paganism, however it proves that paganism already settled in widely religious (in 

this case Catholic) countries and it can be assumed and theorized that these movements 

will reach a more established form in the future. This will then also include funerals and 

funerary rites as part of lifestyle and community life.  

                                                           
13 Schnurbein, Stefanie von: Religion als Kulturkritik. Neugermanisches Heidentum im 20. Jahrhundert. 

Skandinavische Arbeiten herausgegeben von Klaus von See. Band 13. Carl Winter Universitätsverlag. 

Heidelberg 1992. 
14 Bell, Catherine: Rituals. Dimension and Perspectives, New York 1997. 
15 Rinallo, Diego: „Living a Magical Life“: sacred Consumption and Spiritual Experience in the Italian 

Neo-Pagan Community, in: NA – Advances in Consumer Research Volume 36, eds. Ann L, McGill and 

Sharon Shavitt, Duluth, MN: Association for Consumer Research, Bocconi 2009, p.61. 
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We enter the field of funerary rites in the Viking Age with certain ideas, taught by 

pop-culture, for example boats, grave mounds and grave goods. Sacrifices, blood and 

feasting are often part of the stereotypical picture when talking about Viking funerals. 

These are still represented in several modern approaches which are well summarised in 

the online guest post of Susie Kahlich for The Order of the Good Death published in 

2012.16 To understand the modern perception of a Viking funeral or elements of it, the 

original funerary rites must be investigated and understood. There are many more 

examples of modern Viking burials in which elements of original Viking age burials are 

adopted as assimilated, most prominently the ship. A quick google search reveals many 

newspaper articles or online debates and advice on Viking funerals. Results are for the 

UK, Canada, and the US mainly. Most modern Viking funerals are cremations, which 

certainly recalls one of Baldr’s funerary pyre on a ship where he is burnt. The myth 

becomes ritual in contemporary paganism and those who identify or enjoy Viking culture.  

Leszek Gardeła approached similar topics in re-enactment but he approached groups from 

a practical anthropological way by interviewing and observation.17 Furthermore, Stefanie 

von Schnurbein published her newest book “Norse Revival. Transformation of Germanic 

Neopaganism” in 2016 in which she investigates the usage and approaches towards 

paganism in social, historical, and political issues. Von Schnurbein investigates the 

history of Norse perception and how it was used since early (neo-)pagan movements in 

the 20th century. It certainly shows various ideas how norse myths were used and 

misused. Nonetheless, the movements are approached critical towards an ideological 

usage. Von Schnurbein is deeply critical towards the religious movements, even says that 

it is impossible to exclude the ideological weight;which I see unfortunate for the groups 

as it seems that they are already biased on von Schnurbeins previous experiences. 

Nevertheless, she admits that the groups she investigated were opening up and more 

sensible towards such ideological issues and that she understands the ambition to create 

a religion free from the past issues of misuse. She also describes that her research opened 

her up towards a more sympathic approach and understanding of the need to create an 

unbiased religion. Her work is one of a kind, which will open new research aspects and I 

can relate to her problem of being „torn apart“18 between the research and the 

                                                           
16 http://www.orderofthegooddeath.com/guest-post-how-to-send-a-viking-to-valhalla 04.04.2017, 22:49.  
17 Gardeła, Leszek: Vikings reborn: The origins and development of early medieval re-enactment in 

Poland. In: Sprawozdania Archaeologiczne. Institut Archaeologii i Etnologii Polskiej Akademii Nauk. 

Kraków 2016, p.165-182.  
18 Stefanie von Schnurbein: Norse Revival, p. 353-354.  
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reconstruction of religion and culture. An investigation of aspects of Viking heritage and 

rituality of funerary rites is still in demand.  

Leszek Gardeła describes in his article “Vikings Reborn” a Viking funeral 

performed by the re-enactment group “The Jomsvikings” in Poland. The funeral was 

supposed to celebrate “the life of Philip Burthem (among his men known as Jarl Ulf-

Eirik)” and is known as the first Viking funeral in a millennium. Furthermore, Gardeła 

explains that “events, storytelling or rituals (i.e. weddings, funerals, magic ceremonies 

and other) are also performed” on a regular basis in Poland. He argues that the re-enacting 

is as old as the Viking age itself when he says that humans tried to “re-enact the Viking 

past already in the Viking Age by commemorating gone-by events, stories, myths or 

prominent individuals at elaborate funerals”.19 I agree with him, that performance was 

part of Viking culture, however, I see the performance of rituals more critical, as they are 

not only performance but more the expression of a belief. Performance has often the 

connotation of something playful and entertaining; he does not emphasis this enough. The 

Jomsvikings are a re-enactment group, which means that religious intentions are not part 

of their program20, nonetheless, their hobby has a strong influence on their life and 

thinking, which may or may not lead to an increasing interest and identification with old 

Norse religion(s) in time. A funeral is personal and a great commitment to represent the 

deceased’s life. The edges of simple re-enacting and life-style is not always clear. Gardeła 

uses Michaeł Bogacki’s definition of re-enacting21, which does not exclude religious 

activities and as earlier mentioned even includes funerals. The question of course at this 

point is, if funerals are religious or not. In my opinion and observation, the funeral 

represents the life and belief of the deceased. Arrangements are organised to mirror 

exactly this lifestyle, including a certain perception of life and cosmology. An atheist 

most likely will not care about what will happen after his death, because they believe that 

nothing is going to happen except the process of decay of their remains. In this case, the 

funeral mirrored the lifestyle of a modern Viking and his perception of life and afterlife. 

A Catholic or pagan assumedly wishes for certain rites and elements to be featured in his 

funeral to accomplish the journey to the afterlife. Referring to Philip Burthem’s funeral, 

                                                           
19 Gardeła (2016), p. 167. (See also Price 2010; Price and Mortimer 2014). 
20 For more information about the Jomsvikings: http://www.jomsvikings.com/home 04.04.2017, 16:56  
21 Bogacki, Michaeł (2008), p.222, trans. By Gardela, Leszek: Vikings Reborn, p.167: [Historical re-

enactment] may be defined as a set of activities involving visual presentation of various aspects of life in 

the past by people dressed in costumes and using objects (...) referring to a chosen time-period, or 

occasionally even employing original artefacts. 

http://www.jomsvikings.com/home%2004.04.2017
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on the one hand it can be interpreted as an utter re-enactment of a funeral, reasoned with 

the passion for re-enacting in Burthem’s life; on the other hand, it cannot be said for sure 

if the religious elements are re-enacted or truly intended by Burthem and his fellows.  

 

2.1. Funerary Rites of the Viking Age 

There are few archaeological records of Viking funerals. Funerary archaeology can give 

information about the deceased, the social status, economic status, and cultural 

background as well as religion. More grave goods mean better chances to reconstruct the 

social, economic and cultural background of a person because these conclusions are based 

on the interpretation of grave goods. A grave with male remains with an elaborate sword 

and costly items like metal objects, gold and silver, can be interpreted as a wealthy 

warrior, for example. Funerals were already expensive enough and therefore funerals 

were mostly made for high social status individuals; a general view of funerary rites for 

the average member, meaning the middle-class farmer, of society cannot be expected 

because he could not afford a funeral rich enough to be worth organised and mentioned 

in records.22 One of the most important reports of a funeral of the Viking age is written 

by Ibn Fadlan, who was an Arabic traveler, which is translated by James Montgomery.23 

His descriptions are rich and tell of a huge ceremony which took several days, human 

sacrifices and drinking as well as offerings to the gods. His descriptions are unique, but 

must be handled with caution because his bias as an Arab and Muslim influences his 

writing and his perception of the foreign culture he is observing.24  

Poetry and literature preserved funerary rites in Eddic poems and Icelandic sagas, 

nonetheless all these sources need to be used cautiously because of their narrative style, 

interpretations and the biases of the authors. It can be expected to find similar elements 

of funerary rites, for example food and drinks, in the high status social group and the 

average member of society, but not in the same economic value. The meaning of the 

elements is the same, the traditional and cultural value too but not the 

economic/capitalistic strength behind it.  

Several scholars have approached Viking funeral rites, amongst others Turville-

Petre who describes in his work “Myth and Religion of the North” death and perception 

                                                           
22 Montgomery, James E.: Ibn Fadlan and the Rusiyyah, in: Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 3 

Cambridge 2000, p.14. 
23 Montgomery, James E.: Ibn Fadlan and the Rusiyyah, in: Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 3 

Cambridge 2000.  
24 Montgomery: James, E.: Ibn Fadlan and the Rusiyyah, p.20.  
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of death, but with an emphasis on “simpler people” and not only the warrior cult and high 

social status burials.25 This is challenging to accept, as his examples are drawn from 

icelandic saga literature, which is at least partly fictional and influenced by the authors‘ 

bias. One element of perceptions of death was the belief in an afterlife, which he admits 

was not uniform or dogmatic, but constant.26 Turville-Petre goes on saying that “a dead 

man was placed in a ship” and further on that “some five or six Icelanders of the pagan 

period were [...] buried in ships or boats”.27  He concludes the symbolism of the ship in 

three images: firstly as medium of transport to another world, secondly as a fertility 

symbol and thirdly as a symbol for reincarnation and death.28 Another well-known 

symbol of funerals is ship and boat formations. Ellis Davidson continues “ships and boats 

were placed in large numbers of graves, suggesting an early tradition of a journey over 

the sea to the land of the dead”.29 Beside boats or ships, wagons were also found in larger 

graves, like the Oseberg ship burial in Norway,30 which indicates the emphasis on the 

journey to the realm of the dead as well as enriches the grave goods, symbolising a high 

social status and wealth. It is obvious that certain symbolism is continous in history 

related to Viking culture, for example, the boat or ship symbol. The grave itself as a ship 

form or even a ship itself was a significant status symbol of the Viking age, indicating 

high social hierarchic status and wealth but also a symbol of cultural background and 

religion.  

Ellis Davidson asserts that “it appears that the leaving of food and drinks in the 

graves of Celtic and Germanic dead was based on something more than a crude notion 

that they needed nourishment after death. The cost and effort involved in providing 

splendid vessels for food and drink reached vast proportions in certain periods, and the 

custom continued in varying degrees throughout the Pre-Christian period”.31 Grave goods 

such as food and weapons were typical for male graves; women would have objects 

associated with their daily life, such as needles and pins, in their graves.32 Grave goods, 

including food and drinks but also vessels and other objects, are not only of cultural and 

                                                           
25 Turville-Petre, E.O.G.: Myth and Religion of the North. The Religion of Ancient Scandinavia, London 

1964, p.269. 
26 Turville-Petre, E.O.G.: Myth and Religion of the North, p.269.  
27 Turville-Petre, E.O.G.: Myth and Religion of the North, p.271. 
28 Turville-Petre, E.O.G.: Myth and Religion of the North, p.271.  
29 Ellis Davidson H.R.: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe. Early Scandinavian and Celtic Religions, 

Glasgow 1988, p.183.  
30 Ellis Davidson: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.183. 
31 Ellis Davidson, Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.47. 
32 Turville-Petre, E.O.G.: Myth and Religion of the North, p.271.  
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religious value. They represent the wealth of the deceased and the wealth of close 

dependants who organized the funeral procedures.  

Grave goods have meanings, every object is a symbol for a cultural, social, or 

religious meaning. Needles and pins point to a more domestic role, typical for females; 

swords and shields are typical for warriors and males. The projection of meanings can 

offer possible interpretations of the life of the deceased. Ellis Davidson speaks of bones, 

for example: “Joints of pork and the heads of pigs have been found in Germanic graves 

of the Pre-Christian period. One early cremation urn from Saxony had a boar on the lid, 

and the boar seems to have had some association with the dead in the fifth and sixth 

centuries AD”.33 Animals, eaten and feasted on, as well as used as decorations and grave 

goods, were common. Bones can be interpreted in multiple ways. Not only are bones 

themselves significant, but the animal behind it, as the example of dog bones shows. Ellis 

Davidson points out, that “[d]og skeletons, sometimes several at a time, are found along 

with those of horses and cattle in the great Scandinavian ship-burials of the Viking age, 

and both large hunting dogs and smaller breeds in individual graves”34 and along with the 

economic wealth represented in the graves through the rich grave goods and the economic 

values of cattle and horse, this also shows a cultural meaning because “the dog is the 

guardian of the underworld, and one reason for putting the dog into a grave might be to 

provide a guide for the dead”.35 This indicates on the one hand that dogs were given along 

with other animals as sacrifices, killed for the purpose to please the gods, but on the other 

hand can also be grave goods; for example, if they belonged to the deceased as a 

companion, that means the dog as property was part of the grave goods and presents the 

cultural and religious meaning of a guardian spirit. Another example are birds which were 

used as affordable sacrifices but were also found in bigger ship-burials of the Viking age 

and in cremations and inhumations of the Bronze age.36 Ellis Davidson explains that 

“Birds, [...] were linked both with battle ritual and with fertility rites”.37 Animals in 

various breeds and importance were a significant part of burials in the history of humans, 

though meanings differ from time to time. All in all, it can be said that grave goods have 

various interpretations. The archaeological finds can give information on economic, 

                                                           
33 Ellis Davidson: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.49.  
34 Ellis Davidson: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.57/ Turville-Petre: Myth and Religion of the 

North, p.272. 
35 Ellis Davidson: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.57. 
36 Ellis Davidson: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.57. 
37 Ellis Davidson: Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe, p.58. 
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social, religious and cultural background. The information we can receive from 

archaeological finds and the interpretation of contexts can reconstruct a bigger picture of 

a person and their life.  

