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Abstract 

 
A New Kind of Feminine: The Effects of the Icelandic Conversion on Female Religious Participation 

and the Image of the Feminine Divine 

 

This thesis is a study of how the conversion of Iceland to Christianity during the years 

surrounding the turn of the first millennium affected the religious participation of women and 

their perception of the feminine elements of the divine. Using a wide range of sources from 

a number of academic diciplines, it seeks to identify the roles and attributes specifically 

associated with the goddesses and the feminine supernatural forces known and worshipped 

as part of the Old Norse religions and to compare these to the image and role of the Christian 

Virgin Mary, Mother of God. The study then goes on to discuss how the changing religious 

environmet may have affected the involvement of women in religious practice and finally, it 

seeks to identify and consider what elements of the new Christian religion may have attracted 

Scandinavian and Icelandic women, encouraging them to turn away from the Old Norse 

religions.  

 

Útdráttur 

 
Hið kvenlega breytist: áhrif kristnitökunnar á hlutverk kvenna í trúarbrögðum og á ímynd 

kvenleikans í guðdómnum 

 

Í þessari ritgerð er leitast við að kanna áhrif kristnitökunnar á Íslandi, sem samkvæmt rituðum 

heimildum átti sér stað um aldamótin 1000, á hlutverk kvenna í trúarbrögðum annarsvegar 

og á guðdómlega ímynd kvenleikans hins vegar. Meðal annars er stuðst við ritaðar heimildir 

og niðurstöður fornleifarannsókna til þess að gera grein fyrir helstu eiginleikum hinna forn 

norrænu gyðja og yfirnáttúrulegra kvenvera, eins og þær koma fyrir í þessum heimildum. Þá 

eru þessar verur og eiginleikar þeirra bornar saman við ímynd hinnar Helgu Maríu Meyjar í 

kristinni trúarhefð á þessum tíma. Reynt verður að skilgreina og skilja hvaða þættir kristninnar 

kunna að hafa höfðað sérstaklega til íslenskra og skandinavískra kvenna á þessum tíma og 

orðið þess valdandi að þær voru meðal þeirra fyrstu sem tóku trúskiptum.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Questions 

The centuries before and after the turn of the first millennium frame a unique period in the 

history of Scandinavia and Iceland during which a religious shift from the indigenous beliefs 

of the North to the new Christian religion took place over the course of a few generations.1 

The conversion of the North to Christianity involved both a collective and individual 

reorientation of national and local religious convictions and ideology. In Iceland and 

Scandinavia in general the popular acceptance and proper application of the Christian religion 

with its inherent regulatory framework, would most likely have taken the span of at least one 

generation.2 Sawyer rightly states that: 

 
Viking activity caused many changes in Scandinavia, the most fundamental 
being the conversion to Christianity. Missionaries and bishops opened new 
channels of communication with other parts of Europe, bringing knowledge of 
more developed forms of government, administration, and law.3 

 

In her recent overview of the myths and praxis of Old Norse Religions Gro Steinsland 

compared the base elements of the two religious systems which met during the process of 

the Christianisation of the North, drawing forth the major points of contrast between them.4 

                                                
1 Alexandra Sanmark understood the concept of conversion to denote “the actions taken by secular rulers and/or 
clerics to achieve the Christianization of a society according to the contemporary norms of Christianity.”: 
Sanmark, 2004: 14. For more detailed information on the process of Christianisation in Scandinavia see for 
example, Sanmark, 2004; Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 1978 and 1999; Strömbäck, 1975; Russell, 1994; and Carver, 
(ed.), 2005; for the conversion of Iceland see also Chapter 4.4 and references therein. 
2 As discussed in Chapter 4 and its sub-chapters, the formal acceptance of Christianity in Iceland is documented 
to have taken place at the turn of the first millennium, during the reign of King Ólafr Tryggvason of Norway. 
However, it is most likely that the rural population of the country required rather more time to become fully 
acceptant of the new religion. Thus the process of conversion steadily continued in Iceland during the later reign 
of King Ólafr Haraldsson in 1015-1030 AD and can at best be said to have been formally completed in 1056 when 
the Christian Church of Iceland, as an institution, had established a working network of religious buildings and 
produced its first native priest Ísleif Gizurrarson, see Kristni saga (ch. 14), 2003: 39. Subsequent Icelandic priests 
and bishops could then ensure the proper functioning of the Christian religion in the country. For accounts 
describing the Christianisation process see Kristni saga, 2003: 3-48; Kristnitakan, 2003: 159- 172; Ólafs saga 
Tryggvasonar, 1941: 225-372; Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 105), 1954: 270-272; and Íslendingabók (chs. 6-7), 1968: 
14-18; see also Chapter 4.4 and references therein. 
3 Sawyer, 2000: 23.  
4 Steinsland, 2005: 33. 
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In sum it may be said that the Old Norse religions,5 with divinities of both genders were 

shaped by the varied landscape, societies and backgrounds, versatile traditions and the 

multifaceted cultural heritage of the Nordic people that practiced them, while the strength, 

and possible allure, of Christianity lay in its all-encompassing nature, simple form and 

organized structure which to some extent was based on the bureaucratic remains of the 

Roman Empire. In the words of Rubin: “Christianity offered ideas which transcended the local, 

and which were as ambiguously universal as the Empire itself.”6  

The base constructs of Christianity pointed out by Steinsland in her work have, to a 

greater or lesser degree, always remained the same.7 Christianity was, and is, a simple religion 

which offers spiritual equality of the sexes and is neither bound to a place nor a time; there is 

one God, one Mother, one Son and one afterlife. As Chapter 3 and its subchapters will show, 

the religions emphasis on the male has remained at the forefront of Christian theological 

construction and the organisation and the only female figure to be emphasized by the 

centralised church government as part of the Christian tradition is, and has always been, 

Mary, the Mother of God.8  

Feminist critique of religion has, to a large extent dealt with the concept of a supreme, 

masculine god and the negative effects it has had both on the perception of the feminine 

within society and on women’s personal relationship with the divine. Feminist philosopher 

Simone de Beauvoir famously argued in 1949 that if women constantly have to compare 

themselves to the masculine norm then their inevitable difference from this norm is what 

                                                
5 Following Nordberg, the term “Old Norse” will be used as in linguistics and philology, as a cultural label to refer 
to “that part of the Nordic area whose population, during the Viking Age spoke Old Norse languages”: Nordberg, 
2012: 122-123. It is also right to acknowledge here the inevitable diversity of a culture inhabiting such a vast 
area. Jens Peter Schjødt has noted that “it is on the level of discourse that we face the structures which should 
be seen as collective and determining for the world view which makes it reasonable for us to be able to speak 
of a genuine Old Norse religious identity”: Schjødt, 2009: 21. The term “Old Norse religions” thus refers here to 
the varied systems of beliefs practised by the population of the Nordic area during the Viking Age, the variety of 
which is effectively reflected in the diverse burial customs and theophoric place names found in most 
geographical areas relevant to Old Norse studies. Regarding the relevant geographical areas in Scandinavia, see 
further de Vries, 1956-1957; and Brink, 2001; 2007; 2008; and 2014.  
6 Rubin, 2009: 17. 
7 See further Steinsland, 2005: 33-34. 
8 It is right to note that the Christian religion has of course acknowledged the power of a great number of female 
saints throughout its history. However, these saints vary greatly in status within the hierarchy of the Christian 
Church and none come close to achieving the importance of the Virgin Mary the Mother of God. Furthermore, 
regular worship of individual saints tend to be more localised and there are no female saints of the North which 
compare in popularity to the Virgin Mary. For saints in Iceland see for example Wolf, 2000 (ed.); 2013; Cormack, 
1984; 1994a; 2009; and DuBois, (ed.) 2008. 
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ultimately defines their gender and they become, by definition, “the Other.”9 Following de 

Beauvoir feminist scholars such as Mary Daly, Luce Irigaray, Nancy Frankenberry, Grace M. 

Jantzen and Susan J. Hekman, to name but a few, have shown that as a result of using 

androcentric language and rhetoric to refer to the subject of the divine, masculine concepts 

have been exalted in society as well as in religion while the feminine has been marginalized.10 

Indeed, as will be discussed in Chapter 3, the deeply embedded use of androcentric religious 

vocabulary throughout the first millennium slowly cleaved the feminine from the image of 

the divine in western Christian religious culture and created a near unfathomable chasm 

between the two sexes. Philosopher of religion Nancy Frankenberry stated that throughout 

its history the Christian religion has “comprised a primary space in which and by means of 

which gender hierarchy has been culturally articulated, reinforced, and consolidated in 

institutionalized form.”11  

The binary opposition of male and female which had become deeply embedded within 

Christian theology and religious tradition during the early Church was aggressively challenged 

by feminists in the last decades of the twentieth-century. In 1985, Mary Daly went as far as 

to declare that “if God is male, then male is God,” and argued that the inevitable result of 

such an androcentric religious environment in which there was no room for the feminine 

would be that women would eventually feel compelled to abandon such a religion in large 

numbers.12 However, as pointed out by Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young, feminist critique 

of religion aims to do more than simply point out the limits of a mode of thinking. In fact, they 

claim that feminist critique of religion strives to forge an “awareness of alternative, and more 

liberating, ideas, symbols, and discourses.”13 This is why when Luce Irigaray passionately 

argued that at its most extreme, the emphasis on the masculinity of the Christian God within 

Western religion has inhibited women from relating to the divine on what she describes as a 

subconscious, personal level saying: “women, lack a mirror to become women,” she also 

added that: “To have a God and establish one’s own gender go together. God is that Other 

                                                
9 See de Beauvoir, 1997.  
10 According to Jantzen traditional Christian religious philosophy conceives of the subject as “smaller versions of 
Gods rational, autonomous, masculine ego.”: Jantzen, 1999: 27. Heckman explains that by assuming that what 
defines males defines humanity traditional Christian philosophy excludes women from both the practice and 
discussion of the Christian religion because they lack that basic criterion of admission: Hekman, 1995: 85-86; see 
also Fiorenza, 2004, particularly pages 160-162 and Boulding, 1976. 
11 Frankenberry, 2011: online source last visited 08.05.17. 
12 Daly, 1985: 9. 
13 Allen and Young (ed), 1989: 12. 
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we absolutely need to become ourselves.”14 For her, true liberation of women as subjects can 

only happen when they, like men, hold a similarly powerful point of reference: “a symbol of 

feminine divinity.”15 This symbol, feminist scholars such as Carol Christ and Grace M. Janzen 

argue, will not be retrieved from the rubble of the past, however powerful the ancient 

goddesses may have been, instead, they suggest that new images and traditions must be 

created.16 

As Chapter 2 and its sub-chapters will show, the religious systems and mythology of 

the Old Norse religions was, at least initially, open to women and strong female symbolism.17 

The women of the pre-Christian North had a range of powerful female divinities and 

supernatural feminine beings they could look towards. As Sundqvist has stated: “[w]omen 

probably also served as leaders and cultic officials in ancient Svetjud”18 and there is little 

reason to doubt that they may have done so in other parts of Bronze- and early Iron Age 

Scandinavia. Various official titles given to certain women in Landnámabók, Vápnfirðinga 

saga and Hyndluljóð likewise suggest that the same thing may even have applied in various 

parts of the recently settled Iceland in the ninth-century.19 Indeed, it is not unlikely that the 

mindset of people who experienced a gendered division of divine attributes and 

acknowledged the existence and power of both male and female divinities would have, at the 

very least, been open to the possibility of mortal women reflecting the knowledge and power 

of their divine and supernatural counterparts. Certainly, as Gunnell has pointed out, the 

female divinities and supernatural beings were unlikely to have been seen as being less 

important than the male gods, something which Snorri Sturluson consistently implies.20  

The differences between the way in which the Old Norse religions and the new 

Christian faith dealt with the subject of the feminine, human and divine, are in many ways 

                                                
14 Irigaray, 1993: 67. 
15 Irigaray, 1993: 67.  
16 Following Irigaray’s suggestion that women should “bring the god to life through us”: (1993: 63), philosopher 
and theologian Grace Jantzen sought to prove the viability of an alternative philosophy of religion which was 
specifically aimed at women and based on what she considered a feminist religious symbolic. To this end Jantzen 
contrasts ‘death and violence’, which she perceives as the prevailing masculine attributes of Western religious 
philosophy with the feminine attributes of ‘birth and flourishing’, see Jantzen, 1999; see also article by Christ, 
2002: 240–51. 
17 See also Bitel, 2002: 109; and Staecker, 2005: 480. 
18 Sundqvist, 2000: 74. 
19 Landnámabók (Hauksbók, (hereafter referred to as H) 29, 147; Sturlubók, (hereafter referred to as S) 41, 180), 
1968: 77-80, 223; Vápnfiðinga saga (ch. 5), 1950: 26.; and for Hyndluljóð, see Eddukvæði, 1998: 398. See also 
Ynglinga saga (ch. 4), 1941: 13, where Snorri refers to Freyja as a “blótgyðja.“ 
20 Gunnell, 2000: 120.  
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striking. In fact, it has been argued that the near complete exclusion of the feminine from the 

official religious framework meant that the adaptation of Christianity in the North was a long-

term disaster for the female sex.21 There are, however, reasons for raising questions about 

this view. As Chapter 4 will reveal, the available evidence strongly indicates that women were 

prime actors in the conversion of the North and that they often enthusiastically sponsored 

and supported Christian missionaries.22 Anne-Sofie Gräslund has commented that within the 

available evidence there: “finns det goda grunder att tro att kvinnor fann kristendomen 

attraktiv och gärna tidigt anslöt sig till den nya läran.”23 It is of course important to 

acknowledge the fact that, as noted above, the Christianisation of the North was a process 

which overall likely took a very long time to complete and that it came in stages.24 Bearing 

this in mind Gräslund has pointed out that the limitations that came to be placed on 

professional religious women within the Christian religious framework during the later middle 

Ages may not reflect the reality experienced by women in pre-Christian times and at the start 

of the Conversion process.25 Indeed, as this thesis will argue, there is some reason to believe 

that some elements of the Christian religion, as it was presented to the women of the North 

by the early Christian missionaries during the ninth and tenth centuries, may have held some 

appeal to their gender in contrast to the present state of things in the pre-existing existing 

Old Norse religions which Christianity aimed to replace.  

                                                
21 See Steinsland, 1985: 130. 
22 Chapter 20 of Ansgar’s vita, given by Bishop Rimbert in his Vita Anskarii describes how women actively 
supported the missionary work of Christians in Sweden: see Robinson, 1921: 70-73; see also Mellor, 2008: 51-
52. Brigit Sawyers examination of commemoration rune stones indicates that women were “over-represented 
among the bridge-stones (both as sponsors and commemorated).”: Sawyer, 2000: 115. Sawyer attributes this to 
the fact that women were among the first to convert to Christianity and were willing to support and encourage 
it in very public ways. See Sawyer, 2000: 115, 134- 136, 140. Both features will be further examined in context 
in Chapter 4.3. Lastly it is worth noting, that, according to Gräslund, the iconography of the Viking Age wall-
hangings of Överhogdal immediately south of the Jämtland border contains clear Christian traits. She points out 
that although the textiles may have been woven in Norway they reveal the early Christian impact on the 
Härjedalen-Jämtland-Tröndelag area and probably also mirror the fact that there were women, among the early 
converts: see Gräslund, 1996: 44. Note also, that as Gräslund has pointed out, only high-born women were 
involved in embroidery: see Gräslund, 2001: 97.  
23 Gräslund notes that “it was not until the end of the twelfth-century, when the Church was finally established 
and organised, that the difficulties with the contemptuous view of women on the part of the Church began.”: 
Gräslund, 1996: 36 and Gräslund, 1997 throughout. 
24 Alexandra Sanmark has divided the conversion process into two stages: the first involves missionary efforts 
with little or no secular support which could last for an undetermined period of time, while the second, lasting 
up to 150 years, begins with the involvement of a secular ruler and ends with the emergence of a defined and 
organized ecclesiastical network, see, Sanmark, 2004: 14. 
25 Gräslund, 2005: 484. 
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Given the strong presence of the feminine divine and supernatural that had existed in 

the indigenous pre-Christian religious environment some scholars have suggested that the 

women of the North may have sought, and found, a parallel to these female beings in the 

Christian figure of the Virgin Mary and in the various other female saints. Gräslund explains:  

 
Worship of the Virgin Mary can be viewed as a compensation for the pre-
Christian goddesses that were abandoned in Christianisation, e.g. Freya, who 
was not only the goddess of fertility, but also, according to the Edda, the one 
who cared for half of the dead. The importance of the Virgin already during the 
eleventh-century in the Lake Mälaren region is evident from the runic 
inscriptions. These inscriptions also provide the basis for an assumption that 
worship of the Virgin attracted women in particular, as the female component 
of the texts with the prayer may God and God’s mother help his/her soul is 
much larger than for the prayer may God help his/her soul.26 

 

In her book, The Roles of the Northern Goddess (1998), which traces several different 

roles specifically associated with the Old Norse feminine divine Hilda Ellis Davidson makes a 

similar suggestion, noting how: “As Christianity was established in northern Europe, traditions 

associated with goddesses reappeared in legends and beliefs concerning the Virgin Mary, St 

Anne and many female saints.”27 Britt-Mari Näsström, in her book, Freyja, Great Goddess of 

the North (1995), goes even further, believing it likely that the Virgin Mary, along with other 

female saints, directly replaced the various goddesses and supernatural feminine forces in 

various rituals and in folk belief.28 Indeed, in her book Alone of all Her Sex (1976), dealing with 

the figure of the Virgin Mary over time, Marina Warner works with the idea that the Virgin 

Mary has, throughout the Christian centuries encapsulated a range of aspects of the feminine 

divine that were drawn from a multitude of pre-Christian religious environments. Aspects that 

were then reshaped in a Christian context.29 Popular belief, they claim, both consciously and 

unconsciously associated Mary, as the only accepted female power figure, with many traits 

                                                
26 Gräslund, 1987: 92.  
27 Davidson, 2001: 12.  
28 Näsström, 1995: 210-215. As can be seen here, Näsström is particularly keen on associating the later worship 
of the Virgin Mary with the fertility roles previously attributed to Freyja, see also Näsström, 1994. 
29 See Warner, 1985: 26, 123, and throughout this book where Warner traces the origins and development of 
the cult of Mary, her image and her role within the Christian theological framework, from its initial emergence 
within the early Christian tradition. Warner discusses, amongst other things, the possible influence of various 
pre-Christian feminine divinities and claims that in the figure of Mary the power of goddesses and other feminine 
supernatural beings which the monotheistic core of official Christian theology did not accept, still became 
manifest.  
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of the now heretical versions of the feminine divine.30 In spite of these interesting arguments 

which were largely made in the period between 1970 and 2000, and in spite of the local 

evidence that they give, none of the above works, nor any others that I am aware of, have yet 

made any detailed contextual analysis of the nature of the proposed conceptual osmosis in 

detail, nor the effect that such a religious shift may have had on the role of women in religion.  

In an attempt to answer the apparent paradox suggested above which sees women 

promoting and committing to a religion which effectively stripped them of a range of female 

divinities and removed them from any positions of religious importance which they may have 

held in the Old Norse religious system, this thesis seeks first to analyse the Old Norse and 

Christian representations of the feminine within the mythological or theological framework 

of each religion respectively before proceeding to discuss the possible effect such 

representations may have had on the participation of women in religious practice in each 

case. The aim is to attempt to identify the possible appeal of the Christian religion, as it may 

have been understood and presented during the conversion-era, for the tenth-century 

women of Iceland that seem to have so readily accepted it. 

The main queries are as follows: 

 

- Which roles and attributes were specifically associated with the female divine and the 

feminine supernatural forces known and worshipped as part of the Old Norse 

religions? 

- To what extent, if any, can it be argued that the Christian Virgin Mary actively replaced 

the Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural forces as a female model of the 

divine? 

- What, if anything, may have attracted women to the new, male centred, religion of 

Christianity, encouraging them to turn away from the Old Norse religions which had 

included female divinities? 

- In what way did the professional involvement of women in religious practice change 

with the Christianisation of Scandinavia and Iceland during the years surrounding the 

turn of the first millennium?  

 

                                                
30 See Clayton, 1990: 3-5; Rubin, 2009: 21-22; and Perry and Echeverría, 1988: 7. 
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The questions posed here are naturally extremely complex in nature and answering 

them will draw on material that spans a very wide period period ranging from the Bronze Age 

to the eleventh-century (see Chapters 2-3). Among other things, the questions noted above 

call for a re-analysis of events which led to the official acceptance of Christianity in the North, 

focusing on what happened from the point of view of women.31 In order to understand the 

inherent differences, or similarities associated with the feminine, both human and divine, 

within the conflicting religions at the time of the conversion of the North during the ninth and 

tenth centuries the development of concepts specifically associated with the feminine within 

each religious framework needs to be discussed. One also needs to attempt to discover how 

these differing roles and attributes may have been perceived by the women of Iceland during 

the introduction of Christianity to the island. In order to do this, material must be sought from 

a range of academic disciplines including archaeological research and literature. Finally, it 

should be noted that although Iceland lies outside of Scandinavia, the lack of direct, 

contemporary, indigenous sources from the time period in question will require the use of 

relevant material from Sweden, Norway and Denmark to provide both context, and 

background information. Other relevant material will also be drawn from select parts of 

mainland Europe (especially those countries involved in the conversion of the Nordic 

countries), as well as the British Isles (including Ireland).  

Before proceeding any further, however, it is necessary to briefly outline what is 

meant here by the concept of religion. It can be generally asserted that the universal human 

urge to construct and maintain a religious environment and express belief is a constant in all 

societies throughout human history32 and that it may even be the result of an inherent “need 

to believe.”33 A single definition which accommodates the various academical and practical 

                                                
31 The discussion here will be limited to the roles of the Old Norse völva and the Christian nun which, as the 
evidence presented in Chapters 2.5 and 3.3 will show, can arguably be viewed as being the highest religious 
positions that women within each religion could achieve at the time of the conversion of Iceland. It is also right 
to note here that, as Sanmark has shown (Sanmark: 2004, 287-291), Christianity was first adopted in Scandinavia 
by the aristocracy. Thus while the material discussed throughout this thesis may apply to most women during 
the period in question it is acknowledged that there is little information to be found about the attitudes of the 
common people towards the new religion, making it only realistically possible here to consider what the female 
members of influential or leading families may have stood to gain from accepting a monotheistic masculine 
religion, in comparison to the advantages offered them within the framework of the polytheistic Old Norse 
religions which had clearly included various feminine divinities (see Chapter 2.4).  
32 See Randall, 1968: 27-28; Smith, 1991: 18; and Hick: 1989. 
33 Atran explains that unlike the case for language, for religion there is no likely direct evolutionary resolution of 
its cognitive components, instead, he claims, it should be understood as a human urge involving a variety of 
brain and body systems: see further Atran, 2002: 15-21.  
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aspects associated with the study of the “complex and multifaceted phenomenon”34 that is 

religion, expressing them in an impartial manner is hard, if not impossible, to come by. 

Religion can, and has been broadly defined as “behavior associated in some way with a 

supernatural realm, a sphere of divine or spiritual beings”35 or simply as the “human response 

to a perceived but intangible spirit world that coexists with the real and concrete human 

world.”36 While such definitions encompass the rituals and practices associated with both the 

Old Norse religions and the early Christian religion in general, they lack elements necessary 

to identify several factors which are of core importance when dealing with the involvement 

of religious individuals. For the purposes of discussing changes in the communally sanctioned 

interaction of religious women with the divine, the term “religion” must also encompass the 

wider social and cultural elements which serve to influence and regulate the behavior of 

women within any given religious framework.  

Anthropological approaches to religion are extremely helpful in this regard because, 

as Brian Morris explains, as social scientist’s anthropologists seek to both “understand religion 

as a system of meanings and to explain religion within its socio-historical context by means of 

comparative, functional, or causal analysis.”37 For anthropologist Melford Spiro, for example, 

religion encompassed not only cultural but also psychological aspects. Thus, according to him 

religion is an “institution consisting of culturally patterned interaction with culturally 

postulated superhuman beings.”38 Spiro’s ideas bring forth the communal aspect of religion 

and emphasise the fact that religion requires a social framework to reinforce, monitor and 

sanction it. As Catherine Bell has shown, these socially conditioned and socially controlled 

factors often serve to limit the religious participation of specific groups of people while 

exalting the influence of others.39 With regard to human psychology, it is also useful to 

consider the work of Clifford Geertz who saw religion as:  

 
A system of symbols which acts to [...] establish powerful, pervasive, and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men by [...] formulating conceptions of a 

                                                
34 Morris, 2006: 11.  
35 Pals, 1996: 270.  
36 Hines, 2003: 377.  
37 Morris, 2006: 10. Religious traditions are discussed in terms of cultural context and the social institutions tied 
to them, see further Morris, 2006. 
38 Spiro, 1987: 197. 
39 Bell, 1992: 171-224. 
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general order of existence and [...] clothing these conceptions with such an aura 
of factuality that [...] the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.40  

 
According to Geertz, a complex system of religious symbology is used to express and 

shape social reality as well as people’s dispositions and sense of identity.  

Based on the above approaches to the concept of religion, the term itself within this 

thesis will be understood to include the rituals associated with a given system of beliefs while 

also encompassing the socially constructed parameters which shape both the personal 

interaction and communal response to any perceived supernatural being, beings or realm 

within that system and affect an individual’s perception of, and relationship with, the divine.41  

It should also be noted that the divine entity or entities themselves vary greatly 

between religions. As with the concept of “religion,” it is not my intention here to produce an 

overarching and cross-cultural definition of the concept of “the divine,” as it is very likely 

impossible to accomplish such a feat to the satisfaction of both the academics who study 

religion and the believers who practise it. Instead, it is important to keep in mind the historio-

religious use of the concept of the the divine explained by Anders Hultgård: 

 
The words “God” or “the Divine” denote the totality and variety of a given social 
group’s concepts of what the scientific study of religion defines under the 
categories “deity,” “god/goddess,” “supreme being,” “highest spirit,” “higher 
supernatural being.” The religio-historical concept “God” or “the Divine” may 
thus mean one god only or many deities, as well as intermediate models e.g. a 
divine couple, one supreme deity surrounded by minor divinities or by other 
supernatural beings.42 

 
In socio-religious terms, the concept of the “feminine divine” thus refers to those 

aspects of the divine which any given social group strongly or exclusively associates with the 

female gender. It then follows that this concept can only be defined, considered and 

understood if it is studied in the context of the culture that produces and maintains it.  