DuBois argues, that rituality in the Viking age was not stable or consistent at all.38 

His argumentation is logical, as no dogmatic scripture or established institution existed. 

He argues that even the popular and famous ship burial underwent changes that is a typical 

reaction as the Viking age was continually exposed to outside influences through raiding, 

pillaging and slavery. He exemplifies this by the change to preferred inhumation.39 This 

criticism is justified, but changes in culture, religion and heritage are natural to society, 

especially if it is exposed to outside influences. A change in customs and rituals can be 

expected and can also be found in the greater Viking age period, which was exposed to 

other cultures and religions and therefore underwent a change and assimilation process.  

 

2.2. Theoretical approaches 

Catherine Bell begins her work “Ritual. Perspectives and Dimensions”40 with the 

introduction of theories of myths and rituals which are undeniably connected in the 

context of religion. This chapter presents the main ideas and reflect the theories important 

for the research. Bell captures the Stand der Forschung, meaning the state of research, of 

rituality and myths in a sufficient way. She goes chronologically through history and 

presents theories from all kinds of fields of research besides religion, from sociology, 

anthropology and folklore, and even psychology and psychoanalysis. As various as her 

theoretical approaches are her examples, which come from modern coronation rituals of 

Queen Elizabeth II or from African tribes which changed their rituals in the last century 

due to economic influences.  

Robertson Smith argued that myths represent social orders and therefore existed 

for social and economic security.41 Close to Smith’s research is Sigmund Freud’s 

psychoanalytic in the early 20th century. Smith reached out to Freudian theories about 

                                                           
38 DuBois, Thomas A.: Nordic Religions of the Viking Age, Philadelphia 1999, p.70. 
39 DuBois: Nordic Religions of the Viking Age, p.71. 
40 Bell, Catherine: Rituals. Dimensions and Perspectives, New York 1997.  
41 Robertson Smith: Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, p.29. For further discussion of Robertson 

Smith’s role in pioneering a social-anthropological approach, see Ackerman, “Frazer on Myth and 

Ritual”, pp.118-120, Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo 

(New York: Praege, 1966, p. 13-19, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Religion (Oxford, 

Clarendon Press, 1965), p.51-53. 
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authority, morality, and emotions, as Bell explains.42 These approaches were one side of 

the debate, and I agree that rituals can dictate social customs and can represent a hierarchic 

order. Freudian psychoanalytic approaches are innovative at the time they were 

introduced, but I take a step away from this, as I am not trained in psychoanalytic or any 

similar fields. Therefore, Freudian approaches are not considered in this paper.  

Robertson Smith’s student Sir James George Frazer continued researching on 

“experiences and activities in which religion originated”.43 Two schools of scholarship 

were formed as a result of this: one school emphasised on “ritual and myth”; the second 

on “sociological approaches” as Bell explains.44 A similar development rose in Germany, 

called Religionswissenschaft, which investigates the phenomenology of history and 

religion, but also its sociology and anthropology.45 Additionally, Frazer was convinced 

that “ritual is the original source of most of the expressive forms of cultural life”.46 His 

conclusion is logical; however, I disagree that ritual is the orginal source of cultural life. 

This seems to be too simplified to make a radical conclusion. Also, there might be more 

sources of cultural life, such as heritage and relationships, which are essential for a 

cultural life. The research of Smith and Frazer lead to a separation of schools in the 

following research years. One school emphased on eastern societies and their 

(calendrical) rituals, the dying and reviving god-motif rituals in history; the other school, 

called the Cambridge school, emphased narratives and folklore as the original source for 

ritual activities, which I highly can concur with because narratives and folklore are main 

elements of pre-historic societies.  

Catherine Bell investigates the “original” ritual and the relation to its beginning 

of humankind, which can be the myth or the ritual. Her research debates whether myth or 

ritual was first and therefore which is the original and whether “religion and culture were 

originally rooted in myth or in ritual”.47 Ritual and myth cannot be separated easily. 

Rituals are performed in the context of myths, meaning that myths are in best case 

scenarios written down and used as a compass for rituals; but culture changes within the 

times and influences the performance of rituals, which makes it impossible to trace back 

                                                           
42 Bell: Rituals, p.5.  
43 Bell: Rituals, p.5  
44 Bell: Rituals, p.5.  
45 Müller, Max: Chips from a German Workshop (1869), (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985), pp.xi, xx. 

For further see: Mircea Eliade: The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R. 

Trask (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959), pp. 216-32; and Jean Jacques Waardenburg, 

Classical Approaches to the Study of Religion, 2 vols. (The Hague: Mouton, 1973).  
46 Ackerman, Frazer of Myth and Ritual, p.123,132.  
47 Bell: Rituals, p.3.  
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to the original myth or ritual. Conclusively speaking, it is a discussion of two parameters: 

On the one hand myth, a story manifested in writing and for that reason unchangeable, 

and on the other hand ritual, which is a performance, an interpretative expression of a 

myth which is changeable and can differ from previous rituals; I agree with Samuel Henry 

Hooke who says that myth and ritual are indivisible.48 The myth can exist without the 

ritual performance but it becomes somehow meaningless if the myth is not engaged with, 

and the ritual becomes a performance or expression of something meaningless if not 

supported by the myth. The question of which one was first is comparable to the question 

of the chicken and the egg, and as Clyde Kluckhohn concludes “it is meaningless” to 

debate about the “primacy of ceremony or mythology”.49 It is convincingly easier to 

accept that myths and rituals form a compound to support religious movements and 

institutionalising religion. Myths form the narrative and knowledge of a religion while 

the rituals form the social interaction by coming together; rituals also are a form of visual 

presentation of myths (religion) and performance of the religion. Kluckhohn’s radical 

opinion has convinced me that it is not important to argue about the original chronological 

order but about the compound of myth and ritual and its understanding in religious 

societies and non-religious societies, but for this thesis it is interesting to investigate the 

compound as a support for establishing and forming a new religion, such as the religious 

group of Forn Siðr.  

Jane Ellen Harrison explained that the ritual is the source of myth, because myth 

arose as a spoken secondary element and correlates to the performance.50 Her idea is 

coherent, as ritual behaviour goes further back than written sources. Storytelling as an 

element is still a practice for memorising rituals and procedures. This can be seen in small 

routines such as rhymes for children to learn the procedure of brushing teeth to large scale 

rituals like social events such as funerals which can be narrated by relatives and by 

authority of the church influenced in the procedure. These non-written sources are still 

visible in the modern society and Harrison’s argument supports the Cambridge School of 

ritual studies, Mircea Eliade particularly. Eliade explains that myths tell divine stories 

                                                           
48 Hooke, S.H, The Labyrinth: Further Studies in the Relation between Myth and Ritual in the Ancient 

World (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1935) pp.5-6. Also see S.H. Hooke, ed. 

Myth and Ritual (London, Oxford University Press, 1933). 
49 Kluckhohn, Clyde: Myth and Rituals: A General Theory, Cambridge 1942, p.54-55.  
50 Harrison, Jane Ellen: Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, 3d ed. (Cleveland Meridian, 1966); 

Harrison, Jane Ellen: Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of the Greek Religion, 2d ed. (Cleveland; 

Meridian, 1962). 



Katharina-Lorraine Malchow-Roth     MA in Icelandic and Comparative Cultural Studies 

Kennitala: 041090-4649   Spring 2017 

23 
 

from primordial times and have an explanatory purpose.51 By the example of Norse 

myths, they explain all kinds of phenomena, for example the origin of humankind, 

cosmology, death, but also social structures and social hierarchies, and of course rituals 

connected to these topics. For instance, funerary customs can be transmitted through the 

myths and narratives throughout generations. The most obvious example for this is the 

ship burial, which is mentioned in the story of Baldrs death52 and we can imagine that the 

story was narrated prior to the written manifestation of it. The ship as an element of burials 

can be found throughout the history of the Vikings and are still found in contemporary 

paganism as an significant element of funerals. Eliade explains that (material) symbols 

and rites are different elements of symbolism.53 Both, material symbols and rituals have 

meanings and room for interpretation but they also clearly reflect a certain symbolism. 

Rituals are symbols for social interaction, while materials symbolise individual actions. 

A funeral represents how the community stands together in difficult times; grave goods 

represent the deceased and how an individual related to the person. The funeral shows the 

social space in the community and the social network of the dead, as well as the shared 

world view. In my opinion, Eliade does not make this distinction clear. He decides that 

myths were firstly present, and symbols are just an expression of these, and he comes to 

the conclusion, that myths narrate history but symbols reveal greater information.54 

However, his theory lacks evidence and criticism, his explanations are not always clear, 

especially, when he debates symbolism for the sake of symbols and what he precisly 

defines and means. His explanations for rites are far more explanatory and undertandable.  

Catherine Bell concludes the debates around myths and rituals that “the results are 

similar: myths and rituals are seen as attempting to present, model, and instill a coherent 

and systematic unity within all human experience.”55 I agree with Bell in this point and 

her conclusion is complete and defines what myths and rituals, as a compound, are doing. 

However, her definition is short and Joseph Campbell‘s suggests a more advanced and 

detailed view on myths and rituals. The theoretical scholarship of rituals and myths are 

continued with Joseph Campbell who presents four functions of mythology: metaphysical 

                                                           
51 Eliade, Mircea: Patterns of Comparative Religion. Transl. by Rosemary Sheed. London, Sheed and 

Ward, 1958, p.9.  
52 Gylfaginning, 17-21.  
53 Eliade, Mircea: Patterns of Comparative Religion, p.9. 
54 Eliade, Mircea: Cosmogonic Myth and 'Sacred History', in: The Quest, pp. 72-87; also reprinted in 

Alan Dundes, ed., Sacred Narrative: Readings in the Theory of Myth [Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1984], pp.137-51/Penner, Hans H.: Myth and Ritual: A Wasteland or a Forest of Symbols, in: 

History and Theory 8 (1968), p.54.  
55 Bell: Rituals, p.12. 
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(“sense of awe and reverence in human beings”), cosmological (providing a coherent 

image of the cosmos), sociological (that integrates and maintains individuals within a 

social community), and a psychological (that guides individual’s development).56 His 

approach is clearer because of the details. This does not eliminate other arguments of 

Eliade or Harrison, however it complements the theory of myth and ritual. Clifford Geertz 

opposes the idea that religion describes society and turns to the theory that religion shapes 

the social order and society.57 In my opinion, Geertz sums up all debates of myths and 

rituals, as well as, describing exactly how myths and ritual, as a compound, create 

religion. However, it has to be said that religion can only represent religious groups. 

Everyone, who is outside this religious group, cannot be taken into account and therefore 

is  not represented. The question is open regarding non-religious societies, and how their 

social order is presented. 

In past research, the myths and rituals, concluded in religion and culture, was not 

questioned because the case studies were long gone cultures. In contemporary religion 

however, we can see culture evolve and build, and therefore also how rituals are formed, 

performed, and adjusted to fit into the framework of time and space of today. The theories 

help to form hypotheses for culture and religion, however, the theory can challenge 

existing theory by approaching active rituality in contemporary society.  
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3. Methodology 

In this study, the members of Forn Siðr are approached to investigate their rituality to 

understand where their customs come from and how they form those customs. When 

working with contemporary religions, like in this paper, it is the closest a researcher can 

get to talk to the members of a group itself and/or participate in the rituals if possible. 

This seems fairly simple in theory, however experiences showed that it is not always as 

easy as one think. In this paper, I speak with Forn Siðr, with whom I got in contact with 

after my research in Denmark which led me to this group. The following chapter will 

shortly explain the pros and cons of this method as well as show why it is a suitable 

method for this paper.  

I use Carol Sutton’s chapter “Social surveys: Design to analyse” which was published in 

“Social Research. Issues, Methods and Process” by Tim May as guidelines to structure 

my survey.58 Carol Sutton is able to compile the mandatory understandings in a short but 

precise way, including the main positive and negative effects of the explanatory survey.  

 This is an explanatory survey, that investigates a communal opinion and reflects 

the “relationship between attitudes and behaviour”.59 This meaning, the survey is 

conducted with the background of a theory, which is then proven true or false as the 

results are collected. The results are then considered, which leads to a 

“representativeness”.60 The representativeness is a generalization of the answers to claim 

the significance of the survey and to support the theory. This method helps to define clear 

theories in the beginning of a new broader research, which in this case, will lead to further 

investigations concerning other modern religions and their rituality.  

 Costs and time management needed to be considered61; therefore, the decision fell 

on the method of an online questionnaire for several reasons further explained in this 

chapter. The method is an open-answer, self-completion survey.62 It allows more 

anonymity and self- expression than other survey types. This decision was made in order 

to give the recipient the space and freedom to express him/her-self properly and explain 

his/her views on the topic and specific question. Especially in an early stage of research, 

such as this contemporary pagan religion research, words and terms have different 

                                                           
58 Sutton, Carol: Social Survey: Design to analyse, in: Social Research. Issues, Methods and Process, ed. 
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meaning to each individual and therefore I wanted to give them the room to choose which 

words and terms are going to be used and let them explain them to me, rather than making 

assumptions. 

Online questionnaires nowadays are a popular method to collect data from groups which 

are out of reach physically. The reason for it is the practicality of the method but also that 

questionnaires reach large groups of people at the same time.63 It is not necessary to visit 

single individuals and ask the same questions and transcribe the material. It allows large 

groups of individuals to answer the questions independently from the researchers and 

independently from each other. The questions must be phrase “simple, clear and 

unambiguous“.64 The constructed distance might also lead to more comfort for both sides 

as some questions can be interpreted as too personal to talk about openly. Additionally, 

the recipient then has time and space to express him/herself in text form without direct 

judgement or any other disturbances that might occur during a personal interview. 

Conversely, this method does not allow adequate reflection of emotions or behaviour that 

could be detected during an personal interview. Facial expressions can not be seen which 

indicate discomfort or confusion and therefore the questionnaire cannot change direction 

when necessary. The questionnaire does not allow this and therefore a risks losing the 

participant at a question he/she does not want to answer.  

The survey questions should be reliable, meaning that they can be used with other groups 

or other researchers in similar survey contexts.65 Empirical evidence, as in this survey, 

provide an insight into the opinions and beliefs of a group, focussing on „causal 

relationships“ and the aim is to have statistical proof for such.66 The answers of all 

participants of the survey are examined and encountered with patterns by Catherine Bell‘s 

work „Ritual. Dimensons and Perspectives“67. For this survey, it can be expected to see 

a causality between the belief Forn Siðr, the young existence of the group and the young 

membership of participants which results in a variety of ritual elements in funerary rites.  

Another argument about the method is that it is depicted as more scientific because the 

researcher actually has data to analyse.68 This is a superficial argument. The data is not 

more reliable than any other in the field of humanities; the representation and method is 

                                                           
63 Sutton: Social Survey, p.104.  
64 Sutton: Social Survey, p.103.  
65 Sutton: Social Survey, p.97.  
66 Sutton: Social Survey, p.96.  
67 Bell: Rituals.  
68 Sutton: Social Survey, p.96.  
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similar to those of the hard sciences, which leads to an assumption that it is more 

scientific. The empirical material is put in a objective data base that allows to be handled 

with more distance and objectivity. The superficial distance between participants and 

interrogator grants an objectivity which is necessary to work scientifically. 

Notwithstanding, this does not mean that online surveys are more reliable than personal 

interviews. The method of research must be chosen in relation to possibilities and aim of 

the research. In this case, an online survey was sufficient and therefore was selected.  

 Online questionnaires can be carried out by almost everyone, but not everyone in 

general but equal chances of participating should be given.69 The tools are available and 

mostly free of charge; the participants only need internet access, which is widely 

available. Speaking from the researcher‘s perspective, the tools for setting up the 

questionnaire are fairly easy to understand and it takes only a few minutes. As easy as 

this sounds, and as convincing as this method is, it should not be forgotten that this 

method also does not allow any reliable verification.  

 The so-called ‘forgetfulness’ of the individual also comes into account as risk for 

missing data. The participants might not remember or think about all answers 

immediately but as soon as the survey is completed, answers can not be revisited or 

added.70 The result is that the missing information could have been interesting or 

significant, but methods working with humans, especially empirical studies, always have 

a certain risk that cannot be ignored but acknowledged, and therefore taken into account 

that our studies offer insights in a greater picture. The researcher needs to blindly trust 

the individuals who participate to answer the questions honestly and truthfully. It is also 

not guaranteed how much time the participants spend on the survey, there is the risk that 

they will quickly send it in without giving it real thought. This leads to less unusable data; 

nevertheless, every answer counts, even the spontaneous ones, which might reveal a more 

reflexive answer. This does not mean that these studies are counterproductive at all; it 

means that we have to increase our understanding of individuals and groups and research 

more. The researcher cannot interfere and react to certain answers, therefore precious 

opportunities for more specific questions or clarifications are lost. However, this means 

that further research can follow to investigate missing information or new ideas.71 

                                                           
69 Sutton: Social Survey, p.99, 120-121.  
70 Sutton: Social Survey, p.110.  
71 Sutton: Social Survey, p.97.  
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It is not in our, the researchers‘, power to determine how investigated individuals 

react. The human brain and human emotions is nothing a researcher can control and 

therefore the outcome of an interview or an online research cannot be assumed in total or 

in completion. Rather, the researcher needs to be aware of this and hold an open ear and 

mind to the individuals that are investigated to take up missing information to new 

research questions. The work of empirical studies cannot be completed, because the 

minds of the investigated individuals are changing and they are living beings with 

changing emotions. 
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4. The Investigated Group 

4.1. Forn Siðr Denmark 

Forn Siðr Denmark was founded in 1997 by 12 members and was recognised as a 

religious group by the Danish government in 2003. It is the only approved heathen 

religion in Denmark with about 600 members. Forn Siðr distances themselves from 

Ásatrú groups in Europe for reasons of differences of belief, despite similarities in names 

and terms as explained above. This is stated on their online presentation, One reason is 

the disagreement of basic fundaments, another of the reasons is that many Ásatrú disagree 

with the type of organization, which is summarised as “Der er flere asatro, der er uenige 

med vores grundlag, eller den måde vi har organiseret os på“.72 The online presentation 

does not give any further information about the kind of disagreement. Therefore only 

assumptions can be made from my side; in this work however, I do not want to speculate 

about religious disputes, accept and respect this as a simple statement and will proceed in 

the paper with the knowledge, that the Forn Siðr distances themselves from other 

European Ásatrú societies.  

The explicit separation from other Ásatrú societies means that the group has 

critically approached similar groups to conclude and decide that a public separation  from 

other religions is needed. Forn Siðr states that they are aware of groups in the Netherlands, 

Germany, France, Britain, Italy and even Russia and the United States of America.73 

Nethertheless, the acknowledgement of other groups existing does not mean that there is 

an active debate between the groups. 

Five years after the recognition as a religion an official cemetery was approved as well. 

The group holds tings, altings74, weddings, and funerals. The group lives by the words of 

Ole Gotved who wrote “End Nordens gamle guder lever”75 and “Den nye Edda. Nordens 

guder i nyere tid”76/77 and on their website, they write, that words are rather guidelines 

than a dogmatic text.78 This makes them a “folk-religion” by Gro Steinsland’s definition, 

                                                           
72 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen , 10.04.2017, 12:29.  
73 „Der er godkendte asatrossamfund i alle de nordiske lande, undtagen Finland. Vi kender også til 

asatrosorganisationer i bl.a. Holland, Tyskland, Frankrig, England, Italien, Rusland og USA.“ 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen , 10.04.2017, 12:39.  
74 I am using the Danish spelling as it is found on the website 

(http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#p13, 01.05.2017, 21:49) to emphasis that this is the Danish group 

who is performing the gatherings.  
75 Godtved, Ole: End Nordens gamle guder lever. 
76 „The end of old Nordic gods’ lives” and “The new Edda. Nordic gods in modern time” (titles translated 

by Malchow-Roth, 2017) 
77 Gotved, Ole: Den nye Edda: Nordens guder i nyere tid. 
78 http://www.fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/7-grundlag 05.03.2017, 16:53.  

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#p13
http://www.fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/7-grundlag
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who describes it as “udogmatisk, den har ikke sitt tyngdepunkt i læresetninger og tro, men 

i religiøs praksis, det vil si i de hellige handlingene, riter og kult”.79  Gro Steinland‘s work 

explain precisely the terminology that is needed to describe movements in the old norse 

revival culture, however, she sees the obvious criticism of terms and the differences or 

overlaps, however her critique could be more emphasised, in my opinion. The emphasis 

on rituals and pratices can be seen in Forn Siðr, as well as, that they state in their 

„Vedtægter“, that they follow common ideas and perceptions, but not everyone has to 

agree or follow such.80 This statement and also the fact, that no dogmatic scripture is 

available for Forn Siðr defines the group as a folk-religion.  

The members of Forn Siðr therefore do not have a strict regimen of rules to live 

by or what to believe, which leaves room for interpretation and diversity in beliefs. They 

believe in “Vore guder, og jætter, dværge, alfer og trolde er kendte begreber for de fleste 

her i norden”.81 The group publishes the magazine “Vølse” four times a year, concerning 

blóts, current debates, and other interests. The articles are written by members. This 

shows that the members have a public and active discourse. The aim of the magazine is 

to show that the group is interested in several topics such as recipes or book reviews 

which shows diversity, which reflects as an open-minded group which can lead to critical 

exchange of mind sets.82 Another fact is that a board of people agree on what is published 

and what is not, but a conversation about disagreements is possible.83 They welcome 

criticism, questions and other contributions.84 This speaks for an open community which 

allows exchange and gives a platform for critical approach towards possible 

disagreements. Forn Siðr is open minded and encourage discussions but is also solution-

orientated, as far as their online presentation reflects.  

Additionally, the contributions of members show that Forn Siðr is an active group 

that does not have one single authority that leads debates and judges over disputes. The 

group can decide which debates need to be carried out, and these reflect the thoughts and 

                                                           
79 Steinsland, Gro: Norrøn Religion. Myter, Riter, Samfunn, Oslo 2005, p.267.  
80 Den følgende tekst kan selvfølgelig ikke være udtømmende eller favne alt, men ønsker at samle det, vi 

som minimum har til fælles. Det gør den ved at beskrive nogle handlinger og tankegange, som de fleste af 

trossamfundets medlemmer kan tilslutte sig. Når der står “vi” i teksten, betyder det ikke noget, som alle 

bør, men som mange gør./ http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#Grundlag 02.05.2014, 11.05.  
81 http://www.fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen 05.03.2017, 16:57.   
82 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/volse , 10.04.2017, 14:48.  
83 „Det er dog redaktøren, der beslutter, om en artikel vil blive brugt eller ej og skulle du være uenig i 

redaktørens beslutning, så prøver vi at finde en løsning og hvis det ikke virker, skal bestyrelsen kontaktes 

og de har det sidste ord.“ http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/volse 10.04.2017, 16:06.  
84 „Vølse er afhængig af bidrag fra medlemmerne, så bidrag, kritik, spørgsmål eller gode ideer er altid 

velkomne.“ http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/volse 10.04.2017, 14:50. 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#Grundlag
http://www.fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-troen
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/volse
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/volse
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/volse%2010.04.2017
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needs of the group in more detail. It also echoes the character of the group: it is a 

developing and changing group. If members have a debate and agree on changing terms 

within the religion, they might have the power to do so as well and can carry their opinion 

and decision forward to the board.85 The board is, in any case, responsible for decision 

making but the online presentation demonstrates that a conversation and solution seeking 

is the priority rather than a dictatory abuse of power.  