As this thesis seeks to discuss the possible effects and influence of the concept of the 

feminine divine on religious women during the time when Scandinavia and Iceland were 

converted to Christianity, the feminine divine must inevitably be considered from within two 

                                                
40 Geertz, 1993: 90. 
41 Although this definition may doubtless be applied in other areas of research or other fields of study, it, like all 
other definitions of the concept, inevitably has limited applicability. 
42 Hultgård, 1995: 30. 
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distinct cultural, historical and religious environments. This will be done in Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3 of this thesis, which deal with the Old Norse religious framework and the Christian 

religious framework respectively. Using similar comparative parameters to those used by 

Thomas Idinopulos in his article “The Difficulties of Understanding Religion,” the discussion 

will take place within the framework of the observable, socially constructed elements of each 

religion which include amongst other things the rituals, mythologies, theological ideas and 

teachings of the religious communities in question as well as their institutions and arts.43  

It is, of course, paramount to any discussion of the complex phenomenon that is 

ancient pre-Christian and early Christian religion, and particularly to any discussion of the role 

of women or the feminine divine within these frameworks, that all parties involved 

acknowledge the fact that most of the extant written sources are, like the crumbs of a once 

fine cake, mere fragments of what may once have been available, and that their existence has 

depended upon a range of factors from purposeful preservation to chance and mere blind 

luck. In addition, as Deborah Sawyer notes, the presentation and application of the available 

evidence will unavoidably be tainted by the prejudice inherent to the human mind. She states: 

 
Neither experience of religion in our own day, [...] nor awareness of issues 
prevalent in the late twentieth-century that affect women, is going to provide 
us with working images for our study of life two millennia ago. [...] We are by 
our nature subjective individuals who bring to our scholarship all the interests 
and prejudices of our own age, own gender and our own social and racial 
realities. In positive terms, we can attempt an honest reconstruction that 
consciously takes into account the biases we are aware of and not only prevents 
them misinforming our interpretation, but also allows, where possible, for them 
to enrich our analysis.44  

 

The problems and limitations in discussing the feminine divine of the Old Norse 

religions are thus primarily related to the age of the subject matter and the biased channels 

through which the “fragmentary and contradictory source material”45 has been passed down 

and preserved. Hultgård encapsulates the main problems faced in this thesis quite well in his 

statement: 

 

                                                
43 Idinopulos, 1998: 27.  
44 Sawyer, 1996: 1-2. 
45 Nordberg, 2012: 121. 
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Ideally seen, the ultimate goal of the scholar who studies the religious concept 
of a culture in the remote past, is to elucidate the meaning and function of these 
concepts to the living humans of that past. In practice, however, [...], the scholar 
is confronted with a source material which has come down to us incompletely, 
through deliberate selection and by chance.46  
 

The written source material drawn upon throughout this thesis with regard to both 

the Old Norse and the early Christian religion was produced over a long period of time and 

originates in various geographical areas. Furthermore, it was, to an overwhelming, near 

eclipsing degree, produced and preserved by an elite, predominantly male class of Christians. 

In most cases the documented information available on the social groups these men likely 

perceived as falling outside of their pre-conceived notion of the masculine norm, such as 

women, children, servants and slaves, is buried in and amongst the information which for 

various reasons and to various degrees attracted the attention of these compilers and 

authors. In fact, Jón Hnefill has commented that women appear to have been written out of 

history by the medieval Christian scribes of the North.47 This should perhaps not come as a 

surprise because, as Bitel has noted: “in their systematic descriptions of pagan religion in pre-

Christian Europe, classical writers tended to write of women’s participation only 

tangentially.”48 Bitel continues by stating that: “although we pride ourselves on ceaselessly 

updating our historical information and methods, both popular and our scholarly past remain 

a teleology of men, sometimes adorned with famous women.”49 As Randi R. Warne 

sarcastically pointed out in her article “(En)gendering Religious Studies” in Feminism in the 

Study of Religion, to bring women as a social group out of the historical shadows one can not 

simply: “add women to the mix and stir.”50 In short it can be said with some certainty that 

reconstructing the everyday lives of women in ancient societies is notoriously difficult to do 

from a historical perspective. These become even more enigmatic when dealt with within the 

context of religion.  

                                                
46 Hultgård, 1995: 30. In his work Hultgård attempts to define how the image of women relates to the early 
Jewish concept of God. His concerns regarding the problematic origins of his own source material also apply 
here. 
47 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 1999: 213-214. 
48 Bitel, 2002: 110. 
49 Bitel, 2002: 269. 
50 Warne, 2001: 150. 
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As mentioned above, the lack of written material on the Old Norse religions from 

practicing worshippers necessitates the combination of textual research with different fields 

of study. Chapter 2 will therefore largely rely on Medieval Icelandic written sources, non-

Scandinavian texts and research and discourse from various academic fields including 

archaeology and place name studies in the hope that these will provide social, historical and 

geographical context enabling a more impartial review of the often limited, and at times 

contradicting, written sources from Scandinavia and Iceland. Regrettably, as Karen Bek-

Pedersen has demonstrated, the various concepts associated with the feminine divine and 

supernatural forces in the extant medieval Nordic written sources can not be dealt with as a 

uniform category.51 In other words, throughout the extant sources the entities gendered 

feminine tend to take different forms. In the mythological material, female supernatural 

beings include norns, dísir, völur and valkyrjur. The entities specifically defined as divinities 

are goddesses of the Æsir and Vanir families of gods but include the jötunnmeyjar Skaði and 

Gerðr, who through marriage to the male gods Njörðr and Freyr respectively become 

goddesses in their own right.  

There is not enough room here to deal with each of these manifestations of the 

feminine and do them all justice in detail, instead Chapter 2 will focus on traits and attributes 

which in the written sources are continuously associated with the feminine such as having the 

ability to predict the future and in some cases influence the outcome of life-changing events 

such as battle or birth; having a strong connection to watery areas and the underworld; as 

well as being strongly associated with the phenomenon of death and the realms of the dead. 

Among other things, the chapter will underline the fact that from very early on foreknowledge 

and the practice of seiðr, described as a shamanistic form of magic, seems to have been 

associated with the world of women, particularly with professional religious women known 

as völur.  

Chapter 3 will follow this up with an attempt to discuss the theological and 

philosophical aspects associated with the Virgin Mary within the Christian religion from its 

earliest development through to the formal introduction of the Christian faith to the Nordic 

countries in the ninth and tenth centuries AD. The Canonical and apocryphal texts can to some 

                                                
51 Bek-Pedersen, 2011. In her book Bek-Pedersen focuses on the role of the norns, however, she also includes 
the dísir, fylgjur and valkyrjur as the field of influence associated with these feminine supernatural beings tend 
to overlap in the sources where it is difficult to identify a clear distinction between the groups.  
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extent be relied upon as main sources of information for this discussion.52 Nevertheless, these 

sources only relay part of what is a very complex developmental process and it is therefore 

also necessary to briefly discuss the influence and effect of Jewish theological heritage, Greco-

Roman philosophy and Mediterranean pre-Christian Mother Goddess religions, on the figure 

and role of the Virgin Mary within Christian theology, doctrine and popular belief. In 

answering the main queries outlined above, Chapter 3 will also consider the roles available to 

professional religious women, placing a particular focus on the development of the monastic 

tradition and the ideological framework associated with the concept of celibacy exemplified 

by the Virgin Mary within Christian teaching in Western Europe. Information from secondary 

sources such as Saint’s biographies and Church annals will be applied to create a fuller picture 

of the social aspects of the religion and the role of the devout celibate nun within the Christian 

tradition during the sixth to tenth centuries AD. 

Chapter 4 and its sub-chapters will then shortly discuss the roles of women in the 

context of the conversion era of the North. Its subchapters will focus on identifying the 

missionary roles of women; discussing the evidence revealing their reception and promotion 

of Christianity in Scandinavia; and considering the few sources revealing the involvement of 

women and the feminine divine in the formal acceptance of Christianity in Iceland. Something 

which the extant sources portray not only as a peaceful and exceptionally quick process, in 

comparison to that experienced by Iceland’s Scandinavian neighbours, but also describe as 

the single most important event in the country’s short history.53 Lastly, some space is allotted 

in Chapter 4.5 to a discussion of the presentation and roles of religious women in the Icelandic 

sagas. 

                                                
52 Although the Christian religion had produced a multitude of fairly powerful female saints before its 
introduction to the North and would continue to do so after the adoption of the faith there, these saints are, 
and have always been disassociated from the concept of the divine within Christian religion in that they are 
clearly human. However, although undeniably also human the Divine Motherhood of the Virgin Mary stood her 
apart from all other saints from very early on. As Chapter 3 will show, the figure and role of Mary quickly 
captured the popular imagination and although she was clearly not considered wholly divine within the Christian 
theological framework, that same framework nevertheless attributed her with qualities which served to bring 
her into extremely close proximity to the divine. Although a discussion of various Christian female saints might 
serve to illuminate the roles attributed to women in Christian doctrine and religious life there is neither the time 
not the space within this thesis to do them justice. In addition none of these saints come close to matching the 
importance of the Virgin Mary in the Christian religious framework. Thus, while referencing some early female 
saints in order to illuminate or further the discussion in places, Chapter 3 will focus primarily on the roles and 
attributes associated with the Virgin Mary. For the early veneration of saints in Iceland from the conversion to 
1400 AD, see Cormack, 1984; 1994a; 1994b; and 2009.  
53 Lindow, 2001: 21. 
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Finally, Chapter 5 will attempt to draw the various material assembled in all the 

chapters together in order to reach a summary conclusion of the main questions outlined 

above.  

Before turning to the main subject matter, it seems right to address some background 

issues which will enable a more thorough understanding of the main subject matter. Sub-

chapter 1.2 and 1.2.2 will thus give a brief overview of previous research that has been 

undertaken by various scholars on the subject of the Old Norse feminine divine and religious 

women of the Viking Age. Sub-chapter 1.2.3 will then address the main problems all scholars 

dealing with this question face, namely the origin and interpretation of the extant written 

sources. Sub-chapter 1.3.1 will then address the lacunae of evidence which eclipses the 

potential status and role of the Virgin Mary in Iceland during the conversion era by providing 

a short review of her veneration in post-conversion Iceland. Finally, sub-chapter 1.3.2 will very 

briefly touch on the various ways in which a range of authors have dealt with the subject of 

the Virgin Mary within the Christian religious framework.  

 

1.2 Old Norse Religions: Previous Research, Problems and Limitations 

1.2.1 Previous Research into the Women of the Viking Age 

Prior to the late twenty first century, women appeared only tangentially in research and 

historical discussion and only rarely were the lives and possible roles of women given much 

detailed thought. In the wake of the late-twentieth-century feminist movement scholars 

increasingly turned their attention to the role of women in history and the effect of historical 

events on women as a distinct social group. Working from the assumption that the 

contributions of women throughout documented history have been downplayed, ignored or 

denied by the dominating male historiographers, the aim of scholars was to bring the often 

subtle history of de Beauvoir’s “second sex”54 into focus. The result was a re-evaluation of 

extant historical information from the point of view of the female sex.  

The women of Northern Europe, Scandinavia and Iceland only recently became a 

separate subject of scholars studying the Viking Age. Initially, the more unusual female roles 

                                                
54 See de Beauvoir, 1997. (Originally published in 1949.)  
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occasionally assigned to women in the written material, such as that of the warrior, captured 

the imagination of scholars who then proceeded to consider in earnest the possible historical 

accuracy of such claims. An example of this is the work of Carol J. Clover who in 1986 set out 

to examine the rare, specialised and ultimately temporary role of female warriors from a 

historical and legal perspective.55 Clover’s work and that of other scholars such as Judith 

Jesch, Jenny Jochens, Lisa Bitel, Birgit Sawyer and Anne-Sofie Gräslund, to name but a few of 

the most influential authors of books and articles on the subject, have gone on to provide 

inspiration for what has proven to be a highly fruitful field in the study of women’s history.56  

The following is a short introduction to the range of scholarship that has dealt with 

the history of the Viking Age from the perspective of the women living it, focussing in 

particular on those scholars who have in some way considered the involvement of women in 

the Christianisation process. Many of these will be returned to later in this thesis.  

Among the first to follow Clover in moving the academic focus from the male to the 

female were Judith Jesch and Jenny Jochens. In her book, Women in the Viking Age (1991), 

Jesch effectively proved that the subject of women during this period could justifiably be dealt 

with as a distinct historical category. Due to the nature of the book as a ground-breaking 

introductory overview on the subject of women in the Viking Age, Jesch is naturally forced to 

cover a great deal of information in a short space, and is therefore unable to provide in-depth 

discussions of the various sources and subjects she touches on. Nevertheless, her work 

remains a good introduction to the genre and provides a useful review of the pre-existing 

scholarship. Jenny Jochens, meanwhile, examined themes and stereotypes of mythical and 

legendary women as they are presented in the extant saga and mythological sources. These 

were then placed in a historical context in her influential books Women in Old Norse Society 

(1995), and Old Norse Images of Women (1996). Of particular interest here is that, among 

other things, Jochens discusses the effect of Christianity on the lives of women. She considers 

in particular the influence of Christian morals on the roles expected of women in Germanic, 

                                                
55 The articles were aptly titled “Maiden Warriors and Other Sons” and “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and 
Power in Early Northern Europe“ respectively. Clover somewhat boldly concluded that the title of “son” could 
under certain circumstances be assumed by women in pre-Christian Icelandic society. In 1993, she expanded on 
her previous work and argued that the accepted social power structure in pre-Christian Iceland meant that 
exceptional women could in fact, assume powerful positions within the community, sometimes ruling over 
weaker groups of the population alongside men. 
56 Among other works worth mentioning in this context is Kirsten Wolf’s Daily Life of the Vikings (2004) in which 
Wolf provides an intimate study of Scandinavian culture and community from the point of view of everyday 
people, including women, in everyday circumstances, struggling with everyday concerns.  
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Scandinavian and Icelandic society between c. 500 and 1500 AD, concluding that the religious 

shift served to further restrict what had previously been a very limited public role for women.  

Working within roughly the same time period as Jesch and Jochens, but applying more 

a radical feminist approach to the subject matter, is the American anthropologist Lisa Bitel. In 

her book, Women in Early Medieval Europe, 400-1100 (2002), Bitel attempts to create what 

she refers to as a different kind of historiography by “gently deconstructing men’s 

chronologies of men’s deeds.”57 Among other things, she echoes Jochens in emphasising the 

negative effect of Christian morals and worldview on the roles and social positions of women 

in all aspects of daily life. Regrettably, her animosity to what she consistently perceives as 

androcentric source material sometimes overwhelms an otherwise valuable and interesting 

discussion. Nevertheless, Bidel remains a useful and insightful scholar, and her ideas on the 

conversion era of the North are undeniably thought-provoking.  

More solidly based, in a series of earlier articles that go back to the 1990s, the Swedish 

archaeologist Anne-Sofie Gräslund has consistently worked to bring material evidence 

relating to women in Viking Age society to the forefront of archaeological debate and 

discussion. She explains how: “archaeologists acknowledged the presence of women in 

prehistory, even if they did not reflect on their conditions.”58 Her work has served to rectify 

an imbalance in the interpretation of the available evidence which, according to her, shows, 

among other things, that women enthusiastically supported and sponsored the new Christian 

religion in a variety of ways.59  

Gräsland’s work in the Viking Age rune-stones was then followed up by Birgit Sawyer 

(2000) who discusses the possible function and meaning of the stones in question in the 

context of both the conversion and the growth of royal power. By considering inheritance 

customs of the period from a historical perspective and the rights of Scandinavian women in 

particular, Sawyer draws attention to the interesting fact that in Christianity women may have 

                                                
57 Bitel, 2002: 269. 
58 Gräslund, 2001: 81, see also Gräslund,1989, 1993, 1994, 1997, 2008, and 2011. 
59 In a series of articles focusing on the inscriptions on Christian rune stones found in the Uppland province of 
the Mälar area of central Sweden and which date from the period of conversion in the area, Gräslund observes 
that women are mentioned in 39% of these. Furthermore, she underlines that on the stones in question, women 
are featured, alone or with men, as either the erector of the stone or the commemorated individual, see 
Gräslund, 1987, 1989, 1995, 1997, 1999, 2001 and 2003. 
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encountered a financial incentive to accept and support the spread of the new faith in the 

North.60  

The study of women’s involvement in the North during different social periods has 

continued to evolve, bringing their various roles into ever clearer focus. As the work of these 

groundbreaking scholars clearly underlines, Scandinavian and Icelandic women were not 

merely affected by the introduction of Christianity to the North, they were also, to some 

extent, directly involved in the process. As this thesis will consider, if we wish to understand 

the degree to which women were affected by the conversion and the reasons why they 

became involved, their religious status and worldview prior to the conversion must naturally 

be considered first. Previous research into the feminine divine of the Old Norse religions, from 

which these women ultimately turned away in favour of the new Christian religion, will thus 

be considered next.  

1.2.2 Previous Research into the Old Norse Feminine Divine 

As with the study of the historical and social role of women, the subject of the feminine divine 

was rarely considered in much depth prior to the middle or late twentieth-century. In general 

the goddesses and other female supernatural figures tended to receive very little attention 

from the authors of the first collections of mythological material,61 many of whom focused 

first of all on creating theories explaining the possible origins of myths and the overall purpose 

and role of religion, and then on creating evolutionary models and classifying different 

religious systems accordingly.62 These earliest research models were limited and imprecise, 

yet they inspired a wave of anthropological and sociological research into the subject of 

religion and mythology.63 Regretfully, however, the role of the feminine in these later works 

                                                
60 This point will be returned to in Chapter 4.3, see further Sawyer, 2000 as well as Sawyer and Sawyer, 1993.  
61 Academic interest in, and the study of the vast variety of mythological universes envisioned by past societies 
emerged in particular during the mid-nineteenth-century when pioneers of the field such as Jacob Grimm, with 
Deutsche Mythologie (1835) and James Frazer, whith The Golden Bough ( first version published in 1890), 
published several key works containing a range of international myths and legends, sparking a widespread 
interest in their collection, classification and comparison.  
62 The work of Max Friedrich Müller, for whom myths were primitive explanations of natural phenomena 
personified in deities, is a good example of the early twentieth-century emphasis placed on evolutionary 
theories, see especially Introduction to the Science of Religion (1878).  
63 The theories of Bronislaw Malinowski (1961) and Radcliffe-Brown (1933) proved extremely influential, along 
with the works of Claude Lévi-Strauss (particularly his four volume work Mythologiques, 1969-1981). The works 
of George Dumézil (1948 and 1973) are also quite important and influential, not least with regard to research 
into the Old Norse religions as they suggested a shared Indo-European origin for Old Norse mythological 
material. It is noteworthy, however, that goddesses are only granted a very small role in Dumezíl’s Indo-
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also tended to be presented as being secondary to the male. Thus, as with most goddesses 

and female supernatural beings, those belonging to the Old Norse religions were largely 

considered in association with the male gods or in terms of their relation to a family or 

pantheon of gods and were primarily ascribed with domestic- or fertility roles.64  

The last decades of the twentieth-century have, however, seen a number of works by 

a variety of scholars from a range of academic fields which have shed new light on possible 

cult activity dedicated to female supernatural beings. These have paid more attention to the 

possible wider roles and attributes of both the goddesses in question and their adherents. In 

this regard, the study of modern theophoric place-names related to Old Norse divinities has, 

for example, proved both insightful and encouraging,65 because as Stefan Brink remarks, 

place-names can be seen as giving “unbiased indication” of the worship of a certain divinities, 

or other supernatural beings, underlining their importance for the people living there. While, 

on the whole the names of the feminine divine of the Old Norse religions admittedly do not 

constitute a large part of the extant toponymic landscape, those place names which do 

survive are a definite indication that the goddesses of the Old Norse religions may well have 

been venerated independently in the Nordic countries, and especially on the east coast of 

Sweden, an area comparatively rich in place-names related to the goddesses Freyja, Skaði and 

Nerthus/Njörð.66  

Trends in social-evolution theories heavily influenced the work of many scholars active 

during the last decades of the twentieth-century who attempted to trace the concept of a 

nordic feminine divine back to the worship of ancient goddesses, as part of a supposed earlier 

                                                
European pattern.  
64 Of the early scholars the work of Sophus Bugge (see his Studier Over de Nordiske Gude- og Heltesagns 
Oprindelse, 1881-1889) is worth noting here as it emphasised the Christian influence on the extant Old Norse 
material. More recently however, the work of Jan de Vries (Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, 1935-1937, 
revised and republished in 1956-1957) must be acknowledged as one of the most comprehensive and influential 
works on Old Norse religions along with the works of Folke Ström, 1999 (Nordisk Hedendom, first published in 
1961); E. O. G. Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion of the North (1975, first published in 1965); and Hilda Ellis 
Davidson Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe: Early Scandinavian and Celtic Religion (1988).  
65 The collection, mapping and study of place names related to Old Norse divinities was begun by Magnus Olsen 
in 1914, and continued in later publications, see also Olsen, 1916; 1929; and 1939. It has since been expanded 
by Jan de Vries in 1957, and more recently in various works by Stefan Brink and Per Vikstrand: see, for example, 
Brink, 1983; 2001; 2008; and 2014; and Vikstrand, 2001; 2002; and 2007. These scholars speculate that many 
theophoric place names related to the Old Norse divinities (including those of goddesses) were probably lost 
during the conversion of Scandinavia. 
66 By “unbiased” Brink is referring to the fact that: “no individual determined which names should be coined, 
and no one had the power to control the naming process”: Brink, 2007: 106-107, see further discussion of such 
place-names in Chapter 2.3.1 and 2.4.1 below. 
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matrilineal and matriarchal society. Considerable time and effort was focused on detecting 

the existence of an almost all-encompassing ancient mother-figure whose primary role was 

linked to fertility but whose presence could nonetheless be detected in a variety of fields.67 A 

good example of this can be seen in the highly influential work of Marija Gimbutas, The 

Language of the Goddess (1989) and The Civilization of the Goddess (1991). Gimbutas argued 

strongly for the existence of a single pre-Indo-European “Great goddess” whose roles 

included, but were by no means limited by fertility.68 Although her theories are widely 

criticised today,69 Gimbutas rightly insisted that describing all female imagery as 

representations of “fertility goddesses” based largely on early twentieth-century psycho- and 

sociological theories and dismissing indications which suggested a wider sphere of influence 

was severely limiting to any discussion of the role of the feminine divine.70 She insisted that a 

distinction should be made between fertility and sexuality as one does not necessarily involve 

the other, arguing that: “fertility was not sexuality; it was multiplication, growing, 

flourishing.”71 The influence of Gimbutas is clear in the work of the Swedish religious historian 

Britt-Mari Näsström who envisioned a similar all-encompassing, yet multifaceted feminine 

divine in her work Freyja, Great Goddess of the North (1995), and suggested that the range of 

goddesses listed by Snorri Sturluson should all in fact be considered as individual aspects of 

the Great Goddess.72  

While the element of fertility remains strongly associated with the feminine divine of 

the Old Norse religions to this day, it is clear that recent scholars rarely envision the existence 

                                                
67 In purely psychological terms, Freud traced the urge to believe in a mother goddess type figure to what he 
called the “parental complex” (see Freud, 1989: 123, originally published in 1910). While Jungian 
psychoanalytical theories considered it a result of mother archetypes (see Jung, 1970: 9-44). In this context, see 
also the aptly titled work by Neumann, The Great Mother, 1963; and Robert Graves, The White Goddess, 1961. 
For the Old Norse feminine divine, see, in particular, Ellis Davidson, Roles of the Northern Goddess, 1998: On the 
basis of the tears Freyja sheds for her lost husband Óðr, Ellis Davidson attempts to include her among the widely-
known weeping fertility goddesses of the Mediterranean who attempt to bring their sons or husbands back from 
the realm of the dead. However, as has been pointed out more recently by Ingunn Ásdísardóttir and Näsström, 
it might be said that such a role is actually more befitting of Frigg, who as the sorrowful mother of Baldr, exhibits 
similar traits to Isis, Kybele and possibly also the Virgin Mary: see further Ellis Davidson, 1998: 169- 170; 
Näsström, 1996: 26-27 and Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 206. 
68 Gimbutas centred her research and ideas on a pre-Indo-European Parthenogenic Great Goddess, who had the 
ability to regenerate without the aid of male insemination: see further Gimbutas, 1982: 9 and 1991: 318.  
69 See for example Carroll, 1986: 35-39 and Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 272-277. 
70 As Chapter 2.4.1 will show, the concept of fertility within the mythological universe of the Old Norse religions 
cannot be considered to be a singularly feminine attribute, but should rather be understood to refer to the end 
result of a union between the sexes which in the myths are sometimes presented as opposites. 
71 Gimbutas, 1991: 317.  
72 See Näsström, 1995. This argument was convincingly challanged by Ingunn Ásdísardóttir in 2007, see especially 
pages 272-286. 
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of a single, archetypal, fertility centered, ancient feminine divine from which all, or most, 

others derive. Instead, as noted above, the last decades have seen a great increase in 

interdisciplinary research and the application of a wide range of social, historical and 

archaeological sources to the interpretation of the extant mythological material. For example, 

the German historian of religion, Lotte Motz (1997), who, like Jacob Grimm, drew a great deal 

on folkloristic materials, argued that the varying roles of the feminine divine might be better 

understood when considered from within the culture that produced it, pointing out that the 

roles in question tend to be associated with the roles of human women.73 Also drawing on 

varied source materials, the recent work of the Norwegian historian of religion, Gro 

Steinsland, has proved very influential in the field of Old Norse religion, not least her 

demonstration that the role of women and the feminine divine seem to have been central to 

the maintenance of social order during the Viking Age.74 In a similar way, the Australian Old 

Norse scholar Margaret Clunies Ross has offered new approaches to the available 

mythological evidence concerning the feminine divine, both written and otherwise, on the 

basis of anthropological studies, structuralist theory, psychoanalytic theory and feminism. 

The result presented in the first volume of her Prolonged Echoes (1994) is a complex and 

detailed analysis of the extant material in which the Old Norse feminine divine and other 

female supernatural forces are identified as having been valuable factors belonging squarely 

within the religious system of ancient Scandinavia. 

More recently, several scholars have taken a narrower focus, carefully examining 

specific elements which are regularly associated with the various feminine divine and 

supernatural forces of the Old Norse religions in the extant source materials. At the same 

time, they have attempted to examine both the entities and the attributes they represent in 

a wider socio-religious and historical context, by looking beyond their extant descriptions in 

the written material, and as Motz suggested, considering first and foremost their meaning 

and function within the societies which produced and maintained them. The works of Neil 

Price, The Viking Way (2002),75 and Karen Bek-Pedersen, The Norns in Old Norse Mythology 

                                                
73 Motz, 1997: 163, 180, 183-186. Motz compares the similarities and common factors shared by many different 
female divinities from around the globe in her book The Faces of the Goddess, published in 1997. 
74 Steinsland presents an analysis and reinterpretation of the hieros gamos myth in Skírnismál, Ynglingatal, 
Háleygjatal and Hyndluljóð, envisioning the role of the sacred marriage between a god and a giantess as a power 
myth which legitimised rulership rather than a fertility myth: see Steinsland, 1991, see also short discussion in 
Chapter 2.4.1  
75 By combining textual and earlier archaeological sources, Neil Price examines the concept of sorcery, along 
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(2011),76 are particularly good examples of this approach. In their meticulous and far-ranging 

discussions, both Price and Bek-Pedersen point to the way in which the source material 

(apparently with roots in older oral materials) consistently stresses a close connection 

between the Old Norse feminine divine or supernatural entities and the fields death, fate and 

foreknowledge. Their work goes on to suggest that the professional religious roles of Viking 

Age women may also have reflected these spheres of influence.77 The work of Ingunn 

Ásdísardóttir, Frigg og Freyja, kvenleg goðmögn í heiðnum sið (2007) aught also be noted 

here. Ingunn applies a wide range of sources in her detailed examination and comparison of 

the two Old Norse goddesses, arguing that despite certain similarities and a possible cross-

contamination of the evidence in the medieval written source material, the origins, attributes 

and development of each goddess can be traced separately, indicating that they emerged 

from two distinct religious environments and cultures. To her mind, Frigg, along with the æsir, 

likely emerged from an Indo-European backdrop while Freyja and the Vanir gods appear to 

have developed from a local, Scandinavian religious heritage which may have been influenced 

to some degree by ninth-century Anglo-Saxon connections.78  

It is clear that interest in, and understanding of, the religious and mythological roles 

and attributes of the Old Norse feminine divine and other related supernatural feminine 

forces has grown considerably in the last decades, so much so that they have reached the 

point of bearing little resemblance to the to the images presented in the works of the first 

antiquarian collectors. As noted above, studies in the field have also moved from the general, 

in which the feminine is considered as part of a larger religious system, to the specific, in 

which distinct entities are singled out and considered in detail. Scholars have also broadened 

the scope of the material included in their studies as well as applying various methods and 

                                                
with its shamanistic associations, its practice and its purpose in Old Norse society. He brings into focus what he 
believes to have been an essential role played by female seiðr practitioners, both in battle and within their 
communities, as powerful conduits of a feminine power with strong links to death, fate and the future: see Neil 
Price, 2002.  
76 In her thorough examination of the Old Norse norns and other female supernatural beings who share their 
field of influence, namely the dísir, fylgjur, valkyrjur and völur, Karen Bek-Pedersen also draws on comparative 
material from Celtic, Anglo-Saxon and Classical traditions as a means of proving a strong and consistent 
association between the norns and the concepts of fate, law and creation: see Bek-Pedersen, 2011. These female 
elements were of course also priviously studied by Folke Ström in 1954. 
77 The work of John McKinnell, Meeting the Other in Norse Myth and legend (2005) should also be noted here as 
it is likewise one of the key works featuring Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural entities.  
78 See Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007. For a direct comparison of the goddesses Frigg and Freyja, see especially pages 
191-256. 
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approaches, all of which have served to help create a better understanding of the possible 

roles of the feminine divine and the way in which they might have been perceived at different 

times and in different environments within the Old Norse religions.  