 

4.2. The Burial Customs and Burial Places of Forn Siðr Denmark 

Forn Siðr Denmark has its own cemetery for members in Odense since 2008. Funerals 

and similar arrangements are organised by Forn Siðr and the cemetery is for members 

only. Members who want to arrange their last will or express wishes can send these 

forward to Søren Fisker who is responsible for the funeral. The individual can decide 

between a casket or an urn grave but it is not possible to mark single graves. Cemetery 

authorities keep track of the precise locations of the deceased. A ship-formation within 

the cemetery attracts associations with ship burials of the Viking age and Iron age writes 

the author of the article.86 This is certainly true and the associations are obvious as 

scholarship in the past found out because boat burial were since the Iron age popular.87 

An echo of the past is obvious and it is a capture of the past as well, meaning it still 

preserves the old customs in a contemporary environment. It is not clear whether this is a 

re-enactment of the past or a new interpretation of the past. It cannot be denied that 

similarities are visible, but this form of cemetery is new and the organisation of it seems 

modern from my perspective. The detailed organisation of funerals which can be precisely 

                                                           
85 By „board“ is meant the „bestyrelsen“ which consists of 7 members which are elected. I translate the 

danish word „bestyrelse“ as „board“ because it fits the actual meaning as a board of members that is 

elected and has a shared authority over the decisions; the connotation with the word board is neutral and 

echoes the shared responsibilty. It includes the chairman, deputy chairman, and a treasurer. The board is 

responsible for public engagement, contacts with members, and other in group operations. They are also 

responsible to delegate tasks to members outside the board. The board is allowed to adopt own procedures 

in blóts. This echoes a power of the board within the rules of rituals. A disagreement is verified by a 

majority of 4/7. The board is elected for two years. For more look: 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#p12 § 5 Altinget and 6. Bestyrelsen, 10.04.2017, 16:21.  
86 http://www.bt.dk/danmark/64-aarig-bisat-paa-hedensk-gravplads-i-odense 06.03.2017, 10:19. 
87 DuBois, Thomas A.: Nordic Religions in the Viking Age, p.73./ Simek, Rudolf: Dictionary of Northern 

Mythology, trans. Angela Hall, Cambridge 1993, p.39-40. / Turville-Petre, E.O.G.: Myth and Religion of 

the North, Oxford 1964, p.271./ Schutz, Herbert: The Prehistory of Germanic Europe, Yale 1983, p. 167./ 

Lødøen, Tronden and Mandt, Gro: The Rock Art of Norway: Oxford 2005, p,169 and p.185/ Kaul, 

Flemming: Ship on bronzes. A study in Bronze Age religion and iconography. Publication from the 

National Museum Studies in Archaeology and History 3:1-2, 1998 Copenhagen.  

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#p12
http://www.bt.dk/danmark/64-aarig-bisat-paa-hedensk-gravplads-i-odense
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managed with help of the document Min sidste vilje88. Forn Siðr has the document online 

available to download and accessible to everyone called “Min sidste vilje”.89 The eight-

page long form consist of all kinds of funeral arrangements that are needed, from contact 

persons to the form and material of a casket or urn, but also food and drinks, medical 

questions such as organ donorship or questions of the gravestone. All in all, the given 

document, Min sidste vilje, is complete with all necessary information that is needed to 

prepare a funeral arrangement. A modern mortician would hand out similar forms to 

relatives or those who want to arrange their own funeral in advance. It also asks for 

financial aid (begravelseshjælp & begravelseskasse). Forn Siðr even publishes an 

announcement in the newspaper, if wanted. The form ends with a section reserved for the 

individual to express what should be said during the funeral and what he/she wants to be 

remembered for. The last paragraph is reserved to express which gods were important in 

his/her life. The fact that memories are especially mentioned can be connected to the idea 

of runestones were a monument of remembrance, as Rudolf Simek summarizes shortly 

as “Scandinavian runic stones of the Viking era […] were predominantly monumental or 

grave stones”.90 This would give a family a resting place for grief and remembrance. 

Furthermore, he describes gravemounds were originally family graves“91 This is 

obviously not the same as the one is verbal and the other material, however, I think the 

meaning of both, memories and monuments, is the same and for that reason they are 

comparable. Further on, the last page provides contact information about funeral homes, 

Elysium and Begravelse Danmark A/S, in cooperation with Forn Siðr, epitaph and picture 

stone experts, casket builders and urn producers. 

The funeral arrangement in fact is very contemporary, and reasoned by growth of 

societies in which a higher degree of organisation is necessary to maintain stability. 

Although Forn Siðr is a young and relatively small community, the degree of organisation 

seen in funerals speaks for a professional start and promises increasing membership 

because structure and organisation delivers security and clarity for possible members, 

which makes the institution interesting. 

                                                           
88 See the website for the full document. http://fornsidr.dk/media/pdf/Min_sidste_vilje.pdf or 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/14-min-sidste-vilje 03.05.2017, 20.04. 
89 Min sidste vilje translates to “my last will”. The document consists of 8 pages, including questions and 

suggestions of the funeral arrangements. The document is available online and can be filled out by 

everyone who wants to plan their funeral.  
90 Simek, Rudolf: Dictionary of Northern Mythology, p.269.  
91 Simek, Rudolf: Dictionary of Northern Mythology, p.49.  

http://fornsidr.dk/media/pdf/Min_sidste_vilje.pdf
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/14-min-sidste-vilje
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The symbolism of ships has the same meaning and interpretation as the 

interpretations of the Bronze age, Iron age, and Viking age finds. In another article, Anker 

Boyer explains why a ship-formation was chosen: “Det er ikke tilfældigt, at grav-pladsen 

er udformet som et skib, for den er at betragte som et skib til dødsriget”.92 This supports 

the previous argument that ship formations were chosen for religious perception. It echoes 

not only the connection to the past but an active and present perception that ships are a 

medium of transport to the afterlife.  

The organisation around funerals is advanced and professional and can be easily 

compared to secular funerals or other universal-religion funerary customs in the modern 

times. In this case, the Forn Siðr in Denmark is very progressive and professional, in my 

opinion and impression.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
92 http://www.fyens.dk/storskaerm/Hedensk-gravplads-i-Odense/artikel/1179042 06.03.2017, 10:43 

http://www.fyens.dk/storskaerm/Hedensk-gravplads-i-Odense/artikel/1179042
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5. The Survey 

The survey aims to find out how individuals of the religious group of Forn Siðr 

experienced funerals and how they conceptualise their own funeral some day. The 

answers provide an insight into the rituals of the community concerning funerals. This 

survey includes funerals organised by Forn Siðr only.  

The following data was collected online on the platform 

www.freeonlinesurveys.com in the time frame of ten days (17.02-27.02.2017). The 

platform allows to create surveys and questionnaires which are then available through an 

online link. This allows quick and easy access for participants. The services are available 

for 10 days for free; beyond the 10 days, a monthly fee occurs. The survey is conducted 

in English, however, participants answered in Danish as well.  

In total 9 individuals took part in the survey, which already gives an insight into 

the community, because the individuals represent a great diversity which will be 

presented in detail in the next chapter. 

 

5.1. Structure and Time 

The survey begins with a brief introductory text that explains the purpose of the research 

and clarifies rights of the participants, as well as the usage of the data. This text is not 

only important to catch the participant’s attention but also to first gain trust which last 

throughout in their participation in the survey.  

The survey was carried out with an online tool and offered anonymity and security 

to members. The possibility that many members are reached and fill out the questionnaire 

is expected because the link to the survey was published in the online Facebook group by 

the head of Forn Siðr. I am not allowed to join this group because I am not a verified 

member and therefore had to trust my email contact of the group to do so. This carried 

risks with it, which I am aware of. Risks include manipulation of the survey through 

multiple answers from one person. Another risk was that the survey would not even be 

put forward, but this demands a certain degree of trust from my side, which I was willing 

to give to receive data to analyse. This is a widespread problem in online surveys, but 

inevitable I think, and can only be decreased by more intense research with the individual 

which takes years to build up.  

The questionnaire builds a strategic climax, in which the easier questions are put 

in the beginning, for example the demographic questions and the degree of heavier and 

http://www.freeonlinesurveys.com/
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more personal questions, also factual questions, follow later93: First part, called 

demographic data, asks about age, gender, name, nationality - this leads to the participant 

gaining more trust and routine in answering the questions because those questions are 

easy to answer and do not overwhelm the participant.  

Second part consists of questions which are chosen closely to Catherine Bell’s 

theory, including ritual language, symbolism and ritual activities such as food or 

offerings, and ritual invention. This is structured because most participants will reach this 

part in the questionnaire ideally quickly enough to be still interested, but are already 

comfortable to answer the questions openly and honestly. It is aimed to gain trust of the 

participant and comfort him/her as much as possible to make him/her able to talk freely.  

The last part investigates the conceptions of members’ funerals and what is 

important for their own arrangements. The last part seems to have the most personal and 

therefore, the heaviest questions for the participant. It is allowed that the participants quit 

the survey before answering the last part if he/she does not want to answer. In such a case, 

the surveyor has already gained material to work with and does not necessarily have to 

rely on the final part. If the participant continues and answers the last part, the survey will 

be completed and allow me to investigate further in ritual behaviour and religious 

behaviour of contemporary pagan religion of Forn Siðr; this part contributes to a greater 

outlook in my conclusion.  

The survey helps to increase the understanding of funerary rituals in contemporary 

pagan religion of this group and how they construct or reconstruct their culture around 

this religion and heritage.   

 

5.2. The Presentation of the Data94 

In total 9 responses were collected, 7 males and 2 females, and all participants are Danish 

citizen. The average age of the responders was 41,1 years; the youngest 29 years old and 

the oldest 59 years old. The participants answered for how long they were members of 

Forn Siðr, and the responses included time span from 1 month to 15 years. All responses 

are kept as they were given, which means no changes regarding language or grammar are 

done to not falsify any of the results. Among the responses is also the reply that the 

participant identifies as “Asatru” but just joined the group of Forn Siðr a month ago. This 

                                                           
93 Sutton: Social Survey, p.108-110.  
94 See Appendix for complete survey and survey results.  
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shows that a mix of religions is possible, just as conversions are possible from one religion 

to another. The multi-layered use of the words, such as pagan/heathen or 

Asatru/asatro/ásatrú95 brings up difficulties such as misuse and misunderstanding, 

because the etymology of each term differs from the cultural connotation which also 

divides the Viking age on the one hand as the word means individuals outside the 

Christian society or it describes the members of a Pre-Christian Nordic religion; and in 

the modern concept of culture on the other hand, where the word is not clearly defined. It 

shows that the terminology is way harder to grasp and define, as the participant seems to 

use “Asatru” as a term to describe himself rather than a group of people. It also shows, 

that someone can be described as “Asatru” but belongs to a different religion, just as it is 

in this case.  

Only one of nine responses answered the question “Have you been to a funeral 

organized by Forn Siðr?” with yes, while another answer said to have organized a funeral 

in a “blót laug”.96 Further in the survey it was described that the funerals included two 

interments in caskets and three urns, meaning inhumation, which means the deceased is 

placed in a casket or coffin and then buried; and cremation, which means the deceased is 

cremated and the ashes put to rest in an urn and then buried, are both represented.  

The funerals were attended by members of Forn Siðr and other clubs, but also family 

members and friends outside the Forn Siðr community. The groups can be imagined as 

being mixed and diverse, representing different social groups the deceased was involved 

in. Funeral rituals were also separated, one funeral ritual for everyone and a second one 

later in the day for members of Forn Siðr only.  

Symbolism in Forn Siðr has a significant meaning. Religious symbols such as the 

Thor’s Hammer, a raven flag, horns and mead are popular. The grave goods included 

presents from friends and family of the deceased, for example hand drawn pictures, but 

included also goods which were associated with the dead such as tobacco. The symbols 

are representative for the deceased but also for the religious affiliation.  

                                                           
95 From Old Icelandic “Áss“ (god) and “trú“ (faith)/ From Latin “Paganus“(rural, rustic), meaning not 

Christian/ From Old English “hǣþen“ (pagan)  
96 There is another group, situated in Aarhus, called “Aarhus Blótlaug” (http://www.aarhus-

blotlaug.dk/index.php/about-aarhus-blotlaug, 24.03.2017 10.35) which can be related to this answer, 

meaning that they it was no official funeral ceremony but a ceremony held by this group outside the legal 

aspects of funerary customs. It is considered therefore a private and not public ceremony, or even 

unofficial ceremony. Another interpretation can be that this is simply another word for 

feast/ritual/ceremony describing, that a funeral rite was practiced without the umbrella of a 

governmentally recognized institution. In this case, I choose the first explanation, as Aarhus Blótlaug is 

closely associated and related to Forn Sidr and an overlap of members exists.  