The early scholars who so passionately collected and categorised the myths and 

legends are nevertheless owed a great debt of gratitude by those of us who follow in their 

footsteps, for they not only paved the way of future research into the study of ancient 

religions but also made further advances possible by preserving the priceless, irreplaceable 

documents upon which modern scholars so desperately rely. The problems and limitations 

inherent in the original mythological material that these arguments have been built on will be 

addressed next.  

1.2.3 Using the Medieval Nordic Manuscripts  

The Eddic poems,79 a collection of anonymously 

transmitted nordic poems, are a main source of Old 

Norse mythology and were mostly preserved in the 

Icelandic Codex Regius (GKS 2365 4º) manuscript 

written around 1270.80 It is generally 

acknowledged that the originally oral subject 

matter of the poems is older than the manuscripts 

which contain them, the earliest of which can 

perhaps be dated to the early thirteenth-century.81 

While the probable oral origins of the poems lends 

added weight to their authority regarding the Old Norse mythological universe, the main 

                                                
79 Unless otherwise stated all references to poems belonging to the Eddukvæði cite the 1998 edition edited by 
Gísli Sigurðsson.  
80 For more information on Icelandic medieval manuscripts see Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson, 2007: 245-264; 
and Gísli Sigurðsson and Vésteinn Ólason (eds.), 2004. Commonly added to the poems contained in the Codex 
Regius are the poems Baldrs draumar, (found in AM 748 4° c.1300-1325) Hyndluljóð (found in Flateyjarbók: Gks 
1005 fol. C. 1387-1395) Rígsþula (found in the Codex Wormianus manuscript of the Snorra Edda from c. 1400) 
Gróttasöngur (preserved in two manuscripts of the Prose Edda) and Svipdagsmál (found in a seventeenth-
century manuscript). The order of the poems in various editions of the Edda usually follows the order given in 
Codex Regius, opening with the poem Völuspá which, as discussed in Chapter 3.3 not only frames the narrative 
of the subsequent mythological and heroic poems, but also hints at a greater involvement of the feminine within 
the Old Norse mythological universe than can be gleaned from its verses alone.  
81 For the dating of Eddukvæði, see Fidjestøl, 1999; For an overview of their contents and discussion on historical 
context see McKinnell, 1994: 37-39; and Clunies Ross, 2005: 6-12. 

Figure 1-1 : GKS 2365 4to. Eddukvæði – 
Sæmundar-Edda, 1260-1280 AD. 
 
Image from The Árni Magnússon Institute for 
Icelandic Studies. 
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problem simultaneously lies in the inherently versatile nature and adaptability of oral 

tradition.82 These medieval texts were written by Christians several generations after Iceland 

and Norway were officially converted to Christianity and, as Anders Hultgård says, have 

unavoidably “passed through the intermediary of medieval Christian culture.”83  

Much of the information relevant to the feminine divine is found in the opening poem 

of the poetic Edda, Völuspá, where the feminine is presented in various guises such as the 

norns, valkyrjur and goddesses, all of which will be discussed further in Chapter 2.4 and its 

subchapters84 However, as noted above, the image of the feminine presented within the Eddic 

Poems, though undoubtedly largely originating in pre Christian mythological material, can 

only confidently be said to reflect the contemporary knowledge of the subject at the time in 

which the Codex Regius and other manuscripts were compiled.  

Many of the mythological references in the Eddic poems would be incomprehensible 

were it not for the prose material found in Snorra Edda85 written sometime around 1220 AD 

and attributed to the Icelandic scholar Snorri Sturluson.86 The work is divided into four main 

parts: Prologus, Gylfaginning, Skáldskaparmál and Háttatal and its purpose, according to its 

author, is to teach and preserve the rich pre-Christian poetic tradition of Scandinavia and 

Iceland.87 Despite yielding much information on the Old Norse mythological universe the work 

of Snorri Sturluson is generally criticized for its obvious internal contradictions, strong 

Christian influences, generalisation and simplification of what scholars now consider to have 

                                                
82 For more information on how strict rules of composition including alliteration, rhyme and metre, may have 
aided in preserving the oral material, see Clunies Ross, 2005: 13-39; and Gísli Sigurðsson (ed.), 2014: ix-lxii. On 
the versatility of oral memory see McKinnell, 1994:22-27 and for the performance of Eddic poetry see Gunnell, 
2005: 185; 2008: 299-303 and 2013a: 63-77. 
83 Hultgård, 2008: 212.  
84 The goddesses also have a strong presence in the poem Lokasenna while other references of note are found 
in Grímnismál, Vafþrúðnismál, Skírnismál and Baldrsdraumar (also known as Vegtamskviða). The poems 
Hyndluljóð, and Oddrúnargrátur are of particular interest to the discussion of the feminine divine as they may 
contain links to ritual practice and an invocation for help during childbirth, see Chapter 2.4.1. 
85 The earliest surviving manuscripts containing Snorra Edda date from the fourteenth-century: see Faulkes, 
1993: 601. Unless otherwise stated, all references to the Prologue and Gylfaginning parts of Snorra Edda in this 
thesis cite the 2005 edition edited by Anthony Faulkes. Similarly all references to Skáldskaparmál cite the 1998 
edition, likewise edited by Anthony Faulkes.  
86 Scholars believe that Snorri was familiar with some of the older mythological material and that his work 
indicates that he had at his disposal several of the Eddic poems such as Völuspá, Vafþrúðnismál, Grímnismál as 
well as other poems including Völuspá in skamma, Skírnismál and Fáfnismál, some Scaldic poetry and other 
material which is now lost, see further Mundal, 1992; and Clunies Ross, 1992. 
87 “En þetta er nú at segja ungum skáldum þeim er girnask at nema mál skáldskapar ok heyja sér orðfjölða með 
fornum heitum eða girnask þeir at kunna skilja þat er hulit er kveðit: þá skili hann þeessa bók til fróðleiks ok 
skemtunar. [...] En eigi skulu kristnir menn trúa á heiðin goð ok eigi á sannyndi þessar sagnar annan veg en svá 
sem hér finnsk í upphafi bókar [...]”: Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 25.  
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been a varied and complex set of religious systems.88 There is, in fact, a stark contrast 

between the hierarchy envisioned by Snorri in a pan-Nordic religious tradition centred on 

Óðinn89 and the reality painted by the great variation in burial types and grave goods from 

the the Old Norse area and the study of Scandinavian theophoric place names.90 Brink 

remarks that this is “a strong indication that the pagan ‘religion’ in early Scandinavia was 

never homogeneous” but rather a multifaceted and highly flexible system of beliefs within 

which “regional cults of certain gods and goddesses” existed.91  

Most of the information provided by Snorri on the feminine divine relevant to the 

discussion in this thesis is found in Gylfaginning, which contains several mythological tales 

featuring the goddesses and Skáldskaparmál which is intended as a discussion on different 

poetic forms. Also relevant here is Ynglinga saga from Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla.92 

However, it must be stressed again that despite the promising statement: “Eigi eru Ásynjurnar 

óhelgari ok eigi megu þær minna”93 made in Gylfaginning where Snorri names 16 goddesses94 

and a similarly impressive list of these female divinities in Skáldskaparmál,95 it quickly 

becomes clear that the feminine presented within Snorra Edda more often than not takes up 

a secondary role in contrast to the scale of the more prominent male protagonists of the 

myths. At times Snorri seems to struggle to fit the various goddesses, and the intricate 

network of supernatural feminine beings which accompany them, into a patriarchal structure 

akin to that found in the Classical Greek and Roman pantheons.  

                                                
88 On Christian influences in Snorra Edda see Heimir Pálsson, 1999: 159-179, see also Faulkes, 2005: xi-xxvii; Einar 
Ólafur Sveinsson, 1962: 196; Mundal, 1992: 180-192; and McKinnell, 2005: 42-45. On the inherent variability of 
Old Norse religions, see McKinnell, 1994, especially pages 21-27. 
89 Stefan Brink draws particular attention to the the notable absence of Óðinn related place names in western 
Norway, while the stronghold of his cult seems to have been located in Sweden, where Freyr and Ullr also had a 
very strong following, and in Denmark, where Týr appears to have been the dominant god, see Brink, 2007: 111- 
113, 124-125; see also Gunnell, 2012: throughout. 
90 For grave goods see for example Roesdahl, 1998: 156; and Price, 2008: 161. For theophoric place names see 
Brink, 2007: 124-125; see also Brink, 1983; 2001; and 2008, as well as Olsen, 1923: 36; and de Vries, 1957: 53, 
116, 194-5, 309. 
91 Brink, 2007: 125. 
92 Heimskringla covers the history of Norway from its legendary beginnings up to the year 1177, and is structured 
as a sequence of 16 sagas, mostly biographical. The authorship of Heimskringla is not referred to within the text 
or in any surviving manuscript. It has, however, long been attributed to Snorri Sturluson: see Boulhosa, 2005: 6-
21; and Whaley, 1991:13-17. All references to Heimskringla in this thesis, unless otherwise stated, refer to the 
1941-1951, Íslenzk fornrit edition, edited by Bjarni Aðalbjarnason. 
93 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 21.  
94 The list includes both known and unknown goddesses: Frigg, Sága, Eir, Gefjun, Fulla, Freyja, Vár, Hlín Sjǫfn, 
Lofn, Vǫr, Sýn, Snotra, Gná, Sól and Bil, see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 29-30.  
95 Snorri names Frigg, Freyja, Fulla, Snotra, Gerðr, Gefjun, Gná, Lofn, Skaði, Jörð, Iðunn, Ilmr, Bil, Njörun, Hlín, 
Nanna, Hnoss, Rindr, Sjöfn, Sól, Sága, Sigyn, Vör, Vár, Syn, Þirúðr and Rán: see Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 114-115.  



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

33 

 

Margaret Clunies Ross has demonstrated that in an effort to “preserve the religious 

truth value of the old mythological system” while simultaneously “safeguarding his Christian 

orthodoxy”96 Snorri acted as a kind of editor, undoubtedly selecting from the sources 

available to him which material to elaborate on, which to note with little emphasis and which 

to exclude entirely in the creation of what Clunies Ross has termed “the mythological fictions 

of Snorra Edda.”97 Else Mundal has similarly argued that in an effort to emphasise, or even 

create, parallels between the Old Norse mythology and Christian teachings Snorri exhibits a 

deliberate bias in favour of the masculine, often at the expense of the feminine, especially 

with regard to his use of the poem Völuspá.98 Whether or not he deliberately favoured the 

masculine in his works it is clear that Snorri made some adjustments to the source material 

which he presumably worked from. Anthony Faulkes holds that as a Christian scholar and 

artist Snorri’s aim was to preserve mythological poems for antiquarian, not religious reasons. 

Thus Snorri “would probably not have felt inhibited from inventing new stories or drastically 

altering old ones if he saw fit.”99 His suggestion is worth bearing in mind throughout this thesis 

as Snorri’s material can at times appear contradictory. It is certainly must have heavily 

influenced by Christian theological teachings and morals.  

It can not be denied that the Christian religion, which by the early thirteenth-century 

had been firmly established in Iceland, influenced the way in which Snorri selected and 

presented the Old Norse mythological material. While the extent of this influence on his work 

remains a point of debate among the academia, for the most part, scholars maintain that 

Snorri likely respected the authority of his sources enough to keep within the scope of what 

he at least understood to be traditional and right.100 Despite numerous shortcomings the 

medieval Nordic source material remains as, Turville Petre remarks, an “invaluable source […] 

                                                
96 Clunies Ross, 1992: 205. 
97 Clunies Ross applies the term “mythological fictions” to the special epistemological status of stories which fall 
between the worlds of mythical truth (the timeless and recurrent truths) and fiction (which are culture specific 
and bound to a specific historical period): see Clunies Ross, 1992: 204-205 and 211. 
98 Mundal argues that this may be explained either by Snorri’s inability to understand the more obscure parts of 
the poem forcing him to look past them, or alternatively, that in his effort to create parallels with, and sometimes 
polar opposites to, Christian doctrine Snorri chose to emphasise the masculine elements of the poem at the cost 
of the feminine: see Mundal, 1992: 180-192.  
99 Faulkes, 2005: xxvi 
100 The ongoing debate regarding Snorri’s possible faults and inaccuracies will clearly not be resolved here and 
its details are for the most part irrelevant to this discussion. For Christian Latin influences on the works of Snorri 
Sturluson, see Heimir Pálsson, 1999: 159-179; Dronke and Dronke, 1977: 153-176; Clunies Ross, 1987; Faulkes, 
2005: xii-xvii. For Medieval Christian scholarly interpretation of Old Norse myth see McKinnell, 2007: 33-53.  



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

34 

 

of legend, mythology and religious tradition.”101 And, can indicate, as pointed out by Ingunn 

Ásdísardóttir, the potential strength of the feminine divine in the pre-Christian world of 

Scandinavia.102 Snorra Edda, despite its faults thus provides invaluable clues to a greater 

mythological whole which would otherwise be lost or extremely difficult to understand in its 

fragmented condition. Nontheless, as a source, the works of Snorri Sturluson must always be 

treated with care, bordering on suspicion. This naturally also applies to the Icelandic family 

sagas which were also written some centuries after the events that they describe took place. 

Other medieval Nordic sources of relevance to the discussion of the pre-Christian feminine 

divine will be briefly introduced in their respective chapters. 

By all accounts, Iceland formally accepted the new Christian religion in the year 

999/1000 just as the Cult of the Virgin was beginning to reach its peak in western Europe.103 

However, Marian veneration would not really set roots in Iceland for another century. As 

Kellinde Wrightson has noted: “There is evidence that the cult was only beginning to peak 

there during the thirteenth-century, and continued to do so well into the fourteenth.”104 A 

short summary of of the veneration of the Virgin Mary in post-conversion Iceland will be 

considered next, as a brief examination of the later Marian devotion in the country may 

provide some idea of the tradition from which it emerged.  

1.3 Christianity in Post-Conversion Iceland and the Role of Mary 

1.3.1 Extant Evidence Concerning Marian Devotion in Post-Conversion Iceland 

After the official acceptance of Christianity in Iceland in 999/1000 the country fell under the 

jurisdiction of the archdiocese of Hamburg-Bremen before becoming a part of the new 

archdiocese at Trondheim in Nidaros Norway in 1152/3, roughly 150 years after the official 

acceptance of Christianity. According to Margaret Cormack missionary bishops from the 

                                                
101 Turville-Petre, 1964: 27. It is right to note that Turville-Petre regards the poems preserved in the medieval 
manuscripts (especially the Eddic poems) to be the main source of Old Norse heathendom but does mention 
that considerable information concerning religious practices can be obtained from the sagas.  
102 Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 126.  
103 It is interesting to note that the Virgin Mary became increasingly more active in miracle stories in the Western 
European tradition from the fifth-century onwards and her cult grew steadily stronger along with the belief in 
her power and her ability to intercede on behalf of her devotees in this life and the next, see Maríukver, 1996: 
xxx; 69-98; and Clayton 1990: 240-241, see also discussion in Chapter 3 and its sub-chapters.  
104 Wrightson, 2001: ix.  
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English, Irish, and German churches of the Latin West visited Iceland during the intermissery 

years.105 Their responsibility it was to educate, to the best of their ability, the newly christened 

laity. Regrettably, no evidence exists to indicate how these figures presented Mary, nor how 

the first generations of Icelandic Christians received the idea of a flawless Virgin Mother of 

God who despite her sanctity was clearly not divine herself. The earliest evidence for Marian 

acceptance in Iceland is found in a fragile collection of miracle texts compiled on one hand at 

Skálholt around 1340 AD and on the other at Munkaþverá monastery around 1350 AD. These 

fragments are tentatively dated to c. 1050–1200 and reveal, if nothing else that Icelanders 

were aware of Mary from the very beginning.106 More solid evidence for her acceptance, and 

indeed, the very first indications of active veneration of Mary in Iceland can be found in 

Prestssaga Guðmundar Arasonar, where her aid is sought on behalf of a ship if peril at sea.107 

The sparse available information therefore suggests that when it came to the veneration of 

Mary, Iceland under the leadership of its first migratory Bishops, likely followed the West 

European Church in general. 

As the country gradually became more Christian a growing need for native bishops 

was finally answered in 1056 AD.108 The first Icelandic Bishop of Skálholt, Ísleifr Gizurrarson, 

apparently received his ecclesiastical education in a convent in Herford, Westfalen in Saxony: 

“honum fylgdi Gizurr útan ok seldi hann til lærlingar abbadísi einni í borg þeiri er Herfurða 

heitir. Ísleifr kom svá til Íslands at hann var prestur ok vel lærðr.”109 Íslefr’s son, Gizurr, who 

became the second Icelandic bishop, also studied in Saxony.110 Interestingly, as Sigurbjörn 

Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson have pointed out it seems that prior to 

the foundation of the Trondheim Bishopric in 1152/3 Icelandic priests sought their 

ecclesiastical education further South on the mainland: “Frumherjar íslenskrar kristni sóttu 

ekki menntun sína til Noregs, heldur suður í lönd, og þegar á 11. öld var klerkleg menntun 

með meiri blóma hér en í Noregi og stóð svo fram á 13. öld.”111 Indeed, Kellinde Wrightson 

                                                
105 Cormack, 1994: 8-9.  
106 Wrightson, 2001: x. The manuscript fragments are AM 234 4to, and AM 232 4to respectively. 
107 Íf. Xv(II), 2003: 285.  
108 Ísleifr served in Skálholt from 1056-1080 AD and was the son of Gizurr, a prominent advocate of Christianity 
during the debate at Alþingi in 999/1000 AD. 
109 Hungurvaka (ch. 2), 2002: 6. According to the accompanying footnotes to this section in Hungurvaka, Íslefr 
may have studied under the tutelage of the Abbess Godesia, who was described as: “mikill skörungur.” The 
description is reminecent of the way Bergþóra is described in Brennu-Njáls saga, see Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 20), 
1954: 57.  
110 See Hungurvaka (ch. 4), 2002: 9.  
111 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, et al. 1993: XV. 
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believes that it was “this Christian education that influenced much of the extant literature of 

medieval Iceland.”112 The Icelandic bishoprics of Skálholt and Hólar (founded in 1106 AD) 

were leading institutions in matters of religion and church doctrine in the country and, given 

the rising popularity of Mary in Western Europe in general at this time would have likely 

placed some emphasis on the role of Mary in Christian doctrine. Nevertheless, as Ásdís 

Egilsdóttir, Gunnar Harðarson and Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir note, a systematic increase in 

Marian veneration in Iceland can not be detected until roughly a century later when it may 

have been initiated, or at least greatly influenced, by Guðmundur Arason góði, Bishop of Hólar 

from 1203-1237 and members of his extended family.113  

Devout Christian women in Iceland were first able to join a convent at Kirkjubær in 

1186 and second convent was later founded in Reynisstaðir in 1295.114 It is also worth noting 

here that a monastery for monks was established at Helgafell in 1186, a site which in the sagas 

is strongly associated religious practices. Laxdæla saga in particular associates Helgafell 

strongly with Christianity and the religious participation of women and Margaret Cormack has 

suggested that because the main female protagonist of the saga, Guðrún Ósvífursdóttir, 

becomes a nun in her old age and prays daily at her newly erected church, she may be 

considered a “founding mother” for the later monastic establishment on the site.115 

On the continent monastic communities inspired Marian devotion greatly during the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries and although reaching a peak later than its European sister 

cults Marian devotion in Iceland can nevertheless be expected to have followed the patterns 

modeled by its continental neighbours. As Chapter 3.3.1 will show, by the tenth-century 

monastic foundations on the continent had already become an inseparable part of a tightly 

knit network of centralized pilgrimage sites consisting of shrines, churches, cathedrals, 

monasteries and convents which housed the holy relics of popular Christian saints.116 These 

sites symbolically joined together Heaven and Earth while simultaneously linking local 

                                                
112 Wrightson, 2001: ix. 
113 See further Maríukver, 1996: xi-xii. 
114 Records reveal that there was clearly a stronger tradition for male monasteries in Iceland, and records show 
11 monasteries in total. Most monastic foundations in Iceland, male and female, followed either Benedictine or 
Augustinian rule, see Cormack, 1994: 9; and Cormack, 2016: 70-73; see also Viðar Pálsson (ed), 2016. 
115 Cormack, 2016: 70-73. For references to the sanctity of Helgarfell, see Landnámabók (S 85), 1968: 125. For 
the account of Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir praying at the church, see, Laxdæla saga (ch. 76), 1934: 223. See also 
discussion in Chapter 4.5. 
116 For a more detailed history of the development of the cult of the saints in late antiquity, and especially the 
effect of the “translation” (the movement of holy relics between places), and its significance in the consolidation 
of Christian communities on the periphery of Christian territories, see Brown, 1982: 86-106.  
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Christian communities with the larger community of the Christian Church.117 The popularity 

of specific saints within a given area can thus to some extent be measured by the number of 

holy sites dedicated to them and it is noteworhty that the Christian Laws Section of Grágás, 

written between 1122-1133, lists over 300 Icelandic churches where the Virgin Mary was 

either named patron saint, or was represented by an image or relics or by some other 

means.118 According to Cormack this number is almost three times that of the second most 

popular saints and shows that the Virgin Mary was among the most important Christian saints 

in Iceland from very early on.119 Bearing in mind the aforementioned English and Irish 

missionary priests, it is interesting to note that according to Cormack the presence of the Irish 

saints Brigid and Columba in Icelandic sources strongly indicated that continued and lasting 

contacts existed between Iceland, the Orkneys and the Hebrides, areas where the Virgin Mary 

was held in high regard.120 

Evidence for the importance of the Virgin Mary in the centuries after the conversion 

of Iceland can also be gathered from the number and importance of Marian feasts celebrated 

in her honour. Through a process of elimination, Margaret Cormack shows that Icelandic 

canon law of the tenth and eleventh centuries likely prescribed the observance of just over 

half of the 30 obligatory feast days related to Catholic saints listed in Grágás, three of which 

celebrate the Virgin.121 Other Marian feasts were adopted and celebrated in Iceland from 

1365, after their incorporation to the Icelandic liturgical calendar by the Bishop of Hólar.122 

On Marian feast days Masses and Offices were celebrated honouring Mary and selected 

                                                
117 In the West, the bishops followed the example of the fourth-century Bishop Ambrose of Milan who initiated 
the trend of translating or moving relics from private and inaccessible gravesites into churches and cathedrals 
where they were not only made more accessible to the masses, but crucially, were also under the control and 
influence of the bishops themselves. These locations were overseen by local bishops who answered to the Pope 
of Rome, see further Brown, 1982: 9, 90-91, 95-97 and 124-126.  
118 For introduction and overview of the early Icelandic lawbook Grágás in English translation, see Laws of Early 
Iceland, 2006.  
119 Churches were either dedicated to Mary alone or with other holy men or women. Close to 200 churches had 
been dedicated to Mary in Iceland before the mid sixteenth-century most of which contained an altar specifically 
dedicated to her as well as either her image or icon towards which the faithful could focus their prayers, see 
further in Cormack, 1994: 27; and Maríukver, 1996: xviii, see also Cormack, 2010 for an examination of Icelandic 
place names with possible Marian context.  
120 Cormack, 1994: 15. Cormack further notes that the presence of these Irish saints is widely noted in Germany 
and the countries bordering the North Sea where they appear to have been particularly well known and popular. 
121 These were the feasts of the Purification, Nativity, and Assumption, see Cormack, 1994: 14, see also Laws of 
Early Iceland, 2006: 5. According to Cormac the female saints found in the majority of extant Icelandic calendars 
from before 1400 AD are Sts Agatha; Agnes; Catherine; Cecilia; Lucy; Margaret; Martha; Mary Magdalene; Mary 
of Egypt; and The Virgin Mary, see further Cormack, 1994: 23, 40. 
122 Maríukver, 1996: xii-xiii. 
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sermons or homilies read to the congregation in the vernacular. Prayers and devotional 

poems dedicated specifically to Mary also begin to appear in manuscripts from the thirteenth-

century onwards.123 

It is interesting to note that with regard to Mary, the Icelandic poets followed a 

continental tradition which saw subject material being drawn from theological 

interpretations of the Old and New Testament mixed with material from the apocrypha.124 

These poems generally emphasised the Divine Motherhood of Mary, her voluntary vow of 

virginity and the Conception of Christ through faith,125 and it is interesting to note how quicly 

Icelandic poets seem to have adapted the oral poetic tradition of kennings to the imported 

Christian theological teachings, often with varying results. In these Icelandic poems Mary is 

primarily identified as the Mother of Christ and her role in the Salvation of Man alongside that 

of her son is emphasised. Her role as mediator, meanwhile, is most prominent in the Icelandic 

poetry of the fourteenth-century which produced works tracing the main events of human 

history from the creation of man to Doomsday, her role in these is, nevertheless, always 

subordinate to that of Christ. 126  

Some of the oldest Icelandic sermons are preserved in the early thirteenth-century 

Íslensk hómilíubók although these are believed to be based on much older material still.127 

Interestingly enough, of these, four sermons are specifically written for Marian feast days, 

and they are accompanied by one prayer which is directed directly to her.128 It is noteworthy 

that the prayer and praises echo European themes popular at the time and are similar to 

those found in Latin prayers and poetry from the same period,129 during which both men and 

                                                
123 Clayton, 1990: 120. It need perhaps not be noted that prayers offered specifically to Mary during mass or, 
later, on feast days, were placed before those offered to angels and other saints, though, invariably, they 
followed those addressed to the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. 
124 According to Clayton the poem was probably intended for personal reading or possibly for reading within the 
monastic communities. It shows signs of influences from material originating in Germany and Italy. For a 
discussion of the Old English Advent poem or Advent Lyrics from the eighth or ninth-century, see Clayton, 1990: 
179-206.  
125 Clayton, 1990: 202-203. 
126 The most famous Icelandic poem of this kind is Lilja by Eysteinn Ásgrímsson in which Mary is praised 
throughout and prayed to for salvation, see Cormack, 1994: 126-129; and Maríukver, 1996: xxxiv- xxxv. 
127 Íslensk hómilíubók, Stock. Perg. 4to no. 15, is preserved in the Royal Library of Sweden, all references are to 
Íslensk hómilíubók, 1993.  
128 The Marian sermons are: Navitas sancte Marie (Íslensk hómilíubók 1993: 5-13); Purificatio sancte Marie 
(Íslensk hómilíubók, 1993: 120-127); Die annunciationis betae Marie virginis ac Dei, I and II (Íslensk hómilíubók, 
1993: 191-196 and 196-204). Additionally there is preserved one prayer to Mary (Íslensk hómilíubók, 1993: 279).  
129 Íslensk hómilíubók, 1993: 279, see also, Women and Faith, 1994: 55; and Clayton, 1990: 122-142, see 
particularly pages 125-129 for a list of Marian dedications in twelfth-century Anglo-Saxon England. 
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women all over Europe prayed to Mary as a beneficent mother, protector and healer.130 The 

primary Marian prayer, Ave Maria, was well known throughout Western Europe in its simplest 

form from the eleventh-century and by the twelfth-century it, along with the Pater noster and 

Credo, was not only a common prayer but was also considered necessary knowledge for 

confessions, something which reflects the importance and central role of the Virgin Mary in 

Christian devotional life at the time.131  

Finally, it is worth noting that for Iceland in particular, the most important Marian 

apocryphal books were the Gospel According to Pseudo-Matthew dating from the fifth to 

eighth centuries and the Evangelium de nativitate Mariae, dating back to the ninth-century. 