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/h%C3%A6%C3%BEen
http://www.aarhus-blotlaug.dk/index.php/about-aarhus-blotlaug
http://www.aarhus-blotlaug.dk/index.php/about-aarhus-blotlaug
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Special ritual formations were done, for example, the blót circle was not closed, 

because if so, the deceased cannot leave.97 Favourite places of the dead are chosen for 

ceremonial procedures, probably to build a connection between the dead and the earthly 

realm, and gods were called upon to receive the dead. A second ceremony included the 

placing of the ashes in the urn on a rented Viking ship, which was sailed in a fjord. This 

represented the transfer to the afterlife. Another blót was performed, which was the last 

ceremony completing the funeral. The last ceremony was held without outsiders, meaning 

that only members of Forn Siðr participated. The funeral sites are visited by some 

participants of the survey but there is no pattern of revisiting ceremonial sites on 

occasions.  

Verbal communication through songs and texts find a place in funeral rituals also. 

Songs, and poems such as Hávamál, were performed but also speeches and letters read 

as part of the funeral. Letters and wishes were directed towards gods and the deceased. 

Everyone who wants can say something, for instance good memories are shared or good 

wishes for the afterlife are given.  

Offerings to the gods are in form of spilled drinks, mostly mead, to the gods and/or 

to the dead. Miniature ships which are burned at some funerals act as offerings. Special 

foods or drinks include mead, tea and cakes. The mead has a particularly significant role 

in the Forn Siðr rituals.  

Conclusively, every survey participant had thought already about their own funeral 

and what elements or ceremonial parts should be included. The concepts which are mainly 

wished for are like the one that already occurred in the experienced funerals: mead 

offerings to the gods, grave goods, cremation is most favoured, songs and speeches; as 

well, a close connection to nature should be represented, such as the ashes spread in the 

forest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
97 Explanation is taken from the results of the survey, when one participant answered to the Question: “If 

yes, which are the elements to secure that the deceased reached the afterlife?“ – Answer: “[...] we did not 

close the circle, like we normally do, if the circle is closed you can not leave [...]“.   
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6. The Discussion 

The following chapter investigates and debates the theoretical approaches to rituals and 

applies them, if possible, to the funerary rituals of Forn Siðr. The aim of this chapter is to 

find out if Forn Siðr‘s funerary customs have similar structures and aspects of rituality to 

what Catherine Bell investigated in her work „Ritual. Perspectives and Dimensions“.98 

Her work is taken as a guideline rather than as strict element of comparison. Her 

compilation of scholarship is impressive and leading, however, her own opinions are less 

emphasised.  

The results are open to the thought whether the rituality is a reconstruction or newly 

interpreted and therefore different rituals of previous known cultures, as in Forn Siðr. 

Firstly, the terms need to be clarified: On the one hand a reconstruction means that a thing 

A is as much as possible build and form as people can know. This evidence can come 

from archaeology, transcripts or manuscripts, oral traditions etc. The aim of 

reconstruction is to form a piece as close to the original as possible. This can be also 

applied to rituals. A reconstructed ritual is as close to the original ritual as possible. For 

example the previous mentioned funeral Ibn Fadlan witnessed in 921A.D, with all ritual 

elements like sacrifices, offerings, songs, and garments.99; the reconstructionists will need 

human sacrifices, a boat, a tent for the deceased, songs and speeches which are known. 

This obviously brings with it difficulties, because present society and culture is subjected 

to restrictions by law but also by cultural rules, for example, that human sacrifices are 

disapproved. Therefore, a full reconstruction is not always possible and underlies 

conditions which cannot be overcome or only hardly.  

On the other hand, new interpretations of a ritual lead to similarities, such as 

symbolism, materialism, verbal communications, for example the same songs or poems, 

or invocations. However, it allows that those elements which are not acceptable, such as 

human or animal sacrifices can be substituted by other elements, for example just blood 

as an offering, if this is seen as the essential element in the sacrifice. New interpretations 

of rituals can include old and new elements, but also old elements with new connotations. 

The freedom of cultural expression is great in this as well as the opportunity of forming 

new cultural grounds and groups in which every individual finds a place they want to 

belong in; however, this also can lead to misinterpretations, and might falsify the past, 

                                                           
98 Catherine Bell: Ritual.  
99 Montgomery, James E.: Ibn Fadlan and the Rusiyyah, in: Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 3 

Cambridge 2000.  
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which can be then misused in forms of political propaganda, for example the Nazi 

Regime.  

This research will show, to what extent the two terms can be applied or if another 

term needs to be defined to explain the culture and rituality and history of Forn Siðr.  

 

6.1. Social Function and Structures of Rituals 

This chapter focuses on the use of rituals in a social context and how rituals are structured. 

Rituals can be performed in a group or by a single individual, however, in this work, 

funerary rituals are most likely carried out in a group rather than in a one-on-one setting. 

The theory centers around the purpose of rituals for a group or society and as Catherine 

Bell explains “what ritual accomplishes as a social phenomenon, specifically, how it 

affects the organization and workings of the social group“100. Her approach is based on 

the group and not the individual, which is also emphasised in my research and debate. I 

agree with her, that rituals in groups can open the debate to social structures and 

phenomenons; nonetheless, the theories must be questioned constantly. 

N.D. Fustel de Coulanges established the theory that rituals have a social function 

which is inherited through family lineage as a social institution through ancestor cult, 

marriage ceremonies and inheritance alignments.101 In other words, rituals are transmitted 

through participation and observation in a familiar circle of people with which an 

individual grew up. This is comprehensible at first, because we learn and know the rituals 

with which we grew up the best. For example, if a child grows up with the idea that for 

birthdays a cake needs to be baked. The cake must be baked by someone else than the 

person who‘s birthday it is. Those details can go one: the birthday cake must be a 

chocolate cake, candles need to be on the cake, the cake is brought to the person in the 

morning and is woken up by a birthday song. These rituals are carried on and survive 

through generations. Until, for example someone does not favour chocolate, then the 

flavour is changed to vanilla. The idea and the ritual however live on. Nonetheless, it 

needs to be recognised that technologies, like TV or Radio, noadays also the internet, 

have major influences of the perceptions and ideas. Therefore, these technological 

elements must be considered as medium of communication, manipulation, and 

idealisation of rituals.  

                                                           
100 Bell: Rituals, p.23.  
101 Fustel de Coulanges, Numa Denis: The Ancient City (1864), trans. Willard Small (New York: 

Doubleday, 1963); also see Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Religion, pp.50-51.  
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The function of such rituals is to be together and celebrate an occasion which 

centers on an individual for a particular reason. If we try to apply this argument onto the 

group of Forn Siðr, taking the results of the survey into account, it is obvious that 

participants actively joined the religion in a time span of 15 years. However, the lineage 

argument by Fustel is contrary to the structures of Forn Siðr. The funerals in Forn Siðr 

are performed for the same reasons, the farewell of a member and a loved one is centered 

in the ritual. 

Considering that the religion might be older has to be taken into account, however 

the establishment as a state accepted religion brings the formation of consistent rituals 

with it. It is not clear how children grow up in this religion; however, the website provides 

information of “Ungmedlemskab (12-17 år)“ and “Børnemedlemskab (0-11 år)“.102 It can 

therefore be assumed that parents who are members of Forn Siðr may bring their children 

along or have any other influence on their children concerning religious views, even 

though these are outside Forn Siðr.  

The participants in my survey joined the religion of Forn Siðr when they were 

grown ups and therefore a direct linkage between the inherited social functions through 

family lines as it was presented by Fustel cannot be applied on Forn Siðr. The reason is, 

firstly, that the religion is indeed young and the organisation of it is progressing; secondly, 

because these adults joined the religion, they were not exposed to this religion as children 

and therefore cannot have inherited any rituality by family lineage or ancestry. This might 

be intresting to considered as a beginning for new generations: The children and 

grandchildren of the first members, or present members, may stand under other influences 

and therefore can inherit the rituality of Forn Siðr for them and their social functions.  

 Following and closely influenced by Fustel, Durkheim established the theory that 

religion is a social phenomenon, linking rituality closely to groups and societies in order 

to perform as a religion and not only as an individual world view or perception.103 This 

can certainly be seen in Forn Siðr. 12 individuals founded the group and paved the way 

until the group was accepted as a state religion. The group comes together, not only for 

annual events but to celebrate funerals in a group, centres around the deceased. Funerals 

in Forn Siðr are indeed a social event as the survey shows that members and non-members 

come together to perform funerary rites, as a survey participant talks about two 

                                                           
102 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/bliv-medlem, 14.04.2017, 11:06.  
103 Lukes, Stephen: Émile Durkheim: His Life and Work: A historical and Critical Study, New York 

1977, pp.9-11, 237.  

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/bliv-medlem
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ceremonies, one open to anyone related or close to the deceased and a second one after 

“the family and friends left, but the blotlaug stayed to perform a blot”.104 Durkheim’s 

theory reflects in this way on Forn Siðr because their need as a religion and as a coherent 

group is expressed through their history. Especially, that is a key factor. This is seen in 

the survey, when one participant answers that he was Asatru all his life, but now decided 

to join.105 This is only one example, however a certain interest and even identification 

with a religion or a religious grouping is often the door towards an actual entering of a 

religious group. It can be assumed that everyone who enters Forn Siðr was in contact with 

other groups and read about the belief before committing to a membership. The personal 

need of belonging to a group is therefore satisfied. There is also the possibility, that 

someone belonged to a group already but grew dissatisfied and decided to leave and join 

another group. Investigating Forn Siðr it becomes obvious that funerals are a very social 

event. The members come together to sing songs, and give grave goods, and one 

participant told about a funeral procession in form of a ship ride and performed a second 

blot for members only.106 One aspect needs to be considered: the organisation of a funeral 

is done by relatives or friends, but the actual executive organisation is done by a 

mortician. Funerals can be events that do not include any religion or any group. The 

deceased can speak out this wish and it would make the funeral a single event, meaning 

that no group or religious group is involved. This does not mean that non-religious people 

never have a group attending the funeral, but shows that various settings can happen 

concerning funerals. The survey with Forn Siðr shows that Durkheim’s theory is relevant. 

The funerals are usually performed in a group and therefore Durkheim’s theory applies 

even to this very young religion, because although individuals can practice religion, it 

seems at least in Forn Siðr, a group to perform with is preferred. As well, rituals, such as 

funerals are performed in this religion in groups rather than in single arrangements.  

Durkheim explains, that social bonds are constructed on array of ideas and 

practices which are sacralised because of the social structure and bonds of the society.107 

In my opinion, this is a logical theory and can be seen in Forn Siðr. They seem to 

emphasize the group and want to be represented as a coherent entity. The rituals, beside 

                                                           
104 Response to “If yes, which are the elements to secure that the deceased reached the afterlife?” 
105 “How long have you been member of Forn Siðr in Denmark?” – response: “1 month, ben Asatru my 

entire life.”  
106 „If yes, which are the elements to secure that the deceased reached the afterlife?“ – Response: „we 

rented a wiking ship, itself a sign of travel, and went out on the fiord. After the ceremony on the ship, the 

family and friends left, but the blotlaug stayed to perform a blot.“    
107 Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp.52,56,461.  
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funerals, are performed in a group and represent also in Forn Siðr that a coherent scheme 

of ideas and perceptions. This is evident if the survey results of the question “Which 

elements of a funeral are most important to you?” are considered. The answers consist of 

similar wishes for their own funeral. Among these, cremation as a burial form is wished 

by 6 of 9 participants. Another one could be counted in but it is unspecific as he says 

“Send out on the ocean. Or Else gravøj”, which necessarily means that the body must be 

burned beforehand. 4 out of 9 want songs or poems recited at the funeral; as well, eulogies 

are favoured by 3 of 9, and offerings are preferred by 3 individuals. Durkheim’s theory is 

therefore still relevant for the scholarship but is not completely suitable for Forn Siðr. I 

agree certainly with Max Gluckman’s and Marcel Mauss’ criticism towards Durkheim. 