Both texts drew from the widely known and influential Protevangelium Iacobi which will be 

discussed further in chapter 3.2.3.132 These apocryphal texts formed the core of the Icelandic 

Maríu Saga, a text compiled in Iceland during the first quarter of the thirteenth-century and 

reflects the ideology associated with Mary in Iceland mere generations after the conversion 

of the country to Christianity.133 According to the editors of Maríu Saga the Icelandic literati 

followed continental, and Anglo Saxon, emphasis in Marian piety while developing, what 

would become a uniquely Icelandic literary tradition making it a compilation in which 

“theological explanations and biographical history combine to make this story unique within 

the Marian tradition of medieval Europe.”134  

The above shows that once Iceland became fully Christian Marian veneration in the 

country was largely in tune with that of western Europe in general. As leading scholars in the 

field have pointed out, while Marian veneration seems to be initially faint, it was clearly 

developing some unique traits towards the close of the twelfth-century, by which time 

Icelandic Marian poetry had incorporated elements from the country’s ancient pagan poetic 

                                                
130 As a mother herself, Mary was believed to look with particular benevolence upon women who prayed to her 
for aid during childbirth, but her powers were by no means limited to this and soon childbirth became more 
securely associated with St Margaret in Iceland, see Maríukver, 1996: xxix, see also Ásdís Egilsdóttir, 2002: 319-
330. 
131 Maríukver, 1996: xv- xvi. 
132 For a more detailed summary of the most influential Marian apocryphal texts see Maríukver, 1996: xxii- xxv, 
see also Clayton, 1998: 3-4, 268, 271; and Ellington, 2001: 52-53.  
133 In addition to the events of the Protevangelium Iacobi, Maríu saga references the ascent of Mary to Heaven, 
body and soul, which is known as the Transitus Mariae, as well as the Trinubium Annae, a short tale which 
features Mary’s mother Anne.  
134 Maríukver, 1996: xxvi: “Samtvinnun guðfræðilegra skýringa og lífssögu gerir söguna einstaka innan evrópskrar 
Maríhefðar á miðöldum.” My translation. 
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tradition.135 As is evident from the celebration of Marian feast days and the number of 

churches dedicated to her, Mary had clearly become a central character of Icelandic religious 

life by the fourteenth-century. Indeed, Cormack states that: “the Virgin was a favorite saint 

in Iceland as elsewhere […] and she becomes increasingly prominent in all types of sources 

during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.”136 

It is generally agreed among scholars that Marian veneration in western Europe 

reached a peak during the eleventh and twelfth centuries AD at a time when powerful 

monastic establishments were widely spread across the continent. There is, however, some 

evidence to suggest that the Virgin Mary had captured the hearts and minds of people in 

Europe well prior to this. As shown by Mary Clayton (1990) the cult of the Virgin Mary was 

already present in Anglo-Saxon England as early as the eighth-century. The key question here 

is the degree to which she may have been present in Iceland from the time of the settlement 

of the country, and, whether she, and her example, may have palyed a subtle, yet significant 

role in the conversion process at an early point.  

The subject of the Virgin Mary, her role, her image and the ideals she represented, is, 

as Chapter 3.1 will make clear, one which has throughout the ages captured the imagination 

of Christians and pagans alike. Modern scholarship on the role of Mary reveals that this is, in 

fact, still the case. The plethora of works available on Marian devotion suggest, by shere 

number, that the Virign Mother of Christ can, and has, been approached from a variety of 

angles. As noted in the introduction, this thesis sets out to examine Mary from the point of 

view of religious women. Thus, the contribution of authors whose research has, in one way 

or another, enabled a better understanding of how the Virign Mother, and the elements 

associated with her, has effected or shaped the role of the Christian nun, has been sought out 

and considered. Some of these are worth noting briefly here.  

 

1.3.2 Approaching the Roles of the Virgin Mary and the Christian nun 

A more detailed discussion of some of the core aspects relating to the history and 

development of the Virgin Mary within the Christian theological framework and the religious 

                                                
135 See for example Ásdís Egilsdóttir, Helga Kress, Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir, 1988; Wolf, particularly 2000; 2003; 
2013; and Cormack, 1994a; 1994b; 2007; and 2009.  
136 Cormack, 1994: 61.  
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role of the Christian nun can be found in the specialised works of the various scholars and 

theologians who are quoted in the main text and noted in the footnotes of this thesis, 

particularly in Chapter 3 and its sub-chapters. It is nonetheless worth mentioning immediately 

just a few of the key works dealing with the subjects to give an example of various ways in 

which authors have approached both the subject of the Virgin Mary, her development and 

influence throughout Church history as well as the role of women within the structure of the 

Christian church.  

Michael P. Carroll applies psychoanalytical theories to the subject of Marian 

veneration in The Cult of the Virgin Mary: Psychological Origins (1986). Here Carroll suggests 

that it was the the “father-ineffective” households of the ancient Mediterranean social 

environment that gave rise to the cult of Mary whose image combined the contradictory 

attributes of virginity and motherhood. The result, he claims was a figure of a Mother Goddess 

who retains her eternal virtuous a-sexual state.  

Similar emphasis on the physical purity of Mary is given by Donna Spivey Ellington. 

Although her book, From Sacred Body to Angelic Soul (2001) deals with the Middle Ages, 

Ellington nevertheless provides a good overview of the theological and philosophical 

traditions from which Marian devotion emerged. She explains in particular, how an emphasis 

on the purity of Mary’s body shaped the early cult veneration of the Mother of Christ.  

A little later, in her work Emotion and Devotion (2009), historian Miri Rubin explored 

the wide range of meanings and experiences associated with the figure of the Virgin Mary in 

numerous sources such as hymns, miracle tails, sermons and art. Chapter 2 of Rubin’s book, 

entitled ‘Mary, and Others’ goes on to examine the effect of Jewish cultural, philosophical 

and theological thought on early Marian development, and is particularly illuminating. 

Moving from the psychological and philosophical to the personal, Marina Warner’s 

Alone of all Her Sex (1976) examined the wide-reaching effect that Marian worship had 

popular religion in general, and on the personal faith of women in particular. Warner engages 

with the material on a personal level, a strategy which while insightful, can prove difficult at 

times as it is somewhat lacking in academic discipline.  

A far more scholarly approach was applied by Nicholas Perry and Lorenzo Echeverría 

in their study of the cult of the Virgin Mary. In their book Under the Heel of Mary (1988), the 

authors trace the emergence, influence and effect of the Mary cult, discussing the major 

periods of growth and demise in the cult in a wider socio-historical context.  
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Although their approaches differ, all of these authors discuss the subject of the Virgin 

Mary in the context of different social classes, offering a stratified in-depth understanding of 

the way in which the various concepts associated with the Virgin Mary affected different 

people at different times, simultaneously considering the way in which the figure and role of 

Mary was shaped by these same social and historical realities.  

Of particular interest is the way in which the feminist movement of the twentieth-

century, noted in the Introduction to this thesis, fostered a rising interest in the history of 

women within the Christian church. In a wide range of works noted particularly throughout 

the course of Chapter 3.3 The groundbreaking theories of feminist theologian Elisabeth 

Schüssler Fiorenza who her book In Memory of Her, A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of 

Christian Origins (1983), argues that in its early stages, the Jesus movement promoted a 

revolutionary message of equality which contradicted the deeply-rooted patriarchal power 

structures of the day, was widely accepted, and very influential in the field of feminine 

religious studies. Nevertheless, her work has received some reevaluation from younger 

scholars who have applied different, cross-disciplinary approaches in their work. Based on an 

in-depth analysis of the Greco-Roman social and cultural miljö and the authentic teachings of 

Jesus. Feminist Kathleen E. Corley has, for example, aggressively challenged the previously 

accepted theories in her book Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian 

Origins (2002). Corley shows that through uncommon, the involvement of women in Greco-

Roman religious and philosophical groups was widely accepted. She also argues that while 

the early Jesus movement may have challenged traditional class structure, its message of 

equality did not extend to the male/female duality present in the ancient Mediterranean 

Greco-Roman and Early Jewish religious and cultural environments which traditionally saw 

men and women belonging to two completely separate groups within society and religion.  

Other scholars such as Franca Ela Consolino, Autumn Dolan and Thomas Cahill likewise 

made a substantial contribution to providing a better understanding of the role of the 

Christian nun throughout the centuries. Also worth mentioning in this context are scholars 

such as Lone Fatum, Phyllis A. Bird, Andrés Hultgård, and Antti Marjanen who in a collection 

of essays edited by influential feminist theologian Kari Elisabeth Børresen from 1995 titled “In 

The Image of God, Gender Models in Judeo-Christian Tradition” have approached both 

Scripture and early Christian apocryphal texts from a feminist perspective in an attempt to 

elucidate evidence of female participation in early Christian cults.  
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The examples provided by all of the works above show that the subject of religious 

women and their roles in church history has for several decades proven a fruitful field of 

inquiry for scholars of religion, history, gender studies, philosophy, psychology and more. 

They also reveal that this subject remains ripe for analysis and discussion even today.  

 As the scholars above have noted, the cult veneration of the Virgin Mary reached a 

peak in western Europe during the eleventh and twelfth centuries at a time when Iceland was 

fast becomming Christian. Chapter 3 and its subchapters will show that as Christianity spread 

outwards from its Mediterranean origins both the theological debates, which at times would 

come to shake the foundations of the Christian Church, and influence from the cultural and 

religious environments, which surrounded the young religion during its the initial stages of its 

development, would shape the role and status of Mary within the Christian religious 

framework. The simple maiden who first stood before the Angel Gabriel, bowing, with 

humility and grace, to the will of God, would change dramatically over the span of a few 

centuries. Like a butterfly stepping out from its cocoon, Mary would emerge by the close of 

the sixth-century as the reigning Queen of Heaven, eternal virgin and Mother of God 

incarnated. As the Christian religion moved westwards and northwards pushing into pagan 

territories and breaking new ground at a never before seen rate, the Virgin Mother of God 

would be venerated across an ever-expanding Christendom as the merciful intercessor 

between a flawed humanity and its distant creator. 

Bearing the discussion of previous chapters in mind, it is now possible to attempt a 

comparison of the roles of women and the feminine divine within Old Norse religions and 

Christianity to see what the image of Mary may have had to offer pagan women. 
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2. The Feminine Divine and Professional Religious Roles of 

Women within the Framework of the Old Norse Religions 

2.1 Introduction 

The existence of ancient goddess worship in northern Europe and Scandinavia is now 

commonly agreed upon, although its form and substance is hard to gauge.137 Similarly women 

were likely involved in the pre-Christian religious activities of the North though determining 

the extent of their involvement is far from simple. Such a two-fold investigation is the aim of 

the chapter. Drawing on the extant sources from various academic disciplines, scholars have 

discussed a range of theories connecting the feminine aspects of the Old Norse religions to 

fertility, the underground and death; arguing for the existence of a “cult of the dead” headed 

by a feminine divine; as well as connecting the feminine to foreknowledge, seiðr and war.138  

Although some information can be gleaned from contemporary Roman, Greek and 

Arabic texts, as well as Scandinavian runic inscriptions, most of the written information about 

the feminine divine of the Old Norse religious universe and its mythology is found in the late 

tenth to thirteenth-century manuscripts written in Iceland and Norway.139 These texts contain 

several myths and legends which mention the Old Norse goddesses and other female 

supernatural beings but they yield very little information on the religious rituals involving 

them or about the practitioners conducting them. To create a wider picture, the textual 

evidence must be weighed in conjunction with other material such as archaeological research 

and toponymic records which are themselves quite scant when dealing with this subject 

matter.  

In the following chapters the available sources mentioned above will be reviewed in 

an attempt to shed light on the possible role of the religious women and the feminine divine 

within the religious framework of the Old Norse religions prior to the advent of Christianity in 

Scandinavia. As far as is possible the material will be discussed chronologically beginning with 

                                                
137 See, for example, Davidson, 1998: 1; Billington and Green (ed), 2002; and Gimbutas, 1982 and 1991.  
138 Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007 connects the feminine divine with death, see particularly pages 66, 75, 92-94 102, 
120, 138, see also Shetelig and Falk, 1937: 163 and Price: 2002. 
139 For discussion of the main medieval sources on the Old Norse mythological universe focusing on the 
goddesses in particular see Chapter 1.2.2.  
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the religious material available from the Bronze Age, followed by Iron Age sources of non-

Scandinavian origin and finally the Latin and medieval Nordic texts will be reviewed.  

2.2 The Feminine and the Divine in Bronze Age Rock Carvings  

It is generally agreed that rock carvings from the 

Stone- and Bronze- Age (1800-500 BC) found in 

coastal areas of southern Scandinavia (fig.2.2a140) 

had some primitive religious significance and must 

be counted among the earliest archaeological 

evidence of religious worship in the area.141 Even 

though South- and Central-European as well as 

Celtic142 influence may be detected in the artwork 

the carvings are nonetheless thought to indicate a 

development of local cultural thought143 and may 

therefore yield some insight into the local 

development of what would become the feminine 

divine of Old Norse religions. 

Of particular interest here are the human-

like, stick figure images. These anthropomorphic figures are predominantly found in Southern 

Norway near Østfold and in Bohuslän in Southern Sweden.144 They are depicted individually, 

in pairs or in groups and are mostly situated among the most common motifs such as ships, 

                                                
140 The map shows roughly the main distribution of the Bronze Age rock art traditions discussed in the chapter. 
The light grey tones denote the barrow-and-slab-areas; the grey indicate the cairn and open-air rock art areas; 
while dark grey represents mixed areas. 
141 Simek, 1993: 266; Hygen and Bengtsson, 2000: 15, 30, 51, 162, 156, 205; and Coles, 2005: 13. For more 
information on the sites of Østfold /Bohuslän where there are over 75.000 individual figures carved in around 
5000 places see Hygen and Bengtsson, 2000, and for a map of the area see page 18, see also Coles, 2005: 82-
120. For general overview of contexts and interpretations see also Goldhahn, 1999; and Goldhahn and Ling, 
2013. For religion in the Bronze Age see further Kaul, 2004. For a development of gender identity and roles in 
the Bronze Age see Bergerbrant, 2007. For transmission of religious and cultural ideas see Kristiansen and 
Larsson, 2005.  
142 On South- and Central-European influence see Malmer, 1989; see also Olsson, 1999. For Celtic influence see 
Görman, 1987.  
143 Shetelig and Falk, 1937: 160, 171; and Coles, 2005: 128. 
144 Shetelig and Falk, 1937: 110, 114.  

Figure 2-1: Map of Bronze Age Rock-art 
locations in Scandinavia. 
Goldhahn and Ling, 2013: 271. 

The light grey tones denote the barrow-and-
slab-areas; the grey indicate the cairn and 
open-air rock art areas; while dark grey 
represents mixed areas. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

46 

 

wheels or wagons.145 The gender of the simplified human images is not always easy to 

distinguish and many bear no distinct features to indicate their sex. Though rarer than the 

obviously male figures, a number of female figures have been tentatively identified either by 

what appears to be long hair or a small cup-mark carved between the legs.146  

 Interpretations of their meaning vary but most 

scholars generally relate these images to fertility and 

with possible further connections to death and the 

afterlife. Interpretations of the possible religious 

significance of the female imagery generally revolve 

around associations with death and the afterlife, sun 

worship, fertility rites, or, when male and female 

figures embrace, concepts such as the hierós gámos; 

the wedding between the god of heaven and the 

mother goddess of earth whose union results in the revival of nature’s fertility.147 Thomas A. 

DuBois explains that “the coital act emerged as a prime metaphor for the mystery of 

agricultural fecundity, the gods responsible for the seasonal cycle, sunshine, rain, and plants 

took on the characteristics of human sexuality: gender, reproductive organs, and 

appetites.”148  

 Acrobatic dancers in stylized positions who perform jumps on, or possibly over, ships 

may also be female. These acrobats are sometimes depicted wearing cord skirts which bring 

to mind the bronze figurine of a female acrobat found in Grevensvænge, southern Sjælland 

in Denmark and the kneeling female figurine from Fardal in central Jutland both dating from 

                                                
145 Shetelig and Falk. 1937: 158- 159; Simek, 1993: 266, 281; Hygen and Bengtsson, 2000: 87-130; and Kaul. 1998. 
For a listing of common motifs and an overview of the theories connected to them, see Coles, 2005: 15-82. 
146 In Østfold there are no human-like carvings with definite feminine attributes but there are several in 
Bohuslän. Males, or representations of the masculine, are identified by weaponry or erections, see Coles, 2005: 
31-35, 76; Hygen and Bengtsson, 2000: 78-79. It is perhaps worth keeping in mind that Hygen and Bengtsson 
associate the majority of the Østfold and Bohuslän carvings with a public, communal, male dominated sphere 
of worship but link the multitude of älvkvarnar (e. elf-mills) which accompany the carvings to the private familial 
sphere closely associated with women. They go as far as to suggest that these may represent women or the 
feminine divine. If this is the case then the representations of the feminine divine would far outnumber any 
other type of carvings, but without further information, the direct association between the älvkvarnar and the 
feminine divine must remain speculation, see Hygen and Bengtsson, 2000: 63, 79, 128. 
147 See further in Chapter 2.3.1.  
148 DuBouis, 1999: 54. 

Figure 2-2: Bronze-Age carving of acrobats 
from Sotetorp, Sweden 
 
Scandinavian Society for Prehistoric Art, 
Tanums Hällristningsmuseum. 
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about 900-700 BC. Both figures wear a corded skirt similar to that of 

the so-called Egtved Girl whose oak coffin grave found at Egtved, 

eastern Jutland dates from around 1300 BC. The meaning of the 

female acrobat wearing a corded skirt is still open to debate, but Kaul 

has suggested they formed part of a ritual, ship-related religious 

performance. More recently Kristiansen and Larsson suggested that 

they could symbolise priestesses of a sun-worshipping cult.149 

Whatever their role, the stylized appearance and positioning of the 

acrobats both in the carvings and figurines indicate that religious 

connections are likely and that the feminine, human or divine were 

likely involved in their performance.  

An exception to the dominance of male figures in Bronze 

Age carvings can be seen on stone slabs found within the Kivik grave 

in Skåne, South Sweden dating from 1400-700 BC.150 The carvings 

on two of the slabs depict solar symbols, boats, and wagons as well 

as a procession of figures, most often considered female, wearing 

long robes and possibly masks of some kind.151 It is worth noting 

that the carvings were sealed underground after the burial was 

complete and were in all likelihood not meant to be seen by the 

living after the grave had been closed suggesting a possible 

connection between death, the underworld and the feminine.  

At the very least, the Bronze Age carvings and hollows 

suggest that ancient Scandinavian religious worship, which to some 

extent most likely involved sun worship, was not solely focused on the male, but that the 

feminine, divine or human, certainly belonged within it, not least when activities are 

connected to the water, as is indicated by the boat-jumping acrobats, and perhaps especially 

when they are connected to the world of the dead, as indicated by the Kivik grave.  

                                                
149 Kaul, 1998: 21, 23,31; and Kristiansen and Larsson, 2005: 298. 
150 Goldhahn, 2005: 97. 
151 Wold, 2002: 59. Fora recent examination of the images found in the Kivik grave see Toreld and Andersson, 
2015.  

Figure 2-3: Bronze-Age 
figurine of acrobat found 
at Grevensvænge, 
Rønnebæk sogn. 
 
Danish national museum, 
photo by Kit Weiss. 

Figure 2-4: Images from the 
Bronze Age grave at Kivik 
Skåne depicting wagon, 
animals and humans. 
 
Danish national museum, 
photo by Lennart Larsen. 
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It is naturally not possible to put a name to any of the divinities, male or female, to 

whom homage was paid in the Bronze Age carvings, if indeed they had names, as no textual 

evidence exists from this period. Nonetheless, from the early first century AD and onwards, 

written accounts of religious activity in Northern Europe and Scandinavia can be found, albeit 

sporadically in various sources of non-Scandinavian origin. These texts, combined with 

information from different fields of study such as archaeology and place-name research, 

provide a valuable record of the early worship of goddesses and other feminine divine entities 

in the area as well as yielding information on the religious roles of women during the Iron 

Age. They will be the subject of the following chapter. 

2.3 The Nordic Feminine Divine and Female Religious Roles in Sources 

of Non-Scandinavian Origin….. 

Some of the earliest written references to the feminine divine or the involvement of women 

in Iron Age Scandinavian religions are found in sources of Latin, Greek and Arabic origin whose 

authors, for various reasons, chose to mention them in their works. It must be noted that 

these texts should always be read with the mindset that the authors were all outsiders and 

as such probably did not fully understand the rites and religious ceremonies they described, 

even when they witnessed them firsthand. Additionally, it is important to keep in mind that 

in their attempt to come to terms with the unknown, the foreign authors sometimes 

compared what they encountered to their own, more familiar religions with varying results.152  

This chapter will discuss what these non-Scandinavian sources reveal about the two 

topic matters of this thesis, namely, the feminine divine and professionally religious women. 

Chapter 2.2.1 will focus on the divine entities themselves in an attempt to bring forward those 

characteristics which these sources most associate with the feminine divine as well as placing 

their worship within the Scandinavian landscape through the use of place-name research.153 

In Chapter 2.3.2 the focus will be on the possible role of professional religious women within 

                                                
152The concept is known as Interpretatio Romana, or Interpretatio Christiana respectively see Simek, 1993: 173- 
175; See also Jesch, 1991: 85-88.  
153 References to female divinities in foreign source material are extremely rare and can primarily be found in 
the works of first century Roman historian Tacitus whose texts will therefore form the base upon which Chapter 
2.3.1 stands.  
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the religious systems of Iron Age Scandinavia. The written material will be complemented by 

the results of archaeological research throughout. 

2.3.1 The Feminine Divine of the Early Iron Age 

The late first-century Roman historian Tacitus provides the earliest written references to the 

religious environment of Iron Age Scandinavia. He identifies several Germanic goddesses in 

his works though he seldom records their worship in detail.154 Tacitus identifies a “Liburnian 

galley” among the sacrificial emblems of the Germanic tribe the Suebi which he attributes to 

the worship of the Egyptian Mother Goddess Isis155 and he mentions in passing that the Aestii, 

who worship a feminine divinity he describes as the “Mother of the Gods.” The Aestii 

apparently woar her emblem, a wild boar, as protection in battle which undeniably resembles 

the image of Freyja riding Hildisvíni to battle given in the much later Hynduljóð sts 5-7.156 He 

also describes the destruction of the shrine of the goddess Tamfana during autumn festivities 

which bring to mind the Dísarblót, described in later sources.157 His most detailed and 

informative account of a of goddess worship at the turn of the first century, however, is of 

the goddess Nerthus, in ch. 40 of his Germania. Her springtime veneration probably took 

place in South Jutland its nearby islands and possibly the area around Schleswig-Holstein.158 

The vivid description is worth quoting here in length in the 1914 English translation by William 

Peterson:  

 
They worship in common Nerthus, or Mother Earth, and conceive her as 
intervening in human affairs, and riding in procession through the cities of men. 
In an island of the ocean is a holy grove, and in it a consecrated chariot, covered 
with robes; a single priest is permitted to touch it: he interprets the presence 
of the goddess in her shrine, and follows with deep reverence as she rides away 
drawn by cows; then come days of rejoicing, and all places keep holiday, as 
many as she thinks worthy to receive and entertain her. They make no war, take 
no arms; every weapon is put away; peace and quiet are then, and then alone, 
known and loved, until the same priest returns the goddess to her temple, when 
she has had her fill of the society of mortals. After this the chariot and the robes, 
and, if you are willing to credit it, the deity in person, are washed in a 

                                                
154 One must remember that this description is not based on first hand experience Simek, nontheless, comments 
that: “his information seems to reproduce the religion of Continental Germanic peoples shortly after the birth 
of Christ relatively faithfully, and it is on the whole fairly untouched by external influences”: Simek, 1993: 309. 
155 Tacitus, 1914: 276-277. 
156 Tacitus, 1914: 328-329; Eddukvæði, 1998: 395-406. 
157 See further discussion and references on the dísir and dísarblót in Chapter 2.5.3. 
158 Tacitus, 1914: 320- 332; see also Steinsland, 2005:147-149; and Simek, 1993: 230-231. 
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sequestered lake; the slaves are the ministrants and are straightway swallowed 
by the same lake; hence a mysterious terror and ignorance full of piety as to 
what that may be which men only behold to die.159 

 

Several points from this short description are of particular interest to the discussion 

of the role of the feminine divine within the religious framework of the Scandinavian Iron Age 

and merit some further discussion as they correspond to some extent with archaeological 

finds and descriptions of religious activity in the later medieval Nordic sources.  

The image conjured by Tacitus of the sanctified wagon washed in a sacred lake not 

only brings to mind the chariots depicted in the Bronze Age carvings mentioned above but 

also the first-century Dejbjerg wagon; the well preserved late ninth-century Oseberg wagon 

the wagon depicted in the Oseberg tapestry; and the female wagon burials from the late Iron 

Age.160  

The seasonal emergence of the Terram 

Matem or Earth Mother Nerthus from her holy 

grove accompanied by a male priest who cares for 

her during their symbolic wagon journey across 

the land, is in some ways reminiscent of the much 

younger accounts of a wagon journey made by the 

god Freyr and his human wife, described in 

Ǫgmundar þáttr dytts.161 The accounts have 

understandably been associated with the earlier 

noted idea of hieros gamos between the Sky God and the Earth Mother.162 The imagery 

associated with Nerthus in the description provided by Tacitus suggests that, at least during 

the first century, she was venerated as a Mother Goddess and associated with peace and 

fertility. This combination, of course, brings to mind the formulaic blessing/prayer “til árs ok 

                                                
159 Tacitus, 1914: 320-321. 
160 For the Oseberg tapestry see Krafft, 1956: throughout; for female wagon burials see Jesch, 1991: 27. 
161 Ǫgmundar þáttr dytts, 1956: 112-114. The account describes a young woman, referred to as “kona Freys.” 
The priest accompanying Nerthus may, according to Turville-Petre, have similarly been considered her husband, 
the two forming a “divine pair.“ The divinities in question and their human counterparts have switched genders 
in the two accounts yet movement through the land in a wagon remains much the same. See further Turville-
Petre, 1964:172. For the possible roles of women as priestesses in Old Norse religions see Enright, 1996. See 
also discussion on the possible Old Norse female religious role of gyðja in Chapter 2.5.3.  
162 The union of the sexes in a religious capacity is also noted in Chapter 2.2. 