Gluckman criticises that Durkheim sees the society as unity, which speaking of religion, 

cannot be accepted, because religions can co-exist in one society.108 This is obviously not 

the present case in 21st century Denmark, as several religions like Christianity, Islam, 

Judaism and Forn Siðr co-exist in one society. It is wrong to think that society is a unity 

at all, not only in aspects of religion, but as an entity. Rather than speaking of society, sub 

units or groups of interests are suitable terms, which then are collectivised to a society 

representing a state for example. Marcel Mauss criticises that religion and society do not 

define each mutually.109 In my opinion Mauss addresses a fair point here, because society 

and religion does not necessarily go coherently together. Society and religion do not 

necessarily have to define each other. There exist religious individuals outside a 

community, for example the participant in my survey who says that he was “Asatru” all 

his life before joining Forn Siðr; and society as well as there are societies without religion 

involved, like golf clubs for example.  

 Mauss researched, among other subjects, sacrifices and suggests that sacrificial 

rituals have the purpose of calming the group after it has been upset.110 Radcliffe-Brown 

mostly agrees with this definition and concludes that the ritual can restore a social 

equilibrium and affirm unity.111 The debate of offerings and sacrifices is carried out in 

the chapter 6.3.  

                                                           
108 Gluckman, Max: Essays on the Ritual of Social Relations (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1962), pp.40-41. Also, cited by Lukes, Émile Durkheim, pp.475-476.  
109 Durkheim, Émile/ Mauss, Marcel: Primitive Classifications, trans. Rodney Needham (Chicago: 

University of Chicago, 1963), p.82.  
110 Hubert, Henri/ Mauss, Marcel: Sacrifice: Its Nature and Functions [1898], Trans.W.D. Hall, Chicago, 

1964, pp.8, 9.  
111 Gluckman, Max: Order and Rebellion in Tribal Africa, New York 1963, pp.110-136.  



Katharina-Lorraine Malchow-Roth     MA in Icelandic and Comparative Cultural Studies 

Kennitala: 041090-4649   Spring 2017 

43 
 

Conclusively, elements of older theories, like Durkheim, Gluckman, and Mauss, 

but also Radcliff-Brown, are still applicable. The theories need to be constantly tested and 

opposed towards new religous movements and societies to be proven. Further on, it is 

evidently shown, that Forn Siðr has constructed rituals based on Viking age history but 

also created new elements of rituals. The group uses similar, nearly identical theories to 

create a new religion which is based on knowledge of the past but suitable for modern 

times. It is not clear, however, whether the group uses theoretical knowledge to support 

the establishment of the religion or if this is a natural process. Further research can be 

done on this subject in the future.  

Furthermore, single elements of rituals show a detailed insight on how rituals are 

constructed and whether a reconstruction of the Viking age is visible or a newly created 

rituals are the aim of this religion.  

 

6.2. Ritual Communication Systems 

Rituals are communicated through generations and people, but also a single rituals itself 

can have specific language addressed to it, which is unique and distinguishable from other 

rituals. This chapter will present ideas and usage of such in two ways. One is the verbal 

language, inlcuding specific terms and words used, but also the purpose of certain 

language usage in rituals. The second is non-verbal language found in symbolism. 

Concepts of symbolism are presented and compared to the results of the survey.  

6.2.1. Verbal Language 

Verbal language has a significant role in rituals: on the one hand the verbal language 

allows a flow of information on what happens, for example, when the ritualist explains 

what he is doing; on the other hand, the specific language can cause associations in our 

minds which means words are connected to thoughts and feelings. Maurice Bloch argues 

that words gain a siginificant meaning which then turns word into an authority and work 

authoritative to those who speak them, he calls this „traditional authority“.112 A specific 

song played at a funeral gains the implication of sadness and grief. This is the case in 

Forn Siðr, because the survey participants show a certain pattern in verbal language which 

can be seen as Bloch‘s „traditional authority“. The gode, who leads the rituals, calls upon 

                                                           
112 Bloch, Maurice: Symbols, Song, Dance and Features of Articulation, in: Archives europeénes de 

sociologie 15 (1974):55-81, p.64.  
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the gods and spirits.113 The gode therefore gains authority of what is said and how. The 

gode might choose same or at least similar words for every funeral which, in Maurice 

Bloch‘s definition gains specific weight. This is, in my opinion, a logical procedure, and 

I agree with Bloch on this point. Repetetive words and phrases can evoke certain 

associations and therefore the used language gains authority. Stanley J. Tambiah 

expresses his opinion, that ritual language has a certain weight which he declares that 

„Ritual language is not mumbo jumbo“ and that ritual language connects the minds and 

emotions of the participants.114 I do agree strongly with Tambiah on his unusual 

formulation because it captures the notion very well, that language has a greater meaning 

than the pure degree of carrying information. They connect minds and feelings, express 

a unity and community feeling, which can be seen in the funerals of Forn Siðr when they 

perform the procedure of informal laudatories and sharing of memories of the deceased. 

It is not clear from the survey which words are chosen; it might be, that for each funeral, 

personal words are choosen to reflect individually the life of the deceased. However, we 

can already see patterns in the answers the participants gave, even though they do not 

name specific phrases. There are three big groups of language usage: the first group are 

songs and poems, which are recited and performed by request, including modern songs 

but also poems like Hávamál115; the second group are informal laudatories which were 

given by every participant of the funeral who wishes to say something.116 These informal 

laudatories are named as an element of a funeral by participants of the survey.117 The third 

group that can be detected in the results are grouped as „wishes and farewell“ which can 

be expressed in letters or exchanging of positive memories. Significanctly, it is specified 

here, that those should have positive connotations rather than expressing grief and 

sadness.118 These patterns show that Maurice Bloch is still right in his conclusion, that 

ritual language is reflected in patterns that then associate certain feelings and thoughts, 

that again forms the „traditional authority“. Forn Siðr has this authority in their funeral 

                                                           
113 Question: „If yes, were songs, poems or speeches performed? If yes, which one?“ – Answer: „I, as a 

gode gave a short speech on which gods we called and why, the norns, hel, freja“. 
114 Jeyaraja Tambiah, Stanley: The magical Power of Words, in: Man, New Series, Vol. 3, No. 2, London 

1968, p.202.  
115 4/9 participants specifically named that they wish for songs or poems being performed at their funeral.  
116 Question: „If yes, were songs, poems or speeches performed? If yes, which one?“ – Answer: „took a 

zip of mead from the horn and gave it to the person next to me. She said a few things, took a zip  and so 

on“.  
117 Question: „Which elements of a funeral are most important to you?“ – Answer: „Would love if 

someone said nice words about med as a husband, father, Friend and collegue“.  
118 Question: „Which elements of a funeral are most important to you?“ – Answer: „but most important 

would be happiness, good memories of my deeds, a good laugh over my not so good deeds“.  
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rituals and make use of them to connect specific language, like poems and songs, but also 

calling on the gods, to specific rituals.  

6.2.2. Symbolism 

Another form of language are symbols which carry an assured meaning, which is widely 

known in a community. Lévi-Strauss argues that symbols are images and activities a 

medium of communication, and form experiences which express a struggle of nature and 

culture, because the symbolism is made by humans and therefore the nature of actions, 

such as rituals, underlies cultural rules. These rules structure unpredictability.119 I agree 

with Lévi-Strauss that symbolism is a construction which applies in cultural context. It 

means that one group of people can agree on understanding that a certain symbol, for 

example, a hand gesture means silence, and a class full of people understand that they 

must be quiet now. This also applies to Forn Siðr, which can be illustrated on the example 

of mead. Mead in Forn Siðr is used in several ways: one use of mead is to toast the gods 

and spirits during speeches, another use is as an offering, and a third use of mead is a 

good that is shared in a group. Mead becomes a construct with heavy meaning, something 

divine and precious; however, this is only because the group decided that mead is as 

precious as they say. It can be, that this concept is traceable to the Viking age where mead 

already had a significant meaning in literature, religion, and society, which is efficiently 

summarised by Rudolf Simek.120 Nowadays, mead has the meaning “sacred“ or “divine“ 

and indicates that every time mead is consumed or involved, a certain action is intended. 

In funerals of Forn Siðr, mead indicates communication with the gods and spirits in the 

contexts of calling upon them, talking to them, or pleasing them with offerings.121 The 

construction of meanings of goods is found in the past and the present, therefore a 

connection to the Viking age is obvious but could also be traced further back in history. 

As Lévi-Strauss theory‘s, it is evident that mead indicates certain behaviour and actions 

in rituals of Forn Siðr and that this stamp of connotations is a construct applied by 

humans. It is not apparent where this connotation comes from, nonetheless, it can be said, 

                                                           
119 Scholte, Bob: The Structural Anthropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss“, in: John H. Honingmann, ed., 

Handbook of Social and Cultural Anthropology (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1973), p.658.  
120 Simek, Dictionary of Northern Mythology, p.210.  
121 Question: “If  yes, which are the elements to secure that the deceased reached the afterlife?“ – Answer: 

“[...] we only call upon some gods to be ready to receive him [...]“ / Question: “If yes, were songs, poem 

or speeches performed?“ – Answer: “I, as a gode gave a short speech on which gods we called and why 

[...]/ Question: “If yes, was there any offering made to the gods?“ – “Every time horn was almost empty 

the last zip were given to the gods or the vættir“.    
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that the connotation is older than Forn Siðr because we have evidence of mead having a 

significant role in previous cultures.  

 Victor Turner explains his theory of symbolism as “Systems of meanings whitin 

people act, think, and feel“ and therefore refers to symbols as a non-verbal 

communication in a group.122 Symbols, such as material goods or actions, that carry a 

certain meaning, are expressions of common perceptions, and connect feelings and 

thoughts. For example, greetings are different in every culture but expresses relations 

between people and carry a specific meaning with them. The act itself is the symbol: a 

hug expresses a closer meaning than a handshake. A waving hand symbolises distance, 

while a high five or a fist bump is between a handshake and a hug, because they allow 

physical contact but maintain clear distance. In Forn Siðr, many materials have a specific 

meaning as shown before with the example of mead. However, Turner emphasises the 

aspect of emotions in his argument. This can be seen in the results as well. The grave 

goods especially express a common emotional perception. These grave goods, which 

were named, were associated closely to the deceased person, or the relation of the 

deceased and the one who gave the grave goods. Wood carvings, coins, tobacco or ashes 

of the pet were given, however, the wedding ring and personal written letters and pictures 

were also given into the grave.123 The wedding ring symbolises a close partnership, 

personal written letters are symbols for a close friendship and sharing information that is 

too personal to speak out in front of an audience. 

 Beside the grave goods, other symbols were also named. For example, a cake with 

a Thor‘s Hammer was mentioned as decoration.124 The decorative aspect is not the only 

reason to choose this symbols but it expresses the belief in Forn Siðr. The Thor‘s Hammer 

seems to have a meaning that most members agree on as it is a favoured symbols to 

express the affiliation to the religion.125 Symbols, as Lévi-Strauss and Turner presented, 

are an non-verbal communcation system as shown in this chapter. The meanings and 

emotions behind symbols can reveal as much as verbal communcation can. Nonetheless, 

the context of symbols must be respected. Any group of individuals can create their own 

                                                           
122 Turner, Victor: The Forest of Symbols. Aspects of Ndemdu Ritual (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 

Press, 1967), p.46.  
123 Question: “If yes, did you (or someone else) give any grave goods to the deceased?“ – Answer: 

“Several times, Ranging from Wood carvings, child drawings, coins, canabis, ashes of favoritter dog, 

letters knife. / his best friend gave a horn, a lot of flowers, some tobacco.“  
124 Question: “If yes, did food and/or drinks have a part in the funeral procession?“ – Answer: “Mostly 

Mead and beer. In One occation a fine cake decorated with a Thors hammer plus Tea and coffee.“    
125 Question: “If yes, did you recognise any religious symbols use?“ – Answer: “Only Asatru preferred 

Thors hammer/ ravenflag, thors hammer, horn, a lot of mead.“ 
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meanings for symbols, which makes it challenging to define general meanings for 

symbols. Another problem is the communication about symbols. How is non-verbal 

communication expressed and how do individuals agree on a meaning? On the example 

of the Thor‘s Hammer, on the one hand it expresses the affiliation to the religion but not 

always. The Thor‘s Hammer has several meanings, depending on the context in which 

the hammer is found. For some it expresses the interest but not the belief in old Norse 

myths. Some take it as a fashion symbol while others associate it with political agendas. 

The communication of symbols is necessary to clarify their meaning in any case. 

Therefore, every group of individuals will learn and carry non-verbal communication 

with symbols, but they need to be defined by these members in order to express the 

intended meaning by the group and not only the individual interpretation. 