Figure 2-5: Oseberg wagon from c. 800 AD. 
 
Museum of Cultural History, University of Oslo, 
photo by Eirik Irgens Johnsen. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

51 

 

friðar” closely associated in later oral tradition with the Vanir family of gods preserved in the 

later Nordic Medieval sources.163  

The name of the goddess Nerthus has been the cause of some interesting discussion 

amongst scholars. Linguistic studies have shown, that over time the first century feminine 

Nerthus, likely developed into the masculine Njörðr whose name is preserved in the medieval 

sources. The reasons for this change are, as yet, unclear, though theories abound. According 

to Turville-Petre the name may have belonged to a male/female pair similar to the later 

Freyr/Freyja or Nerthus may originally have been a hermaphrodite deity.164 Dumézil similarly 

associates the change to an originally androgynous divinity capable of appearing in both male 

and female form.165 Taking into account a shifting religious environment Gro Steinsland leans 

more towards this being the result of the late Iron Age religious tendency to favour masculine 

strength and war over what she identifies the more feminine fertility-oriented worship.166 

Britt-Mari Näsström, meanwhile, is among others, inclined to believe that the siblings Freyr 

and Freyja eventually replaced an older divine pair comprised of a now forgotten goddess 

*Njärd, remembered in Swedish place names such as Nälsta and Närtuna, along with the god 

Njörðr, whose strong presence is particularly noted in place names on the East coast of 

Sweden such as Närlunda, Närtuna and Närby.167 Thinking along similar lines, Sahlgren had 

previously suggested that the forgotten goddess *Njärd and the ancient god Ullr may have 

comprised a divine pair eventually renamed Freyr and Freyja “Det äldsta gudaparet blir 

sålunda guden Ull med gudinnan Njärd, dessa avlösas av guden Frö med gudinnan Fröja. [...] 

                                                
163 An example of this blessing is found in Hákonar saga góða in Heimskringla where people are said to have 
drank to the honour of Njörðr and Freyr to ensure a fruitful harvest: "[...] en síðan Njarðar full ok Freys full til árs 
ok friðar": see Hákonar saga góða (ch. 14), 1941: 168. On the prase: “til árs ok friðar,” see further Hultgård 1993: 
224-54. It is also worth noting that according to the Norwegian Gulaþingslög from which date from before 1250 
AD, the symbolic function of this ancient toast appears to have survived the Christianisation process and toasts 
were to be made: “til Krist þakka. Ok sankta Maríu. Til árs. Ok til friðar.”: The earliest Norwegian laws, 1935: 40. 
It is particularly interesting that in the new Christian religion, the toast was associated with both Christ and his 
mother Mary. The inclusion of Mary in the blessing/prayer naturally brings to mind the similar combination of 
“May God and God’s mother help his/her soul” found on runic inscriptions from the conversion-era in Sweden, 
which will be discussed in Chapter 4.3.  
164 According to Turville-Petre, “[...] we might suppose that Nerthus was originally a hermaphrodite or that we 
have to do with a divine pair, brother and sister like Freyr and Freyja. Njörðr had his sister to wife; Freyja had 
cohabited with Freyr, and incest was the practice of the Vanir. In this case there may have been both a male and 
female Nerthus.”: Turville-Petre, 1964: 172. 
165 Dumézil, 1970:189. 
166 “Et kjønnsskifte fra feminin til maskulin makt kan være uttrykk for en tendens mot en mer maskulin, kigersk 
gudsdyrkelse i yngre del af jernalderen”: Steinsland, 2005: 148. 
167 Näsström, 1995: 54. For place names related to Njörðr see also Sahlgren, 1964: 58; de Vries, 1957: 309, 331; 
Vikstrand, 2001: 94-114. 
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Det är troligt att Frö och Fröja blott äro ändrade namn på Ull och Njärd.”168 Although a 

definitive answer to the question of how and why the gender swap from Nerthus to Njörðr 

took place remains open to discussion among the academia, a strong association between 

Tacitus’s Nerthus and the later Vanir gods is nevertheless generally accepted.  

Gro Steinsland believes that the mention of Nerthus as far back as Tacitus and the 

place names related to Njörð in South Scandinavia, primarily Sweden “vitner om vanekutens 

lange tradisjoner i Norden.”169 The relatively large number of place names derived from 

goddesses of the Vanir family, Nerthus/Njörð and Freyja, in South Sweden compared to 

Scandinavia as a whole also suggests that the Vanir goddesses had a stronger presence in 

these areas than others.170 This may according to Steinsland be because their veneration was 

built on an older foundation. Regrettably, it must be noted that near all place names related 

to Freyja such as Frötuna, Frölunda, Frövi, Friel, Fryeled and Fröjel are nowadays considered 

ambiguous due to “linguistic difficulties involved in determining whether place names contain 

the name of the goddess or a word frøy (<*fraiw-) referring to ‘(good) growth’.”171 In his more 

recent discussion of Freyja related place-names Vikstrand nonetheless concluded that the 

possibility of independent Freyja worship should not be dismissed entirely.172 In a similar way, 

although Brink is hesitant to discuss place-names which may be related to Freyja in his work, 

he does not completely disassociate them from the goddess and concludes that independent 

cult activity dedicated to her is at least as likely as any connected to her brother Freyr to 

whom at least 61 place names all over Scandinavia can be connected.173  

In the later medieval manuscripts, the Vanir family of gods are not only associated 

with seasonal travels, peace and fertility. As mentioned above, they also have strong ties to 

water and blood-sacrifices. Tacitus clearly associates water and death with Nerthus in his 

account which invariably brings to mind the many spring, well, bog and lake depositions found 

in southern Scandinavia dating from the Stone- and Bronze Ages and into the early Iron Age. 

                                                
168 Sahlgren, 1963: 61. 
169 Steinsland, 2005: 149. 
170 Sahlgren, 1963: 58; de Vries, 1957: 309, 331. For a recent overview of place names related to Freyja and the 
ontological debate related to Freyja place-names see Vikstrand, 2001: 72-93 and for Njörðr see Vikstrand, 2001: 
94-114. For maps depicting the distribution of Vanir related place-names in Scandinavia see de Vries, 1957: 104-
107.  
171 Elmevik, 1997: 107-115.  
172 “[...] man kan också hålla fast vid tånken på gudinnan Fröjas namn i förleden, varvid Frötuna-namnen skulle 
kunna återspegla en spridd föreställning eller rituell praxis, kopplad antingen till själva bebyggelsen eller til 
inhågnad av något slag som ytterst bör ligga bakom namnelementet.”: Vikstrand, 2001:93. 
173 Brink, 2007: 108, 124-125; see also Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 101-102.  
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The meaning and purpose of the wetland depositions has been widely discussed and the 

general consensus is that because these objects were to a large extent placed in un-

retrievable locations they represent forms of ritual offerings or religious sacrifices of some 

kind.174 Among the item types recovered are a range of metal and wooden objects, some of 

which were expertly crafted, animal and human bones, as well as mummified human bodies 

such as those of the Tollund man and the Elling woman which suggest that at some point 

human sacrifice may have been practiced in parts of Iron Age Scandinavia.175 Collectively the 

wetland votive offerings have been described by Terry Gunnell as “some of the most obvious 

sources of living Old Norse religious belief and practice.”176 They are the physical remnants of 

active religious worship and their carefully selected locations highlight what Stefan Brink 

refers to as the “metaphysically impregnated” and “numinous environment”177 of the late 

Bronze and early Iron Ages, when life, death, landscape and the divine were intrinsically 

intertwined.  

Regrettably, little archaeological evidence remains of the worship above ground. 

However, the feminine anthropomorphic wooden idols which have been found at Forlev 

Nymølle in the Illerup Ådal and Rebild Skovhuse bog, in East Himmerland bring to mind the 

words of Tacitus who mentions that “the deity in person” travelled the land, suggesting the 

use of an idol of some sort. Most scholars quite rightly hesitate to assign any name to the 

water-bound divinities likely honoured by the offerings. Nevertheless, based on the account 

by Tacitus and in the context of fertility cults, Glob associated these idols and deposits, 

including human sacrifices, directly with the worship of Nerthus in her role as Mother Earth. 

He then makes a rather bold leap when he specifically identifies these feminine divine figures 

as representing the later Old Norse goddess Freyja.178  

Although Glob undoubtedly acted rashly by assigning the wood idols with names, the 

possibility of association between the water sacrifices and some kind of Old Norse Iron Age 

feminine divine, should perhaps not be dismissed entirely. The connection between the Old 

                                                
174 For categories and types of ritual wetland deposits from the Late Bronze to early Iron-Ages see Johannesen, 
2012; and Fredengren, 2011. For overview of the depositional tradition from Stone-Age to the Middle Ages, see 
Bradley, 1990; and Becker, 1972.  
175 For a summary and short discussion of theories relating to the deposition of human remains in wetland areas 
during the Late Bronze and Early Iron-Ages see Glob, 1969; and Ravn, 2010, especially page 110, which deals 
with the idea of human sacrifice. 
176 Gunnell, 2007: unpublished lecture. 
177 Brink, 2001: 81-82. 
178 Glob, 1965: 23-24, 136 and 155. 
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Norse feminine divine and water-related dwellings is also found in the later medieval Nordic 

mythological material: the fate-shaping norns are linked with Urðarbrunnur, Frigg lives in her 

hall Fensalir, Iðunn lives in Brunnakr and the goddess Sága drinks with Óðinn from golden 

cups in her hall Søkkvabekkr.179 This list should possibly even include Sigyn, who according to 

Snorri is the wife of Loki and sits with him in an underground cave called Hveralundi180 and 

Freyja and her hall Sessrúmnir which in the Þulur is listed among ship names.181 In this context 

it is also worth noting that the image of the supernatural water-bound feminine is preserved 

in much later narratives such as the account of Grendel’s mother in Beowulf and in the 

Arthurian legend of the sword keeping Lady of the Lake.182 Furthermore, Gunnell, ÓhÓgáin, 

Davidson and Green have all noted a strong connection between female nature spirits or 

goddesses to springs and rivers in the contemporary Celtic world.183 

When viewed together, the description given by Tacitus of Nerthus and her 

veneration, the wooden idols and wetland offerings recovered, and the later literary 

connection between the feminine divine and watery areas tentatively suggest that some kind 

of feminine divine, akin to the goddess Nerthus, played a central role in the religious 

environment of early Iron Age Scandinavia particularly in relation to fertility rites and 

although they may have had male counterparts, these female divinities likely received a wide 

range of offerings, possibly including human sacrifices, at specific locations, over a long period 

of time.184 

                                                
179 For Urðarbrunnur see Völuspá, (st 19), in Eddukvæði, 1998: 7, for Fensalir see Völuspá (st. 33), in Eddukvæði, 
1998: 11; for Sökkvabekkir, see Gylfaginning ch. 37 (in Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 29) and Grímnismál (st. 7), in 
Eddukvæði, 1998: 72): and for Brunnakr, see the poem Haustlöng attributed by Snorri to Þjóðólfr ór Hvini (Snorri 
Sturluson, 1998: 30-33). It is also interesting to note that Karen Bek-Pedersen connects the dark, damp places 
associated with the goddesses and supernatural females, noted above, and the specific feminine workspace 
called dyngja where women worked on weaving and textiles saying: “On this symbolic level, the dyngja 
compares to the womb as the ‘workshop of the creators of fate’”: 2011: 114, see further Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 
105-113; and 2006. 
180 See further Gylfaginning ch. 33 (in Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 27). Sigyn is a little known goddess though she 
appears in Sorris list of goddesses noted earlier (in Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 114-115). It is worth noting in 
connection with the association of goddesses with watery places that the name Hveralundr can be understood 
to refer to hot water springs such as those found in Iceland. As noted above, hot water springs have long been 
believed to be imbued with healing powers meaning that in Sigyn there is possibly yet another Old Norse goddess 
associated with water and the underground. The lack of information on her nonetheless means that regrettably 
she will not feature further in this discussion. 
181 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 127.  
182 See Beowulf, 2000; for the legend of King Arthur, see Ashe, 1990. 
183 See Ó hÓgáin, 2002: 25-26; Davidson, 2001; 132-140; and Green, 1996: 26-40. For the Nordic connection 
between wetland and the female divine, see also Gunnell, 2007: unpublished lecture. 
184 Having studied the different types of wetland votive offerings from the Bronze- and into the Iron-Age, 
Johannesen 2012, detects increasing standardisation throughout the latter period, suggesting a change in ritual 
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In an effort to understand the possible roles taken by women within the religious 

framework of the Germanic Iron Age the following chapter will bring together the few 

references to female religious participation found in contemporary, non-Scandinavian 

sources which, admittedly, are few and far apart both in time and geographical origin. It is 

worth keeping in mind that the foreign writers who wrote about such women were, as Ingunn 

Ásdísardóttir puts it, in all cases men, writing about men, describing things that they, as men, 

found interesting.185 Despite this, several sources indicate that certain women held 

professional positions within the religious practices of Germanic Iron Age tribes, practices 

which at times may also have been closely linked with political offices. As will be shown in 

Chapter 2.5, these positions can to a certain degree bee seen to live on in the roles of the Old 

Norse völur and hofgyðjur (noted in the introduction), and they are therefore worth 

examining in some detail.  

2.3.2 Foreign Sources and Professional Religious Women of the Iron Age 

The early first-century Greek geographer Strabo, is among the first to describe what appears 

to be war related religious roles held by Iron Age Germanic women in Book VII of his 

Geographica, here quoted in the translation of Hamilton and Falconer:  

 

It is reported that the Cimbri had a peculiar custom. They were accompanied in 
their expeditions by their wives; these were followed by hoary-headed 
priestesses, clad in white, with cloaks of carbasus fastened on with clasps, girt 
with brazen girdles, and bare-footed. These individuals, bearing drawn swords, 
went to meet the captives throughout the camp, and, having crowned them, 
led them to a brazen vessel containing about 20 amphoræ, and placed on a 
raised platform, which one of the priestesses having ascended, and holding the 
prisoner above the vessel, cut his throat; then, from the manner in which the 
blood flowed into the vessel, some drew certain divinations; while others, 
having opened the corpse, and inspected the entrails, prophesied victory to 
their army. In battle too they beat skins stretched on the wicker sides of 
chariots, which produces a stunning noise.186 

 

                                                
behaviour towards a more structured and organised form of worship. Her results, in a broad sense, are in line 
with the work of Fabech and Nassman (2013) who show that around the year 500 AD religious activities appear 
to move into man-made halls: see Fabech, and Nasman, 2013: 53-110. 
185 Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 115.  
186 Strabo,1854: 451-452. 
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It is of particular note here that according to Strabo the Southern Denmark based, 

Cimbri tribe are described as placing great value on the prophetic abilities of their distinctly 

clad priestesses who may have worn cloaks of fine linen or cotton, an expensive and time-

consuming material to produce.187 

In his Historiae, Tacitus describes somewhat scornfully the respected positions of 

power which women, particularly those of noble birth, were able to achieve amongst the 

tribes of first-century Germania: “the Germans traditionally regarded many of the female sex 

as prophetic, and indeed, by an excess of superstition, as divine.”188 Tacitus describes in 

particular one woman called Veleda: “an unmarried woman who enjoyed wide influence over 

the tribe of the Bructeri.”189 He continues to note how she exerted great political influence 

and received expensive gifts, even from powerful Romans who were forbidden to view her in 

person:  

 

This refusal to permit envoys to see her was intended to enhance the aura of 
veneration that surrounded the prophetess. She remained immured in a high 
tower, one of her relatives being deputed to transmit questions and answers as 
if he were mediating between a god and his worshippers.190  

 

It is clear that Tacitus was appalled at how Germanic women had inserted themselves 

into what he considered to be masculine areas of life. Never is his disdain more apparent than 

in his description of the Sitones in his work Germania because: “among them the woman 

rules: to this extent they have fallen lower not merely than freeman but even than slaves”191 

The fact that these women merited such attention in his works nonetheless underlines the 

power they clearly exerted.192 

                                                
187 Foote and Wilson, 1984: 172. Interestingly, Karen Bek-Pedersen suggests that the production of textiles in 
the feminine-space of the dyngja may also have been linked to concepts of ‘fate as textile’ and may therefore 
tie foreknowledge to the feminine, see Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 105-113. It is also worth noting that Freyja is 
according to Gylfaginning also known as Hörn (Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 29), and as Simek points out, the Swedish 
place names Härnevi or Järnevi indicate that she may have been venerated as a “protective goddess over all flax 
manufacture which belonged entirely to the female domain”: Simek, 1993: 157. 
188 Tacitus, 1976: 247, translated by Kenneth Wellesley. The fact that these women were believed to have 
prophetic abilities is especially noteworthy and worth keeping in mind in connection with the later Old Norse 
völur discussed in Chapter 2.5.3 and 2.5.4. 
189 Tacitus, 1976: 250. 
190 Tacitus, 1976: 250. 
191 Tacitus, 1914: 330-331, (translated by William Peterson). 
192 Michael Enright believes that women such as Veleda may have been queens or queen-consorts who served 
an important role in trusting the bonds between a king and his troops by prophesying their victories in future 
battles, see Enright, 1996: 170-172 and 210-212. 
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The blade-wielding priestesses performing religious executions in Strabo’s account 

echo in several ways the much later tenth-century Arabic account of the traveller, Ibn Fadlan. 

Travelling along the banks of the river Volga, Ibn Fadlan arrives at the camp of the Rus 

(Rūsiyyah), who appear to have a Scandinavian background.193 There he witnesses part of the 

funeral preparations as well as the final ship-cremation of a wealthy man and describes what 

may be a priestess or at least a female religious specialist: “She is responsible for having [the 

chieftain’s garments] sewn up and putting him in order and it is she who kills the slave-girls. I 

myself saw her: a gloomy, corpulent woman, neither young nor old.”194 This woman, who 

according to Ibn Fadlan is called the “Angel of Death” conducts the preparatory funeral rites 

which involve offerings of food and weapons, as well as the very brutal and bloody sacrifice 

of horses, cows, a cock, a hen and a dog. She then supervises a performance involving what 

appears to be a door-frame which may be intended to establish communications with the 

spirit world and performs, as noted in the following quote, a brutal sacrifice/ execution of a 

slave girl aboard the funeral ship of a rich Rus merchant chief.195 The passage pertaining 

specifically to the “Angel of Death” is worth quoting in full in its English translation by James 

E. Montgomery: 

 

At the time of the evening prayer on Friday they brought the slave-girl to a thing 
that they had constructed, like a door-frame. She said something and they 
brought her down. Then they lifted her up a second time and she did what she 
had done the first time. They brought her down and then lifted her up a third 
time and she did what she had done on the first two occasions. They next 
handed her a hen. She cut off its head and threw it away. Then they took the 
hen and threw it in board the ship.  
I quizzed the interpreter about her actions and he said, “The first time they 
lifted her, she said, ‘Behold, I see my father and my mother.’ The second time 
she said, ‘Behold, I see all of my dead kindred, seated.’ The third time she said, 
‘Behold, I see my master, seated in Paradise. Paradise is beautiful and verdant. 
He is accompanied by his men and his male-slaves. He summons me, so bring 
me to him.’” So they brought her to the ship and she removed two bracelets 

                                                
193 For viking activity in the East see further Þórir Jónsson Hraundal, 2013; Androshchuk, 2008; and Duczko, 2004. 
194 Montgomery, 2000: 19. Ibn Fadlan wrote the Risala in the year 921 AD after his travels to the King of the 
Bulgars of the Volga as part of a deputation sent by the Caliph al-Muqtadir.  
195It is worth noting here that Simpson suggests “her title is quite a passable paraphrase of ‘Valkyrie’, ‘Chooser 
of the Slain’”: Simpson, 1967: 200. The mention of a door-frame in connection with what could be seen as a 
religious performance also occurs in a verse used as part of the ritual described in Völsa-þáttr st.13: “Hefui mig 
um hjarra/ ok a hurdasa/ vita ef ek borgit fæ/ blætinu helga./ Legg þu nidr Lerir/ ok lat mig æogi sia/ ok suelg 
ægi nidr sartikin rög.”: see Völsa þáttr, Flateyjarbók II, 1945: 445; for connection with the performance of seiðr 
see also Price, 2002; 168, 217- 219. 

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/skaldic/m.php?p=verse&i=5476&v=t#bi8
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that she was wearing, handing them to the woman called the “Angel of Death,” 
the one who was to kill her. She also removed two anklets that she was wearing, 
handing them to the two slave-girls who had waited upon her: they were the 
daughters of the crone known as the “Angel of Death.” Then they lifted her onto 
the ship but did not bring her into the pavilion. The men came with their shields 
and sticks and handed her a cup of alcohol over which she chanted and then 
drank. The interpreter said to me, “Thereby she bids her female companions 
farewell.” She was handed another cup, which she took and chanted for a long 
time, while the crone urged her to drink it and to enter the pavilion in which 
her master lay. I saw that she was befuddled and wanted to enter the pavilion 
but she had [only] put her head into the pavilion [while her body remained 
outside it]. The crone grabbed hold of her head and dragged her into the 
pavilion, entering it at the same time. The men began to bang their shields with 
the sticks so that her screams could not be heard and so terrify the other slave-
girls, who would not, then, seek to die with their masters. 
Six men entered the pavilion and all had intercourse with the slave-girl. They 
laid her down beside her master and two of them took hold of her feet, two her 
hands. The crone called the “Angel of Death” placed a rope around her neck in 
such a way that the ends crossed one another (mukh¢alafan) and handed it to 
two [of the men] to pull on it. She advanced with a broad-bladed dagger and 
began to thrust it in and out between her ribs, now here, now there, while the 
two men throttled her with the rope until she died.196 

 

Once the living have exited the ship, Ibn-Fadlan 

describes how they then proceed to set fire to 

the pyre by means of an elaborate procedure, 

and the fire consumes it entirely within an 

hour and Ibn-Fadlan does not refer to “Angel 

of Death” again.197  

The accuracy of Ibn Fadlan’s account of 

a Scandinavian funeral taking place in Russia 

has been questioned by various scholars.198 

                                                
196 Montgomery, 2000: 17-19.  
197 Davidson discussess the Ibn Fadlan account in the context of the Indian practice of suttee, see Ellis Davidson, 
1968: 50-58.  
198 The description of the funeral proceedings is quite detailed and while Ibn-Fadlan appears to have been 
present during much of the ceremony, he must have received information concerning the ritual proceedings and 
its final phase from his guide and interpreter. Ibn-Fadlan’s description of the next world as a paradise has been 
criticised in particular because it does not not conform with Old Norse descriptions of the afterlife, especially 
Valhöll, where some would assume, based on the pyre and the comments of the interpreter, that the dead 
chieftain was believed to have been heading. This discrepancy has prompted scholars to question the 
assumption that the funerary rites of the Rus were meant to send the dead chieftain there: see Roesdahl, 1982: 
170. Interestingly Montgomery comments in his footnotes on the possibility that the phrase “Paradise is 

Figure 2-6: Burning replica of Viking ship at the Up 
Helly Aa festival in the Shetland Islands. 
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Nevertheless, its use as a source for Scandinavian pre-Christian funeral proceeding is 

commonly agreed upon.199 As Jens Peter Schjødt concludes: 

 

there seems to no doubt that the ideological framework behind this funeral 
ritual is likely to have existed among the pre-Christian Scandinavians, and even 
if there may have been no funeral ritual proper carried out in exactly the same 
way all over Scandinavia, it would be serious mistake not to use Ibn Fadlan’s 
description as a sort of model when trying to reconstruct such rituals from 
archaeological material or from texts that are defective in some way.200  

 

Perhaps most important is that the figure of “The Angel of Death” shows that even in 

the tenth-century AD, women still played a central role in the funeral proceedings of the 

Nordic people performing specialised religious rituals, as they appear to have done in the 

Bronze Age. The mere fact that Ibn-Fadlan received such detailed information from his 

interpreter about what went on out of his view inside the funeral ship, what was done, what 

was said and, not in the least, the twofold way in which the slave-girl was ritually killed, 

suggests that the actions of the woman conducting the ritual were predetermined and were 

recognised by the community that observed it. Multiple burials, where the remains of two or 

more human bodies have been laid to rest in one grave add furhter support the idea of human 

sacrifice, especially in those cases where the evidence indicates one of the people died a 

violent, perhaps forceful death. However, as the cause of death is often impossible to 

determine from an archaeological standpoint voluntary spousal suicide akin to that described 

by Ibn-Fadlan, along with human sacrifice, at least during the later Viking Age, is generally 

considered a rare variation from the norm.201  

All in all, the foreign texts noted above, while few in number, nonetheless suggest 

that, at least during the early Iron Age, certain women had vital, and specific religious roles 

to play within Germanic communities especially as seeresses and possibly communicators 

with the supernatural. Women such as Veleda, who were considered especially powerful 

                                                
beautiful and verdant” may either be a free rendering of the original into Arabic by the interpreter, or a cultural 
solecism on the part of Ibn-Fadlan, in view of the lush vegetation of the Muslim Paradise al-Jannah, where the 
good Muslim will be reunited with his extended family: Montgomery, 2000: 18. These comments are a reminder 
that all foreign sources must be read with some degree of scepticism, but also that the reader should be wary 
of connecting later texts to earlier accounts, because, as has been noted, traditions varied greatly over time and 
space.  
199 See Ström, 1961: 213-215; Duczko, 2004: 137-154; Ellis Davidson, 2001: 45-48, and Schjødt, 2007:133-148.  
200 Schjødt, 2007: 146. 
201 See Jesch, 1991: 25; and Ellis Davidson, 1968: 14-16. 
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seeresses, also seem to have held respected political positions within their communities. 

These oldest sources also suggest that certain women also performed ritual sacrifices of 

prisoners of war. The much more recent work of Ibn-Fadlan then indicates that the earlier 

roles associated with professional religious women seem to have endured for a long time. 

Evidently, by the early tenth-century women were still working within the field of death and 

their roles still involved human sacrifice. It may perhaps be deemed likely that the religious 

activities of professional religious women were, to some extent, related to the mostly un-

named goddesses noted in Chapter 2.4.1, though this is of course only careful conjecture. 

Although much information about the feminine and the divine of pre-Christian 

Scandinavia and Iceland has undoubtedly been lost to time, some material with roots in the 

oral tradition was nevertheless preserved in various medieval Nordic manuscripts discussed 

in Chapter 1.2.3. The focus in the following chapter will thus be on material found in these 

works, which in some way also deals with the Old Norse goddesses and other female 

supernatural beings or professional religious women as they were remembered in the early 

Middle Ages. It must be stressed once again that these texts were written several hundred 

years after Christianity became the dominant religion in the Nordic countries and were 

preserved within circles of Christian ethical and/or scholarly discipline, which may have 

influenced or affected their contents in indeterminable ways.  