 

6.3. Performance and Practice 

Rituals have a performance and practice aspect which is debated in this chapter. Rituals 

have patterns and actors, but the meaning of such is still debated in scholarship.126 

Catherine Bell concludes in her research that rituals are fixed performances but depending 

on social changes, a ritual can be changed into a certain environment.127 For instance, a 

child goes to the same activity every week. This is understood as a ritual for the child and 

it is always the same procedure until the family moves away. The fixed weekly 

performance changes because the circumstances have change. Similar processes can be 

detected in Forn Siðr as well, especially if the historical background of the religion is 

considered. The rituals are obviously inspired by the old customs, however the practical 

realization of the rituals can not be the same because of changed circumstances in society. 

Funeral rituals are an excellent example for this: the funerals in Forn Siðr have 

associations to those rituals from the Viking age. They continue having grave goods and 

small ship model occur in the rituals as well. Notwithstanding, sacrifices were an element 

of performance in rituals, and they changed over time with changes in society.  

Offerings are contributions and gifts, mostly of material goods. The intentions are also 

like the offerings made in the Viking Age, as in both cases higher powers, here the gods 

and vættir, are gifted with material or life to calm them and please them to accept the 

                                                           
126 Bell: Rituals, p.82.   
127 Bell: Rituals, p.82.  
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deceased.128 A participant response includes that small ships were burned as offerings.129 

This is clearly a connection to the Viking age, where actual sized ships were burned but 

these are even today not an affordable option for everyone130 and ship symbols on the 

Gotland Stones131, and in which case miniature ships are used to symbolise the transfer 

to the realm of the dead. The offerings changed with the change of time and society, for 

instance offerings are a lot more common nowadays, as it can be concluded from the 

survey where no sacrifices were mentioned at all. I do understand that there is a greater 

significance of offerings. An offering is minimal in effort and fincancially moderate. It 

seems that ordinary materialistic offerings  are common in Forn Siðr.  

In conclusion, the debate of offerings and sacrifices as part of ritual activity in groups in 

Forn Siðr shows, on the one hand, that not particularly sacrifices, but offerings are used 

in funerary rites. These are not only meant to calm down the group but also meant to calm 

and please the gods and vættir. On the other hand, the offerings, like the miniature ships 

and the mead, call associations with the Viking age funerary rituals, as mead was used to 

be drunk on the feasts and the ship was a medium of transport, as well as a sign of wealth. 

This can be applied and be seen in funerary rituals in Forn Siðr.  

 

6.4. Ritual Context of Modern Religions 

Catherine Bell debates rituality of modern religions with theories of Bourdieu, Bloch, 

Marx, and Durkheim, but also mentions Robert Bellah as critical voices. The following 

chapter approaches the theories and debates whether those apply to Forn Siðr.  

Bloch, Marx, and Durkheim reviewed by Bell, agree that „rituals express social order, 

authority and ideology“.132 Contrary to those, Pierre Bourdieu, influenced by Marcel 

Mauss and Max Weber, uses the terminlogy „habitus“ to describe that human activities 

form cultural life and social traditions. He proposes that rituals are not to follow orders 

but to break with rules of culture.133 Bell concludes subsequently that rituals‘ purpose is 

                                                           
128 Question: „If yes, was there any offering amde to the gods?“ -  Response: „Every time the horn was 

almost empty the last zip were given to the gods or the vættir“/ Response: „We drink Mead toasting the 

goods. Halling the dead“.  
129 Question: „If yes, was there any offering amde to the gods?“ -  Response: „I have seen small model 

ships being burned“.  
130 Turville-Petre: Myth and Religion of the North, p.271ff./James E.: Ibn Fadlan and the Rusiyyah, in: 

Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 3 Cambridge 2000, p.14.  
131 Varenius, Björn: Picture Stones as an Opening to Iron Age Society, in: Gotland’s Picture Stones. 

Bearers of an Enigmatic Legacy, 2012, p.43.  
132 Bell: Rituals, p.79.  
133 See Marcel Mauss: Techniques of the Body (1935), Economy and Society 2, no. 1 (1973): 73; Max 
Weber: Sociology of Religion. Trans. Ephraim Fischoff, Boston: Beacon Press 1963, pp. 158-59. Also see 
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to define “cultural categories that both should not be violated and yet must be violated“.134 

This is reasoned by the affirmation of boundaries, as Bell explains.135 I understand that 

the challenging of rules and rituals is a confirmation for humans and their behaviour, or 

habitus. It gives certainty of what is allowed and what is changeable, or even what must 

be changed. In Forn Siðr, those challenges are only slightly seen. The problem is, that the 

group is still young and not all rituals are conducted the same way, therefore, the grounds 

to challenge it is not given, yet. The survey shows that a variety of rituals is possible, and 

also that various interpretations and expressions of rituals are allowed and welcomed. 

This goes along with Robert Bellah, who argues that modern religions are more 

changeable and adaptable.136 Bellah explains in detail that rituals in modern religions are 

“less clear-cut, more tentative, experimental, and open to individual appropriation“.137 

The results tun counter to the conclusion of Bell and Bellah, that this is an reaction to the 

failure to find a common consensus in a group.138 So far, the survey showed that a great 

diversity of funerary ritual is present in Forn Siðr, nonetheless, I disagree that this is based 

on missing common consensus in the group. The rituals show that a common consensus 

is on hand; the detailed explanations on the Forn Siðr website especially speak for a 

common sensus in the group.139 Nonetheless, in my opinion it makes sense that in modern 

religions, such as Forn Siðr, the approaches to interpretations of rituals and traditions are 

less stagnated. This might be explained by a young history and therefore the rituals are 

not as much established as in other, older religions. Additionally, it can be deemed that 

the active decision to join a modern religion and the smaller number of members indicate 

that the traditions are still in the process of development and therefore are changeable and 

adaptable. I acknowledge Heilman and Cohen, who explain that orthopraxic traditions 

are experienced as closed cultural spaces and that these belong automatically by birth, 

meaning  that they are inherited by family and ancestors.140 This is an phenomenon that 

                                                           
Roger Chartier: Cultural History. Between Practices and Representations, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 

University Press, 1988, pp. 24-27, 32, and 85-88, who discusses the use of habitus by Erwin Panofsky 

and Norbert Elias.  
134 Bell: Rituals, p.78.  
135 Bell: Rituals, p.79.  
136 Bell: Rituals, p.182.  
137 Bellah, Robert: Beyond Belief: Essays on Religion in Post-Traditional World, New York 1970, p. 40, 

43.  
138 Bell: Rituals,p.182-183.  
139 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/7-grundlag, 25.04.2017, 14:03 / 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter, 25.04.2017, 14:04.  
140 Heilman, Samuel C./ Cohen, Steven M.: Ritual Variation among Modern Orthodox Jews in the United 

States. Studies in Contemporary Jewry 2, 1986, pp. 164-87, pp.174-177.  

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/7-grundlag
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter
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is not yet possible to observe because the religion Forn Siðr is too young and has not been 

practiced by enough generations to be considered as an orthopraxic tradition.  

 

6.5. The “Disenchantment of the World“ and Ritual Change 

The following chapter demonstrates the subsequently occuring issue with this, which is 

known as the „Disenchantment of the World“ by Max Weber. Ritual change due to social 

changes or changes of the environment can be seen during the 20th century and is 

described as „Disenchantment of the World“ by Max Weber. The process is characterized 

by changing worldview, from religious to secular, and that is expressed in the 

secularization of formerly religious rituals.141 To illustrate this, the former religious ritual 

of church initiation such as baptism or communion/ confirmation was secularized in the 

eastern part of Germany after the second world war. The soviet influence of socialism 

changed religious and social perspectives and soon most of the population was made up 

of atheists.142 Instead of having a baptism or a confirmation, smaller communities 

organised “youth ceremonies” in which teenagers are given the social status of adults in 

the communities. It is a pure social status, does not conflict with any laws. In Forn Siðr, 

a different direction can be seen: instead of secularization processes, a religious 

interpretation of rituals is preferred. Forn Siðr works on establishing rituals for name 

giving ceremonies, weddings, funerals, and blótlaug.143 This is a opposing developement 

to the one Max Weber and others have suggested. Robert Bellah argued that Weber‘s 

disenchantment leads to „excessive individualism“ which is not found in traditional 

communities because an individual gets their place in this particular society assigned but 

the rules of that society. I can not find more individualism in Forn Siðr than in other 

religious or secular funerals. There is a certain degree of consent on symbolism, 

perception, and expression of belief. Nonetheless, individuality is in the 21st century a 

outlet for expression and gained more and more significance in the past. Furthermore, 

disenchantment is not seen here: the modern religion of Forn Siðr in Denmark goes in the 

opposite direction and invents and creates new rituals, inspired by old customs known 

                                                           
141 Notably, Casanova, Jóse: Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University  of Chicago 

Press, 1994); also see Jan Platvoet and Karel van der Toorn, eds. Pluralism and Identity: Studies in Ritual 

Behavior (Leiden: Brill, 1995).  
142 Karstein, Ute/ Schmidt-Lux, Thomas /Wohlrab-Sahr, Monika/Punken, Mirko: Säkularisierung als 

Konflikt?, Berlin 2006, p.441. / Pollack, Detlef (2000): Der Wandel der religiöskirchlichen Lage in 

Ostdeutschland nach 1989. Ein Überblick. In: Detlef Pollack/Gert Pickel (Hrsg.), Religiöser und 

kirchlicher Wandel in Ostdeutschland 1989-1999. Opladen: Leske Budrich, S.18-47. 
143 http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#wedding_rites, 25.04.2017, 16:35.  

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#wedding_rites
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from history and cultures. Such are coins, which are put alongside the dead to secure their 

way to the afterlife.144 In this example rituals gain a divine aspect, even those from another 

culture. The adaptation of elements from other cultures and their reinterpretation for own 

ritual purposes demonstrate that Max Weber‘s theory of disenchantment is not applicable 

to Forn Siðr and that his theory must be reconsidered for the 21st century.  

 

6.6. Ritual Inventions 

This chapter is dedicated to the invention of rituals. Especially in the debate on whether 

rituals in Forn Siðr are reinvented or newly interpreted versions of old customs, invented 

ritual need to be considered to conclude further on in this debate. Catherine Bell does a 

great deal in summarizing the problems of ritual invention in her research. Bell concludes, 

that individuals or groups form and reinvent rituals because they did not gain any benefits 

from older customs.145 This can be seen, for example, in the history of the Christian 

church, when separations were considered and performed. The development of the 

Lutheran church was an result of separation because they felt too restricted and had no 

benefits from the former Catholic church.  

Bell presents the issue that for ritual inventions certain elements are neccessary: on the 

one hand, for the ritual itself, it needs someone who actually is enthusiastic enough to 

invent the ritual itself.146 On the other hand a ritualist, someone who organises, creates, 

and performs a new ritual.147 These two aspects cannot be separated and need to be 

considered as a start for ritual inventions. Similar approaches are presented by Barbara 

Myerhoff, who sees ritual inventions as an direct mirror of society most desired 

expressions of rules and social order.148 Conclusively, to invent and reinvent a ritual there 

must be three components: at least one individual who wants to reinvent a ritual, for 

example a funeral, the same person can be then also the ritualist who then is the executive 

of the ritual. This one individual can already make a ritual and therefore possesses the 

ability to express his or her own perception and social order. This of course can also be 

done by a group, which then represents a common wish for a ritual, and then ritualists to 

                                                           
144 Question: “If yes, which are the elements to secure that the deceased reached the afterlife?” – Answer: 

“Coins for the ferry … Like in the Greek Mythology… Letters for reconnandations/wishes...“  
145 Bell: Ritual, p.200.  
146 Bell: Ritual, p.221.  
147 Bell: Ritual, p.223.  
148 Myerhoff, Barbara: “A Death in Due Time“, in: John J. MacAloon, ed. Rite, Drama, Festival, 

Spectacle, Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1984, p.152.  
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organise the ritual. Bell adds that these newly reinvented ritual channel conflicts and 

supports debates about a topic concerning social and ritual matters. The reinvented ritual 

reflects the changed communal world view.149 Last but not least, Bell suggest that 

reinvented ritual are and expression of new identities and she emphasis that reinventions 

are only possible when older traditions and customs are still intact.150  

I do generally agree with Bell‘s conclusions, that reinventions of ritual do need 

initiators and ritualists. This is obvious for Forn Siðr because its founders were initiators 

and ritualists when they decided to found the group and then agreed on rituals and 

ceremonies from the beginning to the present, which they are still developing. Catherine 

Bell‘s additional argument, that reinventions are possible when old customs are already 

unstable or not active anymore, also applies to Forn Siðr, because the rituals which are 

practiced in this group have similarities with rituals known from the sources of the Viking 

Age. Culturally speaking it can be thought that the Viking Age is distant enough to the 

modern times, that an active tradition can be denied. Hundred of generations in the last 

900 years were exposed to cultural, environmental, and social changes which makes it 

impossible to trace back the original rituals. Therefore, Bell‘s conclusion is logical. Ritual 

inventions, in my opinion, do not necessarily need such a long time span between orginal 

and reinvention, a few decades, for example 1950s to 2000s, are an sufficient time to 

provoke changes in culture, society, and environment, and cause ritual inventions. This 

can be understood in a short comparison of Christmas celebrations. In the 1950s, 

Christmas dinners were mostly cooked by the women in the house, while nowadays, 

thanks to feminism movements and empowering of equality in household duties, it can 

be assumed that more men cook Christmas dinner. The change, in this ritual, is reasoned 

by cultural and social changes, which happened in the decades in between; for example, 

more divorced parents, single parents, and changes in world views.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
149 Bell: Rituals, p.235.  
150 Bell: Rituals, p.241.  
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7. Conclusion and Outlook 

This thesis investigated the rituality of Forn Siðr to understand whether the funerary 

rituals are restoring old customs known from the Pre-Christian Viking age in Scandinavia, 

or if the rituals are new interpretations in the modern context. The survey shows a strong 

direction of new interpretations of old customs rather than a recreation of exactly the same 

customs as they could have been practiced in the Viking age.  

Many points speak for a reinvention and new interpretation of rituals in Forn Siðr, 

for example, the formation of a new group that has no direct linkage to the old customs 

because of the immense time distance to the Viking age. This does not allow direct 

inherited culture from the Viking age, and therefore a new interpretation is the outcome. 

Fustel, who argued that inherited customs create the culture, is hence inaccurate. 

Durkheim, who mostly agreed with Fustel, opened the idea of heritage, which is evident 

in the case of modern paganism. Durkheim added that individuals with the same religious 

perceptions can form a religion. A group, like Forn Siðr, is not based on the lineage of 

family and friends. The first 12 members were all adults, who agreed on specific elements 

of belief and rituals but were not related to each other, and consequently, religion and 

culture are not restricted to inherited lineage. 

Marcel Mauss presented the idea that religion and society contribute to a 

compound, which means religion is only possible because of a social group. However, 

Forn Siðr shows that one can have a religion without a group. The individuals in the 

beginning, it can be assumed, practices and believed before they formed the group. 

Individuals are able to pratice their own religion and rituals, a group is not necessary; 

nonetheless, a group helps establishing a wider spread and stable perception of a belief.  

Ritual language, in form of poems and songs, were transmitted, however the 

personal bias of the authors must be taken into account, and that their perception is also 

reflected in the works. A pagan view of the material is consequently not possible. Instead 

of trying to restore this material, new intepretations in form of songs of poems are used. 

For instance, Ole Godtved wrote a new edition of the Edda, as mentioned above. Modern 

songs or speeches were also included in the funerary rites; as well, the presentation of 

such were adapted to the modern circumstances.  

Furthermore, the grave goods indicate a reinterpretation. Known from 

archaeological material and written pieces, grave goods have an significant role in 

funerary rituals. The importance is visible in the modern funerary rituals of Forn Siðr, as 

the survey can provide. The kind of grave goods changed: the goods are still precious to 



Katharina-Lorraine Malchow-Roth     MA in Icelandic and Comparative Cultural Studies 

Kennitala: 041090-4649   Spring 2017 

54 
 

the deceased, however, they present close associations with the deceased, or meaningful 

goods to the deceased, which are not of rich materialistic value. For example, the dog‘s 

ashes or a personal written letter: materials that are not expensive in material value, but 

have a greater importance to the decased and the one giving it to the deceased.  

Lévi-Strauss‘ theory that symbols indicate certain behaviour based on common 

recognition can be seen in Forn Siðr, although they use their own symbolism which is 

still in developement because of the young age of the religion. I agree with Turner, that 

symbols represent actions, feelings, and thoughts. This finds specific expression in every 

religion, hence also in Forn Siðr. Rituals, as part of culture, change within a culture when 

the cirucumstances change. This is obvious in Forn Siðr, since the social and political, 

but also religious circumstances have changed. Logically, the rituals undergo processes 

of adapting; for example, that funerals are performed on the cemetery in Odense or on a 

ship, rather than burning down a whole ship to symbolise the transfer of the dead to the 

afterlife. Funerary rituals in Forn Siðr recall many associations with the Viking age 

funerals, for example, poems, songs, and cremation processes but also grave goods and 

the recurring ship formation and element. However, all these elements of the funerary 

ritual are not as they were in the Viking age. The elements are questioned, reinterpreted, 

and then performed in the modern time 

Modern approaches, such as the form Min sidste vilje, show an adaption of the 

present circumstances. An individual can take responsibility for their own funeral, and 

prepare this as they wish. Additionally, this takes away a social factor, as Viking age 

funerals were organised by the community one lived in.  

 This research shows clearly that Forn Siðr has no intentions of restoring the old 

customs of the Viking Age, but rather uses the knowledge of it to express the belief in the 

gods and spirits in their own perception. There is no indication that a revival of the Viking 

age customs are the aim of the religion but rather a modern expression of belief and 

tradition.  
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  Appendix 
1. Introductory text for the survey:  

This survey is part of a research examining the use of rituals in modern pagan religion(s) 

by the example of funerary customs within the group of Forn Siðr Denmark. The survey 

is directed towards members and associates of the group. The survey can be completed in 

approximately 20 minutes and will ask whether you observed or visited a funeral 

organised by Forn Siðr and about your personal opinion of funerary customs in the 

religion.  

Furthermore demographic information (age, gender, nationality) will be asked but it is 

secured that all data will be anonymous. The collected data will be stored on a password 

secured device and only researchers within the project will have access to the data. The 

received questionnaires will be used in presentations, academic publications and project 

summaries. The individual data will not be identifiable. If you disagree with any of the 

above mentioned, do not complete the questionnaire.  

If you decide to participate in this questionnaire, you are free to stop at any point in the 

questionnaire. Once the questionnaire is submitted, the data can not be withdrawn as the 

individual data will be unidentifiable.  

The survey is approved by the supervisors Torfi H. Tulinius and Luke John Murphy and 

the University of Iceland to be part of the Master of Arts Dissertation by Katharina-

Lorraine Malchow-Roth. If you have any questions or complaints contact Kam19@hi.is 

in the first instance, or ljm@hi.is  

By submitting the parts or complete questionnaire, you agree on all above mentioned 

terms.  

With many thanks in advance,  
 

Katharina-Lorraine Malchow-Roth  

Reykjavík, 22nd of February 2017  
 

2. The Survey questions and answers:  

The answers for the first question were just for the purpose of introducing the 

participants to the survey and as part of the gaining trust method. The names are, as 

explained, anonymised for the sake of the participants. Also, the names are not of any 

worth for this research and can be therefore eliminated without further consequences for 

the results  

 

First Question: What is your name or preferred form of address? 

http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/bliv-medlem
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/om-forn-sidhr/7-grundlag
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter
http://fornsidr.dk/index.php/vedtaegter#wedding_rites
mailto:Kam2@hi.is
mailto:ljm@hi.is
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These answers are kept anonymous.  

Second Question: How old are you? 

- 37 år 

- 29 

- 45 

- 59 

- 46 

- 42 

- 40 

- 49 

- 33 

Third Question: What is your gender? 

- Mand 

- Male 

- Male 

- Male 

- Male 

- Male 

- Female 

- Female 

- Male 

 

Fourth Question: What nationality/nationalities do you have? 

- Dansker 

- Danish 

- Danish 

- Danish 

- Danish 

- Dk 

- Danish 

- Dk 

- Danish 

 

Fifths Question: How long have you been member of Forn Siðr in Denmark? 

siden 2015 

 

- 6 years. 

- 1 month ben asatru my entire life 

- 15 years 

- 10-12 years, can not remember anymore 

- 14 years 

- 8 years 

- 1 month 

- since 2015 

 

Sixth Question: Have you been to a funeral organized by Forn Siðr? 
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- Nej 

- No 

- No 

- Yes 

- no, we organized it our self in the blot laug 

- No 

- No 

- No 

- No 

 

Seventh Question: If yes, was it a cremation or a inhumation? 

 

- 2 casket, 3 urns and one bisættelse 

- Cremation 

 

Eighth Question: If yes, who came to the funeral? (members, family, friends...) 

 

- Always family, members and friends. 

- members and friends from the blotlaug, friends from the motorcycle club and 

family 

 

Ninth Question: If yes, did you recognise any religious symbols used? If yes, 

which one(s)? 

 

- Only Asatru preferred Thors hammer 

- ravenflag, thors hammer, horn, a lot of mead 

 

Tenth Question: If yes, did you (or someone else) give any grave goods to the 

deceased? 

 

- Several times. Ranging from Wood carvings, child drawings, coins, canabis, 

ashes of a favoritter dog, letters, knife... 

- his best friend gave a horn, a lot of flowers, some tobacco 

 

Eleventh Question: If yes, which are the elements to secure that the deceased 

reached the afterlife? 

 

- Coins for the Ferry... Like in the Greek mythology... Letters with 

reconnandations/good wishes... Some goods Are just for the use in the afterlife. 

In case There is One. 

- none, the element of travel came with the ceremonies first ceremony was at his 

favourite resting place when on motorcycle trips. we did not close a circle, like 

we normally do, if the circle is closed you can not leave. we only called upon 

some gods to be ready and receive him. the second ceremony was putting the 

urne with his ashes in a fiord. we rented a wiking ship, itself a sign of travel, and 

went out on the fiord. after the ceremony on the ship, the family and friends left, 

but the blotlaug stayed to perform a blot. at the end of the blot a quarter of a 

rainbow occurred above the place where the urne was put down 
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Twelth Question: If yes, were songs, poems or speeches performed? If yes, 

which one? 

 

- Modern songs plus Havamal 

- I, as the gode gave a short speech on which gods we called and why. the norns, 

hel and freja,because he always wished to goto folkvang then I gave a personal 

message to him, took a zip of mead from the horn and gave it to the person next 

to me. She said a few personal things, took a zip and so on. everyone got a 

chance to say what whey wanted. many good things where said and many 

different things where said. 

 

Thirteenth Question: If yes, was there any offering made to the gods? (Please 

describe) 

 

- We drink Mead toasting the goods. Halling the dead. I have seen small model 

ships being burned. 

- Every time horn was almost empty the last zip were given to the gods or the 

vættir 

 

Fourteenth Question: If yes, did food and/or drinks have a part in the funeral 

procession? 

 

- Mostly Mead and beer. In One occation a fine cake decorated with a Thors 

hammer plus Tea and coffee. 

- Yes, mead as an offer and to drink as part of the ceremony 

 

Fifteenth Question: If yes, do you visit the burial site occasionally/ on special 

occasions? 

 

- Several times og the year. I am the contact for Burials in Forn Sidr. 

- not really, we thought about it, but he is with us every time we have a blot. 

 

Sixteenth Question: Have you thought about your own funeral arrangements? 

 

- har tænkt over det 

- Yes 

- yes i have 

- Yes 

- since then, yes 

- Yes 

- Yes 

- Yes 

- Yes i have 

 

Seventeenth Question: Which elements of a funeral are most important to you? 

(Cremation/ inhumation, songs, poems, offerings, grave goods, food or drinks, 

etc.) 
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- sange offeringe og guderne 

- Cremation- I would prefer an actual funeral pyre, though it is unlikely to be legal 

possibility at the time. 

- Some sort of gravegoods would be nice too. 

- cremation and that its not a greef day people shall enjoy them slf think about 

good things and drink some mead 

- Cremation. Songs which reflects my beliefs and love of the old Norse 

mythology. Would Love if someone said nice words about med as a husband, 

father, Friend and collegue. 

- cremation and then put in a nature or forest grave yard i would prefer a song 

over a poem, but most important would be happiness, good memories of my 

deeds, a good laugh over my not so good deeds and hopefully a lot of people... 

- Send out on the ocean. Or Else gravøj 

- Cremation and ritual (songs, recitations, offerings) 

- Ceremony 

- for me it is that it will cremation and spread to the or in the forrest, there should 

be offering to the gods og i want to have my family knife in my hands with my 

wedding ring. 

 