2.4 Völuspá: Framing the Narrative of the Feminine in the Nordic 

Medieval Sources 

The widely known opening poem of the Codex Regius manuscript of the Eddukvæði, 

Völuspá202 is considered one of the greatest sources on Old Norse mythology and it was likely 

one of the works Snorri Sturluson had access to when writing his Snorra Edda.203 Völuspá is 

presented as a monologue, addressed to gods and men alike and is recited by a wise völva, or 

seeress and offers a framing introduction to the narrative of the mythological and heroic 

                                                
202 Völuspá is preserved in two main versions which vary slightly in wording, order and content as each version 
contains some stanzas not present in the other: 63 stanzas are found in the Codex Regius manuscript; 59 stanzas 
are preserved in the Hauksbók manuscript. Snorri also has some strophes in a slightly different order. Here the 
Codex Regius manuscript takes precedence. Any relevant differences are cited to the right in the main text above 
or noted in the footnotes where the Hauksbók version will be marked as (H). In both the Codex Regius and the 
Hauksbók version of Völuspá, page numbers refer to the 2014 edition of Eddukvæði by Gísli Sigurðsson. 
203 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 3 and 366.  
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poems which follow it.204 It is of particular importance to this discussion because, in addition 

to the narrator, the feminine beings of the Old Norse mythological universe have a strong 

presence within its verses. As will be shown here, Völuspá not only introduces several key 

types of female supernatural beings, it also presents each of these within what could be called 

their area of influence. At particular turning points in the narrative of the poem, these beings 

affect the chain of events and in doing so exemplify many of the key traits and attributes of 

the feminine divine expressed throughout the medieval mythological sources. Völuspá can 

therefore be claimed as one of the most informative sources on the feminine in the Old Norse 

religions. The poem is worth reviewing here in some detail as a bais for further discussion.  

After the völva has described the origins of the world, the creation of cosmic order 

and of civilisation in sts 2-7, she hints at a peaceful time which precedes the arrival of three 

enigmatic jötunneyjar:  

 

Uns þrjár komu,  
þursa meyjar,  
ámáttkar mjög  
úr Jötunheimum.205 

 

The entrance of these female beings, who are the first feminine forces to enter the 

mythological world, is directly followed by the creation of dwarfs and humans in sts 17-18.206 

In short, these “þursa meyjar,” who are described as “ámáttkar mjög,” set in motion events 

which eventually lead to the fall of the gods.  

                                                
204 The völva addresses “allar kindir” ((H) “allar helgar kindir”) at the opening of the poem: see Eddukvæði, 1998: 
3; (H: 366). On Christian iconological influence on the composition of Völuspá and a reading of the poem in light 
of theories which regard the völva as a sibylla Borealis, see Pétur Pétursson, 2013: 185-204. 
205 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 5.  
206 Not much is known about these particular jötunnmeyjar. However, the jötnar feature frequently in the Old 
Norse mythological material, mostly as the antagonists, as in Þrymskviða. In Skírnismál the jötunnmey Gerðr is 
the object of the Vanir god Frey’s sexual desire, and in Hyndlumál, a female jötunn is sought out by a goddess 
Freyja for her wisdom. In Prolonged Echoes, Margaret Clunies Ross identifies the jötunnmeyjar of Old Norse 
mythology in general with wild and untamed nature while the male gods represent culture and civilization: see 
Clunies Ross, 1994: 107-112. Else Mundal interprets their appearance in Völuspá in the light of the subsequent 
creation-myth stanzas in the poem and presents a case arguing that Snorri’s Christian bias has caused him to re-
interpret the creation myths, sidelining the feminine involvement, even substituting it entirely with the 
masculine, in order to create a better parallel between heathen beliefs and Christian doctrine. She declares that 
“Etter mitt syn er jotunkvinnene som dukkar opp før skapinga av mennesket og før skapinga av dvergane, 
parallelle tekststader som må tulkast i lys av kvarandre, dei er begge stader turvande for at nye arter kan 
skapast.”: Mundal, 1992: 186-187. 
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Following the giving of life to the “örlagalaus” (without fate) Askr and Embla, three 

norns who dwell by the well, Urðarbrunnur, are introduced. These female supernatural beings 

are said have the power to shape the fate of humans for good and for bad.207  

 

20.       20. (H) 
Þaðan koma meyjar     Þaðan koma meyjar  
margs vitandi,      margs vitandi, 
þrjár úr þeim sæ     þrjár úr þeim sal 
er und þolli stendur,     er á þolli stendur, 
Urð hétu eina,     Urð hétu eina,  
aðra Verðandi,      aðra Verðandi,  
skáru á skíði,      skáru á skíði, 
Skuld ina þriðju.    Skuld ina þriðju.  
Þær lög lögðu,      21. 
þær líf kuru      Þær lög lögðu, 
alda börnum,      þær líf kuru 
örlög seggja.      alda börnum, 
örlög að segja.208 
 

The war between the Æsir and the Vanir follows the appearance of another female 

figure, the powerful Gullveig, who likewise enters the world of the gods from the outside.209 

The gods attempt to kill her thrice over by running her through with spears and burning her 

in the hall of Óðinn. They fail every time. Gabriel-Turville Petre confidently states that 

“Gullveig can hardly be other than Freyja, the Vanadís and foremost goddess of the Vanir. [... 

thus] it was because of her that the war of the gods broke out.”210 Freyja or not,211 Gullveig is 

generally associated with the seeress, Heiðr who appears in strophe 22 (H: 28):  

 

                                                
207 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 7. The nornir appear widely in the poetic sources where they are closely related to 
other manifestations of the feminine in Old Norse mythological material such as the dísir, the valkyrjur and the 
völur, all of whom affect the lives, and deaths, of mortals in different ways. Karen Bek-Pedersen connects the 
nornir of Old Norse mythology to the goddess Frigg in particular as she is “closely linked to ideas of fate.” Bek-
Pedersen, 2011: 57, 95-97.  
208 Eddukvæði, 1998: 7; (H: 370-71). 
209 Following the murder of Gullveig and the appearance of Heiðr in st. 21 and 22 of the Codex Regius version 
are two stanzas, sts 23 and 24, (H: 29-30), which are believed to describe the war between the Æsir and the 
Vanir, see Eddukvæði, 1998: 7- 8; (H: 372-373). 
210 Turville Petre 1964: 159. 
211 Because of her golden tears, which according to Snorri (Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 9-10) she shed over the loss 
of her husband Óðr, and because of her connection to the practice of seiðr (“Freyja kenndi fyrst með Ásum seið 
sem Vǫnum var títt.”): Ynglinga saga, 1941: 13, Freyja has been associated with both Gullveig and Heiðr, 
although adequate evidence has yet to be provided, see for example Simek, 2007:123-124; Turville-Petre, 
1964:159; and Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 244-248. 
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Heiði hana hétu    Heiði hana hétu 
hvar er til húsa kom,    hvar er til húsa kom,  
völu velspáa,      og völu velspá,  
vitti hún ganda,     vitti hún ganda,  
seið hún kunni,     seið hún hvar er hún kunni, 
seið hún leikinn,     seið hún hugleikin,  
æ var hún angan     æ var hún angan  
illrar þjóðar.     illrar brúðar.212 

  

The next females to appear in Völuspá are the valkyrjur presented in st. 30 (the list is 

absent from Hauksbók). These feminine beings are the powerful harbingers of death on the 

battlefield and their appearance in the poem signals the beginning of the end for the gods. 

 

Sá hún valkyrjur  
vítt um komnar,  
gjörvar að ríða  
til goðþjóðar.  
Skuld hélt skildi,  
en Skögul önnur,  
Gunnur, Hildur, Göndul  
og Geirskögul.  
Nú eru taldar  
nönnur Herjans,  
gjörvar að ríða  
grund valkyrjur.213  

 

It is interesting that Skuld is listed among the valkyrjur as she had previously been 

identified as one of the three wise maidens who appear at Urðarbrunnur commonly identified 

as nornir. Karen Bek-Pedersen, in her extensive overview of the nornir in Old Norse 

mythology, suggests that “It may simply be that Skuld spans that grey area where nornir and 

valkyrjur overlap.”214 She suggests that Snorri, perhaps trying to rationalise this overlap, 

declares that the youngest norn rides with the valkyrjur to battle.215 In any case, it is clear that 

the valkyrjur, with their power over the lives of men in battle, and the nornir, with their power 

to shape a man’s destiny, share the feminine tie to fate and death which becomes ever more 

apparent throughout the poem.  

                                                
212 Eddukvæði, 1998: 8 (H: 372).  
213 Eddukvæði, 1998: 10.  
214 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 79. 
215 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 30. 
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As Völuspá progresses it quickly becomes clear that the main purpose of the poem is 

to reveal the unavoidable events leading up to and during ragnarök, where the gods inevitably 

face their deaths. Thus, all references to identifiable Old Norse goddesses in Völuspá take aim 

of this and are very limited. In fact, there are only three instances in which a goddess is 

mentioned either in a kenning or by name. First, when all the gods convene to resolve a 

troubling issue concerning “Óðs mey”:  

 

25.       22. 
Þá gengu regin öll     Þá gengu regin öll  
á rökstóla,      á rökstóla, 
ginnheilög goð,     ginnheilög guð,  
og um það gættust     og um það gættust 
hverjir hefði loft allt     hver hefði loft allt 
lævi blandið      lævi blandið 
eða ætt jötuns      eður ætt jötuns  
Óðs mey gefna.     Óðs mey gefna.216  

 

The kenning “Óðs mær” is believed to refer to Freyja and is based on her apparent 

marriage to the otherwise unknown Óðr who many believe to be another Óðinn name.217 The 

stanza as a whole is believed to reference the myth of the Master Builder, who claimed as his 

payment for installing the walls of Ásgarðr the goddess Freyja along with the sun and the 

moon, a bargain the gods had no intention of upholding.218 Völuspá next names the goddess 

Sigyn in passing when the punishment of Loki is described.219 The goddess Frigg, also called 

Hlín,220 is mentioned most often, though in keeping with the main theme of the poem she is 

                                                
216 Eddukvæði, 1998: 8-9 (H: 371). It is interesting to note that in the Hauksbók version, this episode precedes 
the appearance of Gullveig and Heiðr discussed above.  
217 According to Snorri, Óðr left Freyja, who in her sorrow cries red, golden tears of loss (Gylfaginning ch. 35: 
Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 29; Skáldskaparmál chs. 20 and 37: Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 30 and 43, as well as the Þulur, 
in Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 115.) On identifying Óðr as an Óðinn name see Simek, 2007: 249-250; and Turville-
Petre, 1964: 176. Both Ingunn Ásdísardóttir and Gro Steinsland believe the similarities in the names could be 
used to provide a connection between Freyja and Óðinn although both agree there is limited evidence to support 
this, see Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 129-130 and Steinsland 2005: 157-158.  
218 For the story of the building of the walls of Ásgarðr, see Gylfaginning ch. 42, in Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 34-35. 
The story is reminiscent of the one told in Þrymskviða st. 8 where the jötunn Þrymr admits to stealing Mjölnir 
and desires Freyja as its ransom: see Eddukvæði, 1998: 137.  
219 Eddukvæði, 1998: 11 (H:373). The punishment of Loki is described in Gylfaginning ch. 50: see Snorri Sturluson, 
2005: 49.  
220 The name Hlín is frequently used in Scaldic poems where it is a kenning for women. However, most scholars 
agree that in this context it is used as a second name for Frigg: see Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 131; and Simek, 
2007: 153.  
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said to mourn the fall of her son Baldr, her husband Óðinn, and the fate of Valhöll as a 

whole:221  

 

32.  
[...] 
en Frigg um grét  
í Fensölum  
vá Valhallar.222  
 
52.       H: 46 
Þá kemur Hlínar     Þá kemur Hlínar 
harmur annar fram,     harmur annar fram,  
er Óðinn fer      en Óðinn fer 
við úlf vega,      við úlf vega, 
en bani Belja      en bani Belja 
bjartur að Surti,     bjartur að Surti, 
þá mun Friggjar     þar man Friggjar 
falla angantýr.     falla angan.223  

 

Despite the fact that the poem rarely refers to the goddesses directly, the scope of the 

feminine within the greater whole of the Old Norse mythological universe should be evident 

from this short summary of its presence within Völuspá. Throughout the poem frequent 

references to myths, characters and places hint at a greater involvement of the feminine than 

can be gleaned from its verses alone.  

The poem shows that within Old Norse mythology the feminine can, in broad terms 

and with great simplification, be clearly connected to fate, foreknowledge and death. 

Attributes which previous chapters have, in addition to fertility, linked to the feminine divine. 

The following sub-chapters will examine each of these attributes in some detail.  

2.4.1 Fertility and the Feminine 

The material reviewed in Chapters 2.2 and 2.3.1 has suggested that fertility cults existed 

among the Germanic tribes from very early on. Fertility of the land, the successful production 

                                                
221 On the basis of Frigg’s role here as a sorrowful wife and mother, Gro Steinsland connects her to 
Mediterranean fertility goddesses such as Ishtar and Isis, and notes that a similar connection to the grieving 
Virgin Mary in Christian imagery is also quite hard to ignore: see Steinsland, 2007: 237.  
222 Eddukvæði, 1998: 11. 
223 Eddukvæði, 1998: 15 (H: 377). On the possibility of interpreting this stanza to refer to the deaths of both 
Óðinn and Freyr, see Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 132-133, and references contained therein.  
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of crops and the breeding of livestock was obviously essential to survival and, on the basis of 

their roles in myths, a number of goddesses within the Old Norse mythological universe such 

as Gefjun,224 Sif,225 and Iðunn226 have been connected to fertility by scholars with varying 

results.  

The most comprehensive work has been done on the Vanir gods where the role of the 

feminine divine appears to have been coupled with that of the masculine divine in a ritualistic 

union of masculine and feminine elements which are often presented as opposites.227 Much 

work on this subject has been done by Gro Steinsland who argues that the pattern presented 

in such fertility myths has been read in terms of a hierós gamós. The Eddic poem Skírnismál 

has long been treated as an example of a hierós gámos myth.228 In it the Vanir god of fertility 

Freyr sends his servant Skírnir to secure, by any means necessary, the hand of the jötunnmey 

Gerðr Gymisdóttir in marriage which she refuses until he threatens her with rune-magic and 

curses. Gerðr hands Skírnir a drinking horn and agrees to meet with Freyr at a predetermined 

place and at a predetermined time of her choosing: “þar mun Njarðar syni Gerðr unna 

gamans.”229  

                                                
224Snorri ascribes the goddess Gefjun with a central role in the opening chapter of Gylfaginning which includes 
a kind of creation myth. According to Snorri, having pleased King Gylfi of Sweden greatly, Gefjun is rewarded 
with as much land as she can plow in one day and, harnessing the power of her four jötunn-born sons in the 
form of bulls, she proceeds to plough Sjælland free from Sweden: see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 1. The 
interpretation of this account as a creation myth and its links to ploughing certainly implies fertility connections, 
something strengthened by the close resemblance between the name Gefjun and one of Freyja’s alternate 
names, Gefn, both meaning “the giving one,” see Simek, 1996: 101- 102. According to De Vries, the names Gefn 
and Gefjun are comparable with Gabiæ and Aligabiæ, which are names of the so-called Matres or Matronæ, 
mother-goddess figures who may have been connected to the Old Norse dísir: see de Vries 1970: II, 293, see 
further discussion on the dísir below. Snorri also makes Gefjun the the divine, ancestral mother, of the 
Skjöldungar kings: see Snorri Sturluson, 1936: 6-7, on sacral kingship see Steinsland, 2005: 239.  
225 Sif’s golden hair, mentioned in Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál ch. 35, has been interpreted as a symbol for crops, 
see Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 41. Aside from her role as the wife of Þórr, Sif has no known function in the 
mythological universe of Old Norse religions. Her status as a fertility goddess is questionable at best as it is 
primarily based on her relationship with Þórr. Þórr on the other hand is believed to have had a fertility function 
as his hammer is a known fertility symbol and he is a god of weather and the son of Jörð, see Simek, 1993: 322. 
Faulkner notes that the myth involving Sif’s hair “has no parallel in extant sources, and it is difficult to know 
whether it was derived from lost poems or from oral prose stories.”: Snorri Sturluson, 1998: xxiv. However Simek 
believes it “gives the impression of being real”: Simek, 1993: 283. In any case, to define her as a fertility goddess 
on the bases of a single phrase in one myth seems a frail argument at best.  
226 The otherwise little known goddess Iðunn has been linked to fertility through her rejuvenating golden apples 
known from Gylfaginning ch. 26: Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 25. 
227 Freyja and the Vanir gods, Njörðrr and Freyr, have been associated with vegetation cults on the bases of both 
the written sources and place name evidence. Theophoric place-names derived from the names of 
Nerthus/Njörð, and the goddess Freyja along with her brother Freyr, who in the sources are both particularly 
associated with the fertility of the earth, (see below) suggest that the Vanir gods may have been the focus of 
vegetation cults, particularly in Southern Sweden, see also Chapter 2.3.1. 
228 Steinsland, 2005: 155-156; 402-404; DuBois 1999: 55-56; Turville-Petre, 1964: 174; and Simek, 1993: 82, 146.  
229 Eddukvæði, 1998: 92. 
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The somewhat forced union of the masculine and feminine presented in the poem 

Skírnismál is reminiscent of another possible fertility myth, albeit with reversed gender roles, 

preserved by Snorri Sturluson in Skáldskaparmál ch. 1, and Gylfaginning ch. 23, namely, that 

of the marriage between the Vanir god Njörðr and the jötunnmey Skaði, daughter of Þjassi.230 

According to Grímnismál st. 11, Skaði was considered the heir to her father’s estate 

Þrymheimur.231 Snorri describes how as shuch, she donned his armour and claimed 

compensation from the æsir for their part in his wrongful death. She not only selects the Vanir 

god Njörðr as her husband (though she had intended to choose the fairest æsir god, Baldr), 

she also symbolically castrates and brings to his knees the trickster god Loki who was 

ultimately to blame for her father’s death.232 However, her marriage to Njörðr was apparently 

not to last, as she preferred the mountainous environment of her homeland to the seaside 

abode of Njörðr in Nóatún and the couple move back and forth between their two respective 

homes every nine nights in a failed attempt to compromise, and ultimately separate. Snorri 

explains that: “Þá fór Skaði upp á fjallit ok bygði í Þrymheimi ok ferr hon mjǫk á skíðum ok 

með boga ok skýtr dýr. Hon heitir ǫndurguð eða ǫndurdís.”233  

Like Freyja, the valkyrjur, and dísir, discussed in Chapter 2.4.2, Skaði appears willful, 

independent, violent and vengeful thus exhibiting masculine traits such as claiming revenge 

for her father and ruling in her own home prompting Judith Jesch to describe her role as being 

“somewhere between that of the male giants, who invariably get bested by the gods, and the 

female giants who, if they are beautiful like Gerðr, simply get assimilated into the world of 

the Æsir.”234 Such character traits combined with the lack of commitment to her spouse sets 

Skaði apart from most other Old Norse goddesses, particularly those of æsir descent such as 

Frigg and Nanna235 who tend to have secondary, supportive, roles in the myths and are 

                                                
230 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 2; Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 23-24. According to Hyndluljóð, sts 29, Skaði, like Gerðr, 
was of jötunn descent: see Eddukvæði, 1998: 401-402. 
231 Eddukvæði, 1998: 73.  
232 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 2. Loki admits to being the cause of Þjassi’s death in sts 50 of Lokasenna, see 
Eddukvæði, 1998: 130- 131. According to the prose texts accompanying the poem Lokasenna, Skaði is able to 
achieve greater revenge for the death of her father when she hangs the venomous snakes above Loki’s head: 
Eddukvæði, 1998: 134. 
233 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 23- 24.  
234 Jesch, 1991: 139. 
235 Bonds of marriage are of central concern to Snorri Sturluson who attempts to conform the divinities of the 
Old Norse religions to the patriarchal power structure akin to the pantheons of Greek and Roman mythology 
such as when, in his prologue to Gylfaginning, Snorri places Óðinn at the top as the Alföðr, and names him king 
of the æsir, Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 13. 
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defined primarily, though not exclusively, by their relationships with the male gods as wives 

and mothers. To quote Steinsland: “Det er typisk for åsynjene, gudinnene av æsens ætt, at de 

står noe i skyggen av sine ektemaker i de litterære kildene.”236 The fact that the male æsir are 

often similarly defined by their relationships with the goddesses and frequently referred as 

husbands (and sons) in the sources is interesting and worth keeping in mind, because it 

implies that marriage, as a sacred union of male and female, is of central importance to the 

identity of divinities of both genders.237  

In light of the general connection between the Vanir gods and fertility it is interesting 

to note that the goddess Freyja is never directly connected to the earth, and, except the works 

of Snorri, remains unmarried and the object of sexual lust. In fact, Freyja appears less a 

goddess of fertility in the sense of agricultural growth and harvest, and more a goddess of 

human love and lust. In Gylfaginning Snorri, calls her a goddess of love declaring: “Á hana er 

gott at heita til ásta.”238 She is also associated with lustful animals such as cats,239 and sows,240 

and in Hyndluljóð sts. 45- 48, Hyndla compares Freyja with the goat Heiðrún saying:  

 
hleypur þú, eðlvina,  
úti á náttum  
sem með höfrum  
Heiðrún fari.241  
 

Freyja is also accused of sleeping with all the æsir and álfar present at the hall of Ægir 

in Lokasenna which of course implies that she is guilty of incest with her brother Freyr and 

her father Njörðr.242 Actions which, according to ch. 4 of Ynglinga saga, may have been 

                                                
236 Steinsland, 2005: 237.  
237 Many of the kennings used in poetry to refer to gods involves associating them with their wives or children. 
Þórr is referred to as “Sifjar ver” in Þrymskviða st. 24 and kennings include “son Óðins ok Jarðar, faðir Magna ok 
Móða ok Þrúðar, verr Sifjar, stjúpfaðir Ullar”: Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 14; Óðinn becomes “Friggjar faðmbyggvi”: 
Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 8; and Baldr is “ver Nönnu, faðir Forseta”: Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 17. These are just a 
few examples. 
238 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 25. 
239 In Skáldskaparmál Snorri declares her the owner of cats: “fressa”: see Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 30; Freyja also 
drives a chariot drawn by cats to Baldr’s funeral pyre, see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 47. 
240 One of the names by which Freyja can be identified in the Þulur is Sýr, or Sow, a female pig, see Snorri 
Sturluson, 1998: 115. 
241 Eddukvæði, 1998:404- 405. 
242 Eddukvæði, 1998: 126. 
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considered the norm among the Vanir.243 She also acquires the necklace Brísingamen from 

four dwarfs by sleeping with each of them.244 Freyja is thus undeniably sexually active, yet, 

like Skaði who choses her husband, the sexual exploits of Freyja are clearly of her own making.  

With the exception of Snorri’s account of Óðr, Freyja appears independent of divine 

marital alliances and is never portrayed in the role of wife and no marriage myth exists about 

Freyja which can be compared to hierós gámós fertility myths discussed above which feature 

her father and brother.245 In fact, she categorically denies to marry two jötnar: the earlier 

noted Masterbuilder, and the jötunn Þrymir, going so far as to refuse to go to Jötunheimar to 

help Þórr on the grounds that she will be seen as “vergjörn”: 

 

Reið varð þá Freyja  
og fnásaði,  
allur ása salur  
undir bifðist,  
stökk það ið mikla  
men Brísinga:  
“Mig veiztu verða  
vergjarnasta,  
ef eg ek með þér  
í Jötunheima.”246 
 

Freyja is not alone in disapproving of the proposed marriage between her and a 

jötunn. In fact the gods express their outrage at such a thought both in the story of the city 

builder and st. 25 of Völuspá.247 Clunies Ross suggests that the outrage expressed by the gods 

at the thought of marrying Freyja off to a jötunn may be explained by the fact that such a 

                                                
243 In Ynglinga saga (ch. 4), 1941: 13. Snorri reveals that while he lived with the Vanir, Njörðr was married to his 
sister, who was the mother of Freyr and Freyja. A similar idea appears in Lokasenna (st. 36), where Loki accused 
Njörð of incest with his sister: “Við systur þinni gastu slíkan mög og er-a þó ónu verr.”: Eddukvæði, 1998: 127. 
244 The story of how Freyja acquired Brísingamen is told in Sörla þáttr in Flateyjarbók I: 1944-45: 304; see also: 
Turville-Petre, 1964: 176; Simek, 1993: 42. 
245 Óðr is mentioned by Snorri in Gylfagynning ch. 35, Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 29, and in Skálskaparmál ch. 20 
and 37, he describes him as the lost or absent husband of Freyja, for whom she searches far and wide and weeps 
golden tears of loss: see Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 30, 43. Óðr is also mentioned in a Freyja-kenning in Völuspá st. 
25 (see Eddukvæði, 1998: 8- 9), and in Hyndluljóð st. 46 (see Eddukvæði, 1998: 405). As noted in Chapter 2.4, 
parallels have of course been drawn between the elusive Óðr and Óðinn, not least because of the similarities of 
the names and the similarities between the names of Frigg and Freyja, see Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 199- 205; 
see also Turville Petre, 1964: 176; and Simek, 1996: 249- 250. But no conclusions can be drawn as there is little 
evidence to go on. 
246 Eddukvæði, 1998: 138. 
247 Eddukvæði, 1998: 8 (H: 371).  
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union would disrupt a strict social hierarchy and bring disorder to the world of the gods.248 In 

a similar way, McKinnell argues that a marriage between a goddess and a male jötunn “would 

have been intolerable, since it would have implied the subjection of a divine wife to a giant 

husband and her removal to a frozen, infertile giant world. This would have been to give away 

the principle of fertility to the forces of chaos.”249  

In light of the above it is interesting to note that the poem Hyndluljóð may contain 

evidence of Freya’s role as the divine companion of high born male leaders in cultic 

ceremonies. As McKinnell notes, Hyndluljóð may point indirectly to the role of Freyja as a 

dynastic mistress of the family of Óttar.250 He suggests that this kind of relationship between 

a mortal ruler and his goddess would have been sealed by sacrifices of blood, silver and gold. 

These would probably have been presented at a sacrificial place specifically dedicated to the 

goddess such as the one mentioned in Hyndluljóð st. 10:  

 

Hörg hann mér gerði  
hlaðinn steinum,  
nú er grjót það  
að gleri vorðið,  
rauð hann í nýju  
nauta blóði,  
æ trúði Óttar á ásynjur.251 
 

McKinnell also suggests a potential link between the goddess Freyja and Þorgerðr 

Hölgabrúðr who according to Skáldskaparmál ch. 45, also received sacrifices at a hörgr,252 and 

is, in several sagas, said to receive human sacrifices offered by her loyal followers of royal or 

noble descent.253 The mention of such valuable sacrifices offered by high born leaders 

                                                
248 Clunies Ross has worked under the assumption that myths embody ideas of social hierarchy reflecting 
appropriate marital alliances between couples of different strata. Thus the male Vanir can marry lower-ranking 
females, Jötunnmeyjar, but not the other way around as this would cause chaos and disorder. By her reasoning 
Freyja, as a lower ranking goddess, is unable to marry one of the æsir males and is essentially un-marriageable. 
She also believes Óðr to be a synonym of Óðinn thus making Freyja his mistress: see Clunies Ross, 1994: 68-69, 
107-112. 
249 McKinnell, 2005: 81. 
250 McKinnell, 2005: 85- 89. In such a reading the role and office of the priest dedicated to the service of the 
feminine divinity is seen as a hereditary right, the goddess, in turn, would have legitimised the priests claim to 
power and given him her supernatural protection. 
251 Eddukvæði, 1998: 397. 
252 Skáldskaparmál ch. 45, in Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 60. 
253 For interpretation of myths involving Þorgerðr Hölgabrúðr in light of sacral kingship see McKinnell, 2005: 81- 
85, and references contained therein.  
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unavoidably bring to mind the so called guldgubber believed to be votive offerings of some 

kind, possibly related to fertility worship.254 These sixth to ninth-century, small gold foils often 

found in post holes and walls of large buildings at settlement sites in Southern Scandinavia 

are stamped with images of single male and female figures or couples.255  

Like McKinnell, Steinsland also believes the poem Hyndluljóð may reflect the 

importance of the goddess Freyja to the governing classes: “Hyndluljod forteller altså at Frøja 

spilte rollen som ledsager i initiasjoner til herskermakten. Hun har dermed hatt funksjoner på 

høyeste politiske nivå i samfunnet.”256 Steinsland has also compared the myths dealing with 

the marriage of the Vanir gods to similar myths from Celtic and Middle-Eastern cultures and 

reads them in terms of “sacral kingship,” whereby the persona and title of the king is to some 

extent deified, often through a claim of divine ancestry, but also through his sacred marriage 

to the feminine divine who represents the land itself. Such a position grants the king semi-

divine status while simultaneously objectifying him within a cultic setting, tying him to 

elemental forces and crop fertility of which he becomes personally responsible.257  

In both interpretations, there is an underlying implication that the male gods/kings 

bring seasonal/social order to an otherwise untamed feminine nature, however, true to the 

fate/death mentality central to the Old Norse worldview, the feminine power that resides 

within the jötunnmey/goddess not only enables and sanctifies the power of the king to rule 

the land, but ultimately, brings it to an end, requiring its seasonal renewal.258 The re-

                                                
254 Gunnell, 2001: 16. Magnus Olsen was the first to suggest a connection between the guldgubber, fertility rites 
and the Vanir gods, an interpretation he based on the poem Skírnismál and the hierós gámos mythology: see 
Olsen 1909: 17-36. Recently, however, an alternate interpretation of the religious meaning behind the imagery 
on the guldgubber in light of the ideology of sacred kingship has been gaining favour: see, for example 
Steinsland, 2005: 399- 409; and McKinnell, 2005: 56-60.  
255 The foils date from between the late sixth through to the ninth-century AD and measure approximately 7-20 
x 3-12 mm. They are of high quality and have been found in various settlement sites primarily in southern 
Scandinavia, although the largest find comes from Sorte Muld in Bornholm, Denmark. The gold foils most often 
depict single males while single females are less common as are couples who appear in stylized positions, see 
Watt, 1991: 376-378; 1999: 173-183; 2004: 214-217.  
256 Steinsland, 2005: 162. 
257 Steinsland, 1991: 307- 313. This interpretation lends added weight to the role of both the feminine divine 
and the professional religious women who may have represented them in society as will be discussed in chapter 
2.4.2. See also discussion on sacral kingship in Simek, 1996: 269-271 and McKinnell, 2005: 62- 69, 77-80. On the 
possible meaning of Skaði as Scandinavia, see McKinnell, 2005: 63; Simek, 1996: 287. 
258 Steinsland has argued that the æsir and Vanir gods of the Old Norse mythological universe represent the 
powers of creation and social order while the older jötnar represent primal powers of chaos and disorder, forces 
which the gods seek to reign in and tame sometimes at great cost, see Steinsland, 2005: 140. It is perhaps worth 
noting that the gods are able to bring the jötunnmeyar under their control on the one hand by binding the 
feminine with their knowledge of runes (as with Gerðr) and on the other by offering them compensation in 
accordance with their laws (as with Skaði), both knowledge and law being the products of social order.  
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quickened life force of the earth may thus have been believed to be the result of an eternal 

union of male and female elements presented, at least in the mythological material related 

to the Vanir gods, as a marriage of opposites.  

Much of the material reviewed above suggests that within the pre-Christian Nordic 

religion, the act of creating or renewing life, as part of the endless circle of life, death and 

regeneration, required the participation of both sexes of the divine and was presented as a 

sacred union or “marriage” of opposites. Fertility, as an attribute of the divine, can therefore 

not be considered a specifically feminine trait but should rather, be treated as a combined 

effort of both male and female elements. Previous chapters have touched on the possible ties 

between the feminine divine of the Old Norse religions and death as well as the afterlife, 

elements which may have been seen as a more gender specific role of the feminine divine. 

This field will be the subject of the next discussion.  

2.4.2 Death and the Feminine 

As mentioned in previous chapters it is worth keeping in mind that within the Old Norse 

religions ideas concerning the afterlife appear to have been quite varied and to have 

developed and changed over time. When dealing with the connection between the goddesses 

of Old Norse religions and death, as with other matters concerning the feminine divine, it is 

nonetheless important to remember that the works of Snorri, while indispensable, 

unfortunately tend to complicate any discussion. As at other times, the influence of Snorri’s 

Christian ethical background shines through in a forced display of dualisms including right-

wrong and good-evil, something that can be seen, for example, in his works on the goddess 

Hel, discussed below.259  

In her influential work: The Road to Hel (1963), Hilda Ellis Davidson suggests a division 

between two main conceptions of the afterlife. Given the nature of the source material and 

its inherent limitations the two conceptions unavoidably merge or appear contradictory at 

times, yet they provide a useful foundation upon which to build any discussion of death and 

the Old Norse realms of the dead. Davidson suggests that on the one hand the concept of the 

afterlife revolved around a belief in “another life after the body is destroyed, and the other 

of a life after death down in the earth where the body lies.”260 The first is of particular interest 

                                                
259 See, for example, Steinsland, 2005: 347; Simek, 1996: 138; and Davidson, 1968, 84, 86. 
260 Davidson, 1968: 65. 
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here and refers to the idea that the dead gather or live on in the homes and halls of the 

divine.261 The homes and halls of goddesses such as Freyja, Hel and Rán are perhaps too 

hastily dismissed by Davidson, who, in a somewhat limiting reading of the material 

continuously returns to an emphasis on Óðinn and Valhöll. She does, however acknowledge 

that, at least on the conceptual level, “It would certainly seem that we have a persistent 

tradition for a goddess of the dead.”262  

Previous chapters have touched on the evidence for what Davidson refers to as a 

“persistent tradition” revealing a strong connection between the Old Norse feminine divine 

and watery places such as ponds, bogs, lakes and rivers.263 These are often conceived of as 

originating underground, something which DuBois notes fits well with visions of the beyond 

which are described as “cold, damp and dark” in a number of cultures.264  

There do indeed appear scattered references throughout the extant sources 

suggesting that a connection may have existed between feminine supernatural figures and 

death. Some, like Skaði, Frigg, Rán or Gefjun can only be tentatively linked to death and the 

afterlife, while others, such as Hel and Freyja as well as the valkyrjur and Dísir, are more 

consistently referred to in connection with death and the afterlife.  

The goddesses Skaði, and Frigg can actually only be connected to death through an 

interpretation of the mythological evidence. The enigmatic jötunnmey and Vanir goddess 

Skaði, who appears as an independent, divorced, goddess in Snorra Edda, seems to be 

associated with the cold dark winters, hunting and skiing, prompting Turville-Petre to remark 

that: “with her snowshoes, her howling wolves, and in her mountain dwelling to which she 

returns from Nóatún, Skaði seems to be a goddess of winter and death.”265 Similarly the Æsir 

goddess Frigg, ruler of the watery Fensalir, is viewed by Bek-Pedersen as a goddess of death, 

                                                
261 The second conception of the afterlife presented by Davidson appears in particular in the sagas where it 
refers to a belief in a continued existence of the the body within the grave mound, mountains or land itself. This 
belief requires strong familial ties to the local environment and it is not tied to any specific divinity, male or 
female. While this will not be discussed further here due to lack of space it is nonetheless worth noting that the 
belief in the continued existence of the body within the grave mound is closely related to a worship of, and belief 
in, the power of the ancestral dead which is primarily found in the fornaldar sögur, see Davidson, 1968: 100. 
This belief can in some ways be likened to the Christian worship of dead saints which will be discussed in Chapter 
3.3.2 below. 
262 Davidson, 1968: 75. 
263 Fredengren, 2011: 109-135; and Gunnell, 2007: unpublished lecture. 
264 DuBois, 1999: 79. 
265 Turville-Petre, 1964: 165. 
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a conclusion she bases on her role in the myth of the death of Baldr but which lacks conclusive 

evidence.266  

Only slightly more evidence exists connecting Rán, the goddess of the sea, with death. 

According to Skáldskaparmál Rán collects dead men in her net: “Rán átti net þat er hon veiddi 

í menn alla þá er á sæ kómu.”267 Davidson suggests that Rán may have been seen by later 

Norse poets as the deadly elemental force of the sea suggesting that she was “at once 

destroyer and welcomer of the seaman,” arguing that with time her image “merged with the 

idea of a home of the gods to which the dead may come and in which certain supernatural 

women receive them.”268  

Finally, the Æsir goddess Gefjun is worth mentioning here.269 On the basis of 

information provided by Snorri Gefjun is attended by women who die unmarried and is thus 

identified as a goddess of death: “Fjórða er Gefjun. Hon er mær, ok henni þjóna þær er meyjar 

andask.”270 Additionally, as Davidson has pointed out: “One rather slender piece of evidence 

which seems to agree with Snorri’s representation of her as the goddess of chastity is the fact 

that she is invoked by the girl in Völsa þáttr who opposes the phallic cult practised by the rest 

of her family.271  

As with Skaði, Frigg and Rán there is precious little to identify Gefjun as a goddess of 

death in the extant sources. Nevertheless, when taken together, one can see how the threads 

of the “persistent tradition” slowly combine to strengthen the argument that death and the 

afterlife had feminine connotations within the Old Norse religious framework. This is perhaps 

most evident in the figures of Hel, who appears as both the realm of the dead and its ruler, 

and the Vanir goddess Freyja, who, along with the feminine supernatural beings the valkyrjur 

                                                
266 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 97. For the myth of the death of Baldr and the attempts of Frigg to reclaim him from the 
realm of the goddess Hel, see Gylfaginning ch. 49, Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 45-48. 
267 Snorri Sturluson, 1998: 41. Interestingly, in the prose introduction to Reginsmál, Rán lends her net to the 
elusive Loki: see Eddukvæði, 1998: 222. 
268 Davidson, 1968: 77. 
269 As noted in the previous chapter, Gefjun is linked to fertility in Snorri’s opening chapter of Gylfaginning, see 
Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 1. The argument could, however, be made that these seemingly contradictory roles of 
Gefjun as life bringer and keeper of the dead need not be considered mutually exclusive, but rather, they should 
be seen as being in keeping with the re-occurring circular progression of life, death and rebirth found in much 
of the Old Norse mythological material.  
270 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 29. In his list of Old Norse goddesses given in Gylfaginning ch. 35, Snorri places Gefjun 
fourth. If his list implies a hierarchy among the divine, as Davidson has suggested, then Gefjun should be 
considered as having been quite important, see Davidson, 1968: 75.  
271 Davidson, 1968: 75. For Völsa-þáttr see Flateyjarbók II, 1945: 444.  
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and dísir, seems to have influence in the fate of men, particularly their final hours and 

afterlife.  

The concept of Hel in the extant sources can be quite confusing as it refers to both a 

place and the supernatural being who rules it.272 According to the poems Helreið Brynhildr, 

and Baldursdraumar the realm of Hel can be reached by road and as such can be travelled by 

both the living and the dead.273 The ruler of this realm of the dead is Hel, a supernatural 

female who is never directly called a goddess. Hels halls, according to Völuspá st. 42, are found 

underground274 and lie, according to Grímnismál st. 31, under one of the three roots of the 

world tree, Yggdrasill.275 Snorri Sturluson, meanwhile, introduces Hel as the daughter of Loki 

and a female jötunn in Gylfaginning, and paints a rather dark and dreary picture of both her 

and her realm. According to Snorri, Hel was cast down into Niflheim by Óðinn and given power 

over its nine worlds, which according to him, are populated only by those who die from old 

age and infirmity: 

 

Hel kastaði hann í Niflheim ok gaf henni vald yfir níu heimum at hon skipti ǫllum 
vistum með þeim er til hennar váru sendir, en þat eru sóttdauðir menn ok 
ellidauðir. Hon á þar mikla bólstaði ok eru garðar hennar forkunnar hávir ok 
grindr stórar. Eljúðnir heitir salr hennar, Hungr diskr hennar, Sultr knífr hennar, 
Ganglati þrællinn, Ganglǫt ambátt, Fallanda Forað þreskǫldr hennar er inn 
gengr, Kǫr sæing, Blíkjanda Bǫl ársali hennar. Hon er blá hálf en hálf með 
hǫrundar lit—því er hon auðkend—ok heldr gnúpleit ok grimlig.276 
 

As mentioned in Chapter 1.2.3 it is possible that the dualism inherent to Christian 

eschatological teachings may have affected or influenced Snorri. This is particularly notable 

in his contention that while good men go to Óðinn, evil men go to Hel:277 “En vándir menn 

fara til Heljar ok þaðan í Niflhel, þat er niðr í inn níunda heim.”278 Problems likewise arise with 

                                                
272 In addition to the sources mentioned here the supernatural female Hel is also referenced in connection to 
death in Fjölvinnsmál st 25. (in Svipdagsmál) see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 414. In Baldursdraumar, st. 3, Óðinn 
rides to the gates of Hel’s hall to find the grave of a dead völva. The same occurs in Fáfnismál sts. 21, and 39, 
where Sigurðr implies that upon their deaths both Fáfnir and Regin will be claimed by Hel, see Eddukvæði, 1998: 
235, 240; and Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 380. 
273 The dead are said to travel to the afterlife along the road to Hel: Helvegr mentioned in Helreið Brynhildar, 
(Eddukvæði, 1998: 286) and in Gylfaginning ch. 49, (Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 45). Óðinn is also able to visit Hel to 
wake a völva from her grave in Baldursdraumar: Eddukvæði, 1998: 380- 384.  
274 Eddukvæði, 1998: 13 (H: 373- 374). 
275 Eddukvæði, 1998: 76. 
276 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 27. 
277 Simek, 1996: 138; and Davidson, 1968: 84. 
278 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 9.  
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Snorri’s description of Hel, quoted above, because of the eventual presence there of the Æsir 

god Baldur and his wife Nanna who appear to join Hel in her hall. Neither of thse figures died 

from old age. Nor did they die from disease. In light of this confusing evidence Davidson 

argues that, as with the goddess Rán, Hel should be treated as a later poetic personification 

of death and dying created by poets and concludes: “It seems likely, that Snorri’s account of 

the queen of the Underworld is chiefly his own work.”279  

While undeniably problematic and confusing as pointed out by Davidson, Snorri’s 

work on Hel nevertheless underlines the strong cognitive connection which existed between 

the feminine and death in the Old Norse mythological material, one which could neither be 

denied nor ignored. Any discussion of this connection would obviously be incomplete without 

some furhter discussion of the Vanir goddess Freyja who the extant sources suggest can be 

connected to battle, death and the afterlife.  

With regards to battle, Freyja is depicted riding a gold-bristled battle boar, 

Hildisvíni,280 in Hynduljóð sts. 5, an image which brings to mind the earlier-noted description 

given by the Roman historian Tacitus of the Aesti tribe who worship the Mother of the Gods 

and wear as her emblem the wild boar as protection in battle.281 Grímnismál st. 14, then 

reveals that as a battle goddess Freyja both claims the fallen dead, something which will be 

discussed further below, and provides them with another life, in her halls, after the body had 

been destroyed: 

 

Fólkvangur er inn níundi 
en þar Freyja ræður 
sessa kostum í sal. 
Hálfan val 
hún kýs hverjan dag,  
en hálfan Óðinn á.282 
 

                                                
279 Davidson, 1968: 84. 
280 Eddukvæði, 1998: 396. According to sts. 7, Hildisvíni was made by two dvergar; Dáinn and Nabbi. However, 
there are indications later in the poem that the “boar” in question might be Óttarr, her warrior companion in 
the poem. According to Snorri her brother, Freyr, also has a similar, golden bristled boar which pulls his chariot, 
called Gullinbursti, or Slíðrugtanni, made by the dwarf Brokkr, see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 47; See also Lenka 
Kovářová, 2011: 163-173 for a discussion of the presence and relevance of the boar in battle. 
281 Tacitus, 1914: 328-329. 
282 Eddukvæði, 1998: 73. Snorri quotes this passage in Gylfaginning, ch. 24, see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 24. 
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Both the names of Freyja’s home Fólkvangur,283 and her hall Sessrúmnir,284 suggest 

that Freyja ruled in a world of the dead. In light of the focus on the feminine within this thesis 

it is particularly interesting to note that Freyja not only received warriors who died in battle 

but also women who apparently choose to go to her. In Egils saga, Þorgerðr daughter of Egill, 

who is himself a dedicated Óðinn follower, threatens to starve herself to death. She appears 

quite certain theat she will join Freyja in the afterlife declairing to her father: "Engan hefi ek 

náttverð haft, ok engan mun ek, fyrr en at Freyju."285 The potential reception of an unmarried 

woman like Þorgerðr in Freyja’s halls brings to mind one of Freyja’s secondary names,286 Gefn, 

and possible connections to the goddess Gefjun who as mentioned above, is also viewed in 

the role of receiving virgins after dearh, raising the possibility that they were one and the 

same figure. For now, it is sufficient to conclude that her role as battle goddess and keeper of 

the slain strongly ties Freyja to the afterlife.  

Returning to st. 14 of Grímnismál noted above, it has been pointed out by Luke 

Murphy that while undeniably associating the goddess Freyja with battle and the dead the 

phrasing of the stanza implies a lack of agency on the part of the two divinities mentioned 

with regard to the fate of warriors: Freyja is certainly entitled to the first pick of dead, the 

phrase: “hún kýs,” suggesting that the goddess is able to choose her share, but the fact that 

she chooses from among the “val,” or the fallen dead, implies that neither she, nor Óðinn, are 

actively responsible for deciding the fate of the warriors who enter the battlefield.287 Instead, 

as Bek-Pedersen argues, the adherents of the Old Norse religions believed that the fate of 

individuals, from womb to tomb, lay in the hands of another group of supernatural female 

figures, primarily those known as nornir (singl. norn), valkyrjur (singl. valkyrja) and dísir (singl. 

dís). The appearance of these supernatural feminine forces of fate in the extant sources and 

their possible connections to the goddesses of Old Norse religions is thus worth exploring 

further as they clearly represent yet another gender specific aspect of the feminine divine: 

fate and foreknowledge.  

                                                
283 Literally, the field of the people, or field of the army: see Simek, 1996: 87. 
284 “Salr hennar Sessrúmnir, hann er mikill ok fagr”: Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 24. According to Simek, 1996: 280, 
the name means the place with many or roomy seats. 
285 Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar (ch. 78), 1933: 244. 
286 Britt-Mari Näsström suggests that Gefjun is simply another aspect of the goddess Freyja: Näsström, 2002: 71. 
287 See Murphy, 2013: 47; 122-126. 
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2.4.3 Fate and the Feminine  

In the various Old Norse sources, both poetic and prose, the presence of the fate-shaping 

feminine supernatural beings noted above is particularly notable at pivotal moments in an 

individual’s life such as at their birth, during battle, or at the moment of their death. Along 

with the nornir, valkyrjur and dísir one must therefore also consider several other feminine 

beings such as the fylgur (singl. fylgja) and the draumkonur (singl. draumkona) as well as the 

earlier-noted Old Norse goddesses, especially Frigg and Freyja, all of whom can in one way or 

another be connected to fate and foreknowledge.  

As before it is important to acknowledge that different social, environmental and 

cultural surroundings influenced the portrayal of these beings in the sources and that as a 

result, no set lines or fixed borders between the spheres of influence connected with each 

group exists, nor is it likely to ever have existed.288 Bek-Pedersen rightly points out, that while 

appearing as separate entities in the sources, the female beings responsible for the fate of 

humans “tend to merge more or less into each other, yet without ever becoming synonymous 

with one another.”289 Rather than attempting to create artificial borders between entities, it 

seems appropriate to focus on the aforementioned pivotal moments in an attempt to glean 

which group or groups were believed to be involved at such times. 

The first moment of any note in a person’s life must inevitably be the moment of his, 

or her, birth. In general, the sources only mention births in passing. There they appear, if at 

all, as a mundane, matter-of fact occurrence. The birth process itself, from beginning to end 

is, however, far more complex than the phrase “giving birth” suggests. It includes the first 

birth pangs, the separation of the child from its mother in a brutal, bloody, act of pain and 

adrenaline, the baby’s first ragged breath, the birth of the afterbirth, not to mention the 

mother’s recovery. The whole birth process is therefore always a liminal time where change 

is inevitable. During the birth the survival of neither mother, nor child, is guaranteed and it 

would seem natural that some sort of supernatural presence be expected on behalf of both 

parties. There is some evidence that during childbirth help for the mother could be sought 

from the feminine supernatural and divine. Lotte Motz has suggested reading st. 9 of 

                                                
288 See particularly Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 13-64, for her discussion of the supernatural female figures connected 
with fate focusing on the nornir. 
289 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 64.  
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Oddrunargrátur as the only instance where Frigg and Freyja may possibly have been called 

upon to help a woman in childbirth:290  

 

Svo hjálpi þér 
hollar vættir, 
Frigg og Freyja 
og fleiri goð 
sem þú felldir mér 
fár af höndum291 
 

The two goddesses are called on along with other unnamed divinities: “Fleiri goð,” of 

which we know nothing else, and the “hollar vættir” who are likely to be other, benevolent, 

feminine supernatural beings who may be inclined to assist during the birth process such as 

the dísir or possibly the nornir. In st. 9 of Sigrdrífomál, Sigrdrífa claims that by the correct 

application of helping-runes the dísir can be called on to ease childbirth: 

 

Bjargrúnar skaltu kunna  
ef þú bjarga vilt  
og leysa kind frá konom;  
á lófa þær skal rísta  
og of liðo spenna  
og biðia þá dísir duga.292  

 

The stanza shows that some kind of combination of rune-magic and chanting is 

required to enlist the assistance of the dísir suggesting that these beings were at least able, if 

not willing, to assist women in need. Fáfnismál st. 12 may also contain a reference to the 

presence of the norns at birth, though their exact role, if any, during the birth process is 

unclear: 

 

Segðu mér, Fáfnir, 
allz þic fróðan kveða 
og vel margt vita: 
hverjar eru þær nornir,  
er nauðgönglar eru 

                                                
290 Motz, 1980: 171. 
291 Eddukvæði, 1998: 414.  
292 Eddukvæði, 1998: 245. 
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Og kiósa mæður frá mögum?293 
  

In this instance, the presence of the nornir should perhaps be read in relation to the 

individual born, not the mother giving birth.294 As such, it becomes suggestive of the roles of 

the Nornir as shapers of an individual’s fate, deciding, or choosing, every aspect of their life 

from the very moment of birth. This role of the nornir as the deciding forces in the lives of 

individuals is also found elsewhere. According to ch. 15 of Snorri’s Gylfaginning a great 

number of nornir exist who are in some way connected to the æsir, álfar and dvergar and can 

be either inherently good, or inherently bad, shaping a person’s fate accordingly:  

 

Þar stendr salr einn fagr undir askinum við brunninn, ok ór þeim sal koma þrjár 
meyjar þær er svá heita: Urðr, Verðandi, Skuld. Þessar meyjar skapa mǫnnum 
aldr. Þær kǫllum vér nornir. Enn eru fleiri nornir, þær er koma til hvers manns 
er borinn er at skapa aldr, ok eru þessar goðkunnigar, en aðrar álfa ættar, en 
inar þriðju dverga ættar, svá sem hér segir: 
 

Sundrbornar mjǫk 
hygg ek at nornir sé, 
eigut þær ætt saman. 
Sumar eru Áskunnar, 
sumar eru álfkunnar, 
sumar dœtr Dvalins.’ 
 
Þá mælir Gangleri: ‘Ef nornir ráða ørlǫgum manna, þá skipta þær geysi ójafnt er 
sumir hafa gott líf ok ríkuligt, en sumir hafa lítit lén eða lof, sumir langt líf, sumir 
skamt.’ 
Hár segir: ‘Góðar nornir ok vel ættaðar skapa góðan aldr, en þeir menn er fyrir 
óskǫpum verða, þá valda því illar nornir.’295 

 

The evidence so far has suggested that feminine supernatural forces, particularly the 

dísir and the nornir, and possibly also the goddesses Frigg and Freyja, could affect the process 

of birth if called upon for assistance. Furthermore, it has suggested that the nornir continued 

to shape the fate of individuals, for good and for bad, throughout their lives. Bearing in mind 

                                                
293 Eddukvæði, 1998: 233.  
294 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 37. She discusses the possibility of interpreting the phrase “at kjósa” as referring on the 
one hand to the role of the nornir as death bringers whereby the phrase would indicate that either mother or 
child must dies and the nornir must choose between them, or, in a more benevolent reading, the phrase simply 
means that the nornir are responsible for separating the two lives at a certain point in time. 
295 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 18. Again, caution must be applied as there is evidence of Christian dualism in Snorri’s 
work; attributing the good fortune of some to the benevolence of good norns and vice versa. 
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that the only thing in life that is guaranteed, is death, it seems logical to consider the presence 

of feminine supernatural beings in life threatening situations, such as battle, next.  

There is not much evidence suggesting that the goddesses of Old Norse religions were 

believed to be actively present during battles. That being said, their involvement should 

perhaps not be entirely excluded either. As noted above the goddess Freyja is closely 

connected to the realm of the dead where she receives fallen warriors at her hall Fólkvangr 

suggesting a strong link to the battlefield. According to Þrymskviða st. 13, Freyja also owns a 

“valshamr” or bird-skin, which allows its wearer to shapeshift into a bird,296 something which 

may associate her with the valkyrjur discussed below. The image of Freyja riding her battle 

boar Hildisvíni given in Hynduljóð st. 5-7297 actively connects her to battle and is, as previously 

noted, reminiscent of the account by Tacitus of the Aestii tribe.  

Protection, both before and during perilous encounters, may also have been sought 

from the Æsir goddess Frigg. According to Snorri the goddess Hlín “er sett til gæzlu yfir þeim 

mönnum er Frigg vill forða við háska nokkvorum.”298 Frigg likewise attempts to protect her 

son Baldr, asking all things to swear her an oath not to harm him.299 A similar idea might be 

seen in the the eighth-century Historia Langobardorum, written by Paulus Diaconus, where 

the goddess Frigg acts as strategic advisor to the Langobard tribe and her cunning plans 

awards them victory over the Vandals, whom Óðinn had supported.300 We might also consider 

the first four stanzas of Vafþrúðnismál where Óðinn and Frigg converse, he seeks her thoughts 

of his intention to challenge the jötunn Vafþrúðnir to a battle of wits, and asks: “Ráð þú mér 

Frigg.” She counsels restraint at first, but when it is clear that he intends to go despite her 

words of warning she sends him off with the words:  

 

Heill þú farir,  

                                                
296 Freyja never uses the bird-skin herself but lends it to other gods: Loki borrows the bird-skin, in Þrymskviða 3-
5, referred to as a “fjaðrhamr” in the poem, see Eddukvæði, 1998: 136-137. Frigg is also attributed ownership of 
a bird-skin, called “valshamr,” in Skáldskaparmál ch.1, see Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 2; 24. Although Ingun 
Ásdísardóttir believes this may be a later misunderstanding, see Ingun Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 195. In the prologue 
to Völundarkviða and in st. 6 of Helreið Brynhildar the female Valkyrjur are able to take the form of birds, see 
Eddukvæði, 1998: 145-146 and 287-290. 
297 Tacitus, 1914: 328- 329; Eddukvæði, 1998: 396; see also Kovářová, 2011: 163-173 for a discussion of the 
presence and relevance of the boar in battle. 
298 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 30. 
299 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 45. According to Simek, Hlín may also be another name for Frigg, (see Simek, 
2007:153) in which case the quote from Gylfaginning should be read to mean that Frigg actively protects those 
she chooses from harm instead of commanding others to dot it. 
300 Paulus Diaconus, 2009: 240. 
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heill þú aftur komir,  
heill þú á sinnum sér! 
Æði þér dugi,  
hvar er þú skalt, Aldaföður,  
orðum mæla jötunn.301 
 

In light of the goddess’s ability to award protection, emphasised by the examples 

above, the formulaic repetition of the words “heill þú” may perhaps be read as having 

protective function. Thus, although the goddesses in general are not actively involved in battle 

scenarios, there is some evidence to suggest that Freyja, Frigg and possibly Hlín, may all have 

been thught able to supply some form of protection to those destined for such life-

threatening situations.  

In other references to life-threatening actions involved in battles, the extant sources, 

particularly the Icelandic family sagas, suggest that fetch-like feminine beings, such as the 

dísir302 and fylgjur may have been believed to be capable of awarding individuals with their 

supernatural protection or forewarn them of impending, and in most cases inevitable, 

death.303  

The so-called spádísir have the ability to protect King Sigmundr in Völsunga saga ch. 

11: “Margt spjót var þar á lopti ok örvar. En svá hlífðu honum hans spádísir, at hann varð ekki 

sárr, ok engi kunni töl, hversu margr maðr fell fyrir honum”304 Other spádísir appear in a 

dream to Ásmundr in Ásmundar saga kappabana and state their support in upcoming battles: 

“[v]ér erum spádísir þínar, ok skulum vér vörn veita þér móti mönnum, er at berjast við 

hertugana, en þá, er þú hefir at reyna við þik”305 These protective dísir appear attached to 

                                                
301 Eddukvæði, 1998: 56.  
302 Some caution must be applied to the use of the word dís, as it is common in kennings where it may refer to 
either the a goddess-like supernatural female or simply a woman or female character: see Simek, 2007: 61-62. 
Of particular importance here is the fact that the term dísir also refers to the only supernatural feminine beings, 
apart from certain goddesses, who appear to have been the object of cult worship, as will be discussed in the 
next chapter, see also Truville-Petre, 1964: 121-127; Price, 2002: 58; Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 41-48 and Gunnell, 
2000. 
303 In Gylfaginning ch. 35, Snorri calls the goddess Freyja Vanadís, while the combination of the words Vanir and 
dís connects the goddess to these supernatural beings, the exact meaning of the word is unclear, it has been 
suggested that she may have been seen as the queen of the dísir, (Gunnell, 2000: 18; Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 
102.) which would simultaneously establish a link between the dísir and the death and battle elements 
connected to Freyja. 
304 Völsunga saga, Fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda, vol 1. 1943-44: 25-26. It should be noted that in this instance 
the spádísir take on a valkyrju-like function in their ability to protect the King, comparable with the actions of 
the valkyrja Sváfa in Helgakviða Hjörvarðssonar who in st. 8-11, gives Helgi the directions to a sword and protects 
him in battle, see Eddukvæði, 1998: 179-192. 
305Ásmundar saga kappabana (ch. 8), 1944: 304. 
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King Sigmundr and Ásmundur personally. Other sources suggest that the dísir might also be 

attached to specific families, such as the horse riding, sword wielding, dísir who, in Af Þiðranda 

ok dísunumI, in Kristni þættirII, kill a man after he trespasses into a ritual held in their honour: 

“[...] geta má ek til, at þetta hafi engar konur verit aðrar en fylgjur yðrar frænda […]. Ætla ek 

þær dísir yðrar, er fylgt hafa þessum átrúnaði, nú hafa vitat fyrir siðaskipti ok þat, at þær munu 

verða afhendar þeim frændum.”306 In the account, the dísir appear as two groups of female 

riders, one clad in black and the other in white. These dísir are also called fylgjur and Turville-

Petre remarks that “the two words must have been synonyms, or nearly so” and interprets 

their meaning as referring to guardian spirits or attendants.307  

The fylgjur share the commitment of the dísir to individuals and appear to be attached 

to certain families, even when these individuals or families travel or move between countries, 

such as the fylgjukona in Hallfreðar saga, who appears at sea just prior to the death of 

Hallfreðr: “þá sá þeir konu ganga eptir skipinu; hon var mikil ok í brynju; hon gekk á bylgjum 

sem á landi. Hallfreðr leit il ok sá, at þar var fylgjukona hans.”308 Interestingly this fylgja 

transfers her allegiance to the kinsman of her previous ward only after his acceptance of her. 

The woman who appears in a dream in Vatnsdælasaga ch. 36, likewise appears to attend 

members of the same family: “Ok ins þriðju nótt, áðr Þorsteinn skyldi heiman ríða, dreymði 

hann, at kona sú, er fylgt hafði þeim frændum, kom at honum ok bað hann hvergi fara.”309 

However, unlike the dísir, who seem able to lend physical assistance during battle, the fylgjur 

appear to have a less tangible form and are only able to give advice or assist when they appear 

in dreams as was ultimately the case with the aforementioned fylgja in Vatnsdæla Saga who 

causes some kind of illness by touching Þorstein’s eyes in his sleep preventing him from going 

on what would have been a fatal visit.  

From these sources, we may gather that the dísir and fylgjur were able to appear, 

either in dreams or in visions, to individuals or members of certain families to which they were 

dedicated, and could give warnings, and in some cases, protection from harm. The dísir 

appear to be slightly more powerful than the fylgjur, and are highly sensitive to the religious 

life of those they serve, to the point of literally embodying their religious beliefs. The dísir are 

                                                
306 Af Þiðranda ok dísunum, 2002: 124.  
307 Turville-Petre, 1963: 227. 
308 Hallfreðar saga (ch. 11), 1939: 198.  
309 Vatnsdæla saga (ch. 36), 1939: 95. 
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also able to cause physical injury, even death. It stands to reason that in order to do this these 

same beings would have had to have had foreknowledge of the potentially fatal situations 

their charges were fated to encounter.  

The dísir and fylgjur mentioned above who bear armour, ride horses, are familiar with 

the fate of men and are capable of causing death in battle, share these features with another 

group of supernatural female beings: the valkyrjur. In addition to these common 

characteristics both the dísir and valkyrjur tend to appear in groups of varying sizes and their 

total number seems limitless. However, while the dísir are most often referred to as a 

collective group of unnamed female beings a good number of the valkyrjur mentioned in the 

sources bear individual names. These names tend to be expressive of battle, incorporating 

sounds and weaponry,310 and are suggestive of their specific roles as battle related spirits.311 

Völuspá, st. 30, explicitly names six, horse-riding valkyrjur. In addition to the descriptive 

element inherent in their names, the stanza connects them to both horses and to Óðinn but 

does not reveal much information about their actual roles in battle or after it.312 Nevertheless, 

the appearance of these supernatural females in the poem clearly precedes the initial 

moments of ragnarök and the death of Baldr, which according to Snorri’s Gylfaginning ch. 49, 

had been foreseen in a dream.313 The poem then continues on to the unavoidable death of 

many male gods, supporting ideas mentioned above concerning some sort of link between 

the feminine supernatural, here in the form of valkyrjur, and fated death in battle. Grímnismál 

st. 36, likewise presents the valkyrjur as a group of individually named feminine supernatural 

beings. Their names here also refer to battle paraphernalia and connect them directly with 

the afterlife expected to await the fallen warriors known as einherjar314 in Valhöll under the 

patronage of Óðinn:  

 

Hrist ok Mist 
vil ek at mér horn beri, 
Skeggjǫld ok Skǫgul, 
Hildr ok Þrúðr, 
Hlǫkk ok Herfjǫtur, 
Gǫll ok Geirahǫð, 

                                                
310 For a list of names for valkyrjur and their possible meanings see Price, 2002: 339-340. 
311 See Price, 2002: 339; and Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 48-49. 
312 Eddukvæði, 1998: 10.  
313 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 45.  
314 Simek translates “einherjar” as “warriors killed in battle” see Simek, 2007: 71.  
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Randgríð ok Ráðgríð 
ok Reginleif. 
Þær bera einherjum ǫl.315 

 

Snorri appears to consider the valkyrjur subservient to Óðinn, awarding victory 

according to his will and serving wine to his einherjar in valhöll.316 The descriptions of female 

beings carrying wine inevitably brings to mind the imagery on some of the Gotland stones, 

which depict female figures holding drinking horns and offering them to warriors who arrive, 

possibly to the afterlife by horseback.317 Michael Enright has suggested that the cup-bearing 

woman may have served an important social function, cementing alliances between a leader 

and his troops through a ritualised offering of wine or other alcohol.318 As such the description 

of the valkyrjur serving wine in Valhöll might be seen to cement the connection of these 

supernatural female beings to Óðinn.  

Cups aside, Snorri quotes the aforementioned list of valkyrjur from Grímnismál in 

Gylfaginning, adding that: “Þær sendir Óðinn til hverrar orrostu. Þær kjósa feigð á menn ok 

ráða sigri. Guðr ok Rota ok norn in yngsta er Skuld heitir ríða jafnan at kjósa val ok ráða 

vígum.”319 The phrasing suggests that while Óðinn may send the valkyrjur off to oversee each 

battle, the supernatural women are the ones actually responsible for choosing the fated dead 

and thus, ultimately, award victory to either side. Bearing this in mind it is particularly 

interesting to note that Snorri includes the norn Skuld, whom he calls the youngest of the 

norns, among the valkyrjur. It may be, as Bek-Pedersen notes, that “Skuld spans that grey area 

where nornir and valkyrjur overlap.”320 As such she would represent some kind of hybrid 

between the nornir, who as mentioned above are responsible for shaping the overall fate of 

individuals, and the valkyrjur, whose role appears mostly restricted to the battlefield where 

they choose the fated dead and award victory.  

                                                
315 Eddukvæði, 1998: 77.  
316 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 30. 
317 The stones depicting female figures are categorized as G 59, 77, 92, 110. The Gotland stones may have served 
as a type of gravestone, see Andrén, 1993: 33-34; Nylén, 1988: 9-10; 50. Female figures on gravestones are also 
reminiscent of the images from the Kivik Bronze Age grave mentioned in Chapter 2.2 and suggest that the 
connection between the feminine and death may have had ancient roots. 
318 Enright, 1996: 34-35. 
319 Snorri Sturluson, 2005: 30. 
320 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 79. 
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The dual function of the valkyrjur as shapers and executioners of fate is also seen in 

the poem Darraðarljóð, preserved in chapter 157 of Brennu-Njáls saga.321 It is perhaps the 

most gruesome description of valkyrjur322 showing them physically at work shaping the fate 

of men. The poem describes a group of twelve valkyrjur who appear as the designers of a 

great battle, and vividly describes how the supernatural women gather in a dyngja to weave 

a gray web of fate on a loom made from human body parts and weaponry. Unlike Freyja, who 

according to Grímnismál st. 14, simply selects from among the slain, and Óðinn, who 

according to Gylfaginning ch. 36, sends the valkyrjur off to the battlefield Darraðarljóð st. 6 

implies that the valkyrjur have the power to choose how, when, and even if, warriors die:  

 
Vindum, vindum 
vef darraðar, 
þar er vé vaða 
vígra manna! 
Látum eigi 
líf hans farask; 
eigu valkyrjur  
vals of kosti.323 
  

It may be concluded that while the valkyrjur have a strong tie to Óðinn and to Valhöll, 

where they serve wine to the Einherjar and could to some extent fit Enright’s model of “the 

lady with a mead cup,” they, nevertheless, also appear as autonomous forces, particularly in 

the younger source material, where they are the ones making life or death decisions and take 

on the attributes of the fate-shaping nornir deciding the fate of men in battle.  

In an attempt to deal with the dual-sided presentation of the valkyrjur in the sources 

Lotte Motz suggested that “there are two forms of Valkyries, one sovereign and one 

subservient to Odin.”324 However, given that the Old Norse religions were probably never a 

uniform religion with a central hierarchical core based on a single dogmatic scripture, any 

attempt to imagine such a standardised and layered hierarchy among its supernatural beings 

today will inevitably fail. As Bek-Pedersen notes: “Disentangling dísir, valkyrjur, nornir and all 

                                                
321 Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 157), 1954: 454-459. It should be noted that the name Darraðarljóð is only used in 
scholarship, not in the sources. 
322 The literal meaning of the words “valr” is ‘the fallen dead of battle’ and “kjósa” is ‘to chose’: Simek, 2007: 
249. 
323 Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 157), 1954: 457. 
324 Motz, 1980: 178. 
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the others from one another by the means of logic would be not only impossible but probably 

outright wrong.” Luke John Murphy has recently argued for an even more broadminded 

approach to the problem stating that “a range of different traditions coexisted within the 

same valkyric discourse over a significant period of time – some presumably more popular 

than others at different periods – allowing poets and storytellers to draw upon whichever 

arrangement suited their dramatic requirements [...].”325 Thus the material discussed above 

need not be considered contradictory, merely, expressive of the many different forms that 

the fate-shaping supernatural feminine entities could embody at different times and in 

different locations.  

The material reviewed in this chapter underlines that the concept of fate-shaping and 

foreknowing feminine supernatural and divine entities was clearly an integral part of the Old 

Norse religions. The ability to shape the fate of individuals, mortals and the divine, from cradle 

to grave, was to varying degrees believed to belong to female supernatural beings who also 

had the ability to intervene at pivotal moments in a person’s life. It is perhaps no coincidence 

that the goddesses Frigg and Freyja, who are specifically associated with foreknowledge, are 

also strongly connected to death and the afterlife. Inherent to such a belief structure, in which 

events which shape the lives of ordinary people are perceived as preordained, there naturally 

exists the possibility that one can prepare for the inevitable. Bearing this in mind, it seems 

only natural that people would have sought ways to acquire knowledge of what lay ahead 

and perhaps attempt to sway the favour of the powerful beings who brought events to pass. 

The following chapters will thus consider the tools which made possible the acquisition of 

foreknowledge and the women whose role it was to communicate with the powerful fate-

shaping feminine supernatural forces in the Nordic world prior to the introduction of 

Christianity and the Virgin Mary.  

                                                
325 Murphy, 2013: 126. 
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2.5 Understanding the Role of Professional Religious Women in the 

Pre-Christian North 

2.5.1 Introduction  

The material discussed in previous chapters has shown that in addition to fertility, which 

appears to have been a shared function of both sexes, the feminine divine of the Old Norse 

religions was particularly strongly associated with the various realms of the afterlife. It also 

shows that while the goddesses appear to have held knowledge of future events, they 

remained, like the male gods, unable to prevent it from coming to pass. However, unlike the 

goddesses, various feminine supernatural beings mentioned in Old Norse mythology such as 

the nornir, dísir and possibly also the valkyrjur, seem to have been believed to be responsible 

for the actual shaping of events and carving out of an individual’s fate from cradle to grave.326  

In the sagas, these feminine powers of foreknowledge are consistently projected onto 

the human völur who have been aptly described by Judy Quinn as representing femaleness 

by embodying “knowledge, fate and power over life respectively.”327 These women appear to 

have been believed to have the power to manipulate their surroundings, influence the 

outcome of battles, affect the lives of men and foresee the future, primarily through the magic 

of seiðr.328 The aim of this chapter is therefore to consider the possible religious roles of these 

women using the available evidence both written and archaeological.329  

Sub-chapter 2.5.2 will deal with the feminine art of seiðr, a shamanistic-like 

performance with clear feminine connotations which allows an individual to communicate 

with the fate-shaping supernatural forces.  

Sub-chapter 2.5.3 will discuss the role and status of the völur, the professional female 

practitioners of seiðr and focus on their presentation in the written sources.  

                                                
326 This the idea of essentially feminine supernatural forces which were believed to shape a person’s life probably 
developed within the framework of the various Old Norse religions over a very long time and, as discussed in 
Chapter 2.2, may well go back as far as the Bronze Age. See also Chapter 2.3.2 which suggests that from as early 
as the first century AD, women, particularly those of higher social classes, like Veleda, were believed to be able 
to communicate with the supernatural forces through divination.  
327 Quinn, 2007: 523.  
328 Jochens, 1996: 72, 113-115; Simek, 1993: 253, 263; Price, 2002: 354-362; and Callmer, 2006: 189, 192-193 
329 It should be stated that any misunderstandings or misinterpretations of the archaeological material are 
entirely my own and undoubtedly stem from a lack of training in the field. 
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Sub-chapter 2.5.4 will then review the available archaeological evidence for the 

existence of said völur.  

2.5.2 The Feminine Art of Seiðr 

It has been shown above that the concept of fate was central to the worldview of the people 

living in pre-Christian Scandinavia and Iceland. The ideas, imagery and influence of the 

feminine supernatural forces associated with the concept are widely found in the written 

material. Simek is right in stating that “The influence of fate in Germanic religion is [...] 

extremely difficult to assess because the literary source texts, on which we are dependant, 

reflect Germanic thought largely from a Christian point of view.”330 In her in-depth 

investigation of the norns Karen Bek-Pedersen nevertheless makes an attempt to tackle the 

complicated issue of “fate.” She argues that in order to understand its role within the Old 

Norse religious system, modern linear modes of constructing and sequencing time must be 

abandoned. Time and fate, she explains, were two parts of an interlocking whole and life was 

perceived of as a sequence of predetermined actions leading to a finale: 

 
Without the experience of time you cannot have the experience of fate. But 
that does not make them the same experience. The former provides only the 
stage on which the action takes place, whereas the latter provides the script for 
the play. The play is actualised over the course of time - and the fact that the 
script has already been conceived, albeit unbeknownst to the actors who 
partake in the action - is not of chronological significance. It exists outwith the 
stage setting altogether as a given even before the play begins and even after 
it has finished.331 

 

When fate is conceived of as pre-ordained and inescapable and the “script of life” 

understood as already written, all decisions made and actions taken by an individual at any 

given period of his or her life are not random but are instead parts of a sequence destined to 

lead to an inevitable conclusion. The importance of divination to a society which views life in 

such a way now becomes clearer: fate is inescapable. However, because life is predetermined 

each action can logically be anticipated and the unavoidable can be prepared for. A number 

                                                
330 Simek, 2007: 79. 
331 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 91. 
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of written sources suggest that knowledge of Bek-Pedersens “script of life” could be obtained 

through a specific, ritualised form of magic called seiðr.332  

Neil Price analyses the different ways in which seiðr is described as used or applied in 

a wide range of medieval sources and suggests that there existed different types of sorcerers 

with specific functions and skills which, broadly speaking, might be divided into two 

categories which he calls “domestic magic” and “battle magic.”333 According to Price, seiðr 

should therefore be understood as a “collective term for a whole complex of practices, each 

serving a different function within the larger system of sorcery.”334 It is clear from his 

discussion that both categories reflect a connection with spheres of influence which have in 

previous chapters been linked to the feminine divine and the female supernatural beings of 

Old Norse religions.335 However, the focus here will be on the “domestic magic” type of seiðr 

and in particular, that which deals with obtaining knowledge of future events.  

According to Snorri’s Ynglinga saga, it was the Vanir goddess Freyja who first brought 

the art of seiðr to the æsir: “Hon kendi fyrst með Ásum seið, sem Vǫnum var títt.”336 She must 

therefore be considered a master practitioner. Snorri nevertheless reveals Óðinn to also be a 

powerful seiðr practitioner and explains how the art of seiðr might grant knowledge of future 

events along with other skills: 

 
Óðinn kunni þá íþrótt, svá at mestr máttr fylgði, ok famði sjálfr, er seiðr heitir, 
en af því mátti hann vita ørlǫg manna ok óorðna hluti, svá ok at gera mǫnnum 
bana eða ohamingju eða vanheilendi, svá ok at taka frá mǫnnum vit eða afl ok 
gefa ǫðrum. En þessi fjǫlkynngi, er framið er, fylgir svá mikil ergi, at eigi þótti 
karlmǫnnum skammlaust við at fara, ok var gyðjum kennd sú í þrótt.337  

 
Although Snorri describes the art of seiðr as one of Óðinn’s prime sources of power, 

he firmly emphasises the feminine nature of the craft. Among the divine, the practice of seiðr 

was clearly considered to be a feminine art. In fact, other sources, such as Lokasenna, in which 

                                                
332 Simek remarks that the performance of seiðr falls within definitions of magic understood today as: ”man’s 
attempt to make the supernatural subservient to himself.”: Simek, 2007: 199. 
333 Under “domestic magic,” Price lists the various ways in which fate could be divined, good or bad fortune 
could be bestowed and the supernatural beings and realms could be communicated with. Under “battle magic,” 
he then lists the various ways in which seiðr might perceivably be applied in connection with battle, such as by 
providing protection, strengthening weapons and confusing or killing the enemy, see Price, 2004: 121. 
334 Price, 2002: 64.  
335 See further Price, 2002: 64-65; Strömback, 1935; and Ström, 1999. 
336 Ynglinga saga (ch. 4), 1941: 13.  
337 Ynglinga saga (ch. 7), 1941: 19. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

91 

 

Loki accuses Óðinn of ergi,338 reveal that this type of sorcery was considered extremely 

unmanly and that its performance by men carried with it a strong social stigma.339 Pregeant 

explains that in any society where personal and familial honour is paramount, actions, words 

or innuendos which could incur dishonour carried with them grave consequences.340  

The symbols and phrases connected with the term ergi and its most common 

manifestation, níð, when used to insult, not only implied being physically and mentally 

unmanly but carried with it connotations of homosexuality to the extent that it could brand 

a man as having a feminine nature.341 While it is clear from the written sources that under 

certain circumstances and in a somewhat restricted fashion, women could “transgress,” as 

Meulengracht Sörensen put’s it, “into the more public male sphere,”342 settling land, leading 

families, wearing armour and even becoming the head of a household in a matriarchal 

fashion,343 to be feminine, and to be effeminated, he explains, were two different things: the 

feminine role in society was ignominious only when it was assigned to a man.344 To quote Judy 

Quinn, “being good at being a man was not the sole preserve of biological males.”345 For 

males, however, any deviation from masculine virtue struck deeply at a man’s honour and if 

proven correct could, in the more extreme cases, result in social banishment or death.346  

The reasons for the close association between femininity and the practice of seiðr are 

unclear. Scholars have suggested that they may be linked to its performance. Jenny Blain 

suggests that seiðr involved women going into some sort of a trance.347 Her theory is 

                                                
338 Eddukvæði, 1998: 125. 
339 There are exceptions and although their study of male sorcerers and their roles in society would make for an 
interesting topic, there is simply no room in this discussion for the male sorcerer.  
340 Pregeant, 1997: 89. 
341 B. Sawyer points out that on a rune stone in Västergötland, Sweden the threat of ergi was used as a curse: 
“May he become a ræte and an arg(r) woman who cuts the stone to pieces.”: see Sawyer, 2000: 128. Price deals 
at length with the meaning and social effects of accusations of ergi in his book: see Price, 2002: 210-214. See 
also Ström, 1973: 17.  
342 Meulengracht Sorensen, 2000: 81. 
343 Bergþóra in Brennu-Njáls saga is described as being a good man: “kvenskǫrungr mikill ok drengr góðr ok 
nǫkkut skaphǫrð.”: Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 20), 1954: 57. This is a respectful compliment meant to enhance her 
reputation; See also Laxdæla saga, where Unnr djúpúðga leads a settlement party to Iceland and claims land 
much like a man would: Laxdæla saga (chs. 4-5), 1934: 6- 11. Jesch also points out that rich female burials 
(chamber graves, boat burials and cremations) have been found in unusually high numbers in the cemeteries of 
Valsgärde and Tuna in east-central Sweden dating from 300 to 1100 AD suggesting that for generations the 
women of that area, at least, were influential members of society, see Jesch, 1991: 28-29.  
344 Meulengracht Sorensen, 2000: 82. 
345 Quinn, 2007: 522. This argument has also been made by Clover in her article “Hildigunnur’s Lament”: see 
Clover, 1986b: 141-146. 
346 See further in Meulengracht Sorensen, 2000: 79-81; Price, 2002: 211-213; and Ström, 1973: 19-20. 
347 Blain, 2002: 140. 
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supported by the fact that the sources imply that a kind of chanting was required to attract 

spirits, and the fact that narcotics have on occasion been found in female burials from the 

Viking Age.348 Other scholars, such as Neil Price and Leszek Gardela, have incorporated the 

possible use of the two main tools of sorcery in their theories: the so-called seiðr-staff and 

some form of platform or high seat called a seiðhjallr.349 While both are mentioned in the 

written sources, neither of these is described in detail.350 Jenny Jochens has speculated that 

the ritual process performed by a practitioner of seiðr contained actual sexual acts involving 

the staff which made it problematic for male practitioners to perform.351 But as there are no 

extant descriptions of the actual performance of seiðr, it remains impossible to verify the 

physical aspects upon which Jochiens bases her theories.  

A more probable theory was proposed by Karen Bek-Pedersen who has, as noted 

above, argued that the feminine art of fortune telling may have originated in the exclusively 

female abode of the dyngja, where textile work was performed by women.352 Similarly, Leszek 

Gardela recently argued that the origins of seiðr might lie in the almost exclusively feminine 

art of weaving and spinning and the repetitiveness of the work which quickly takes on a 

trance-like element. He reasons that seiðr was in fact a metaphor for domestic activities 

associated with women353 making its practice: “unsuitable for an ideal man, who in the 

common belief of Viking Age Scandinavians, should rather fight and fulfil his destiny by means 

of sword and not feminine sorcery.”354  

Whatever the reasons for its strong feminine connotations, there is general 

agreement among scholars that within the framework of the Old Norse religions the art of 

seiðr belonged squarely within the female sphere of the gender divide where it was practiced 

by women identified in the sources as völur.355 

                                                
348 Price, 2002: 127. 
349 Simek, 1993: 279.  
350 The seiðhjallr has never been positively identified in the archaeological record beyond what may be miniature 
pendant representations of it: see Gardela, 2009: 65 and Price, 2002: 163, 180. The tentative identification of 
several iron rods recovered from predominantly female burials as seiðr-staffs will be discussed in Chapter 2.5.4. 
351 Jochens, 1996: 74.  
352 Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 105-113. 
353 Gardela, 2008: 48-50, 71-72. See also Gardela, 2016 throughout. 
354 Gardela, 2008: 48.  
355 Blain, 2002; Jochens, 1996; Gardela, 2008, 2009; Quinn, 2007; and Price, 2002: 390, and throughout the book, 
but see especially pages 60-91 for a detailed discussion of the völur. 
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2.5.3 Professional Religious Women in the Medieval Nordic Written Sources 

 

Several of the extant medieval Icelandic texts mention 

völur, or women who may have had a similar function. 

Their descriptions vary and it is therefore difficult to 

create an overarching image of what the role and 

function of these women was perceived to be.  

The best and most detailed description of a 

seiðr-practitioner from the written sources is found in 

Chapter 4 of Eiríks saga rauða where everything, from 

the skins of her garment to the items she carries with 

her is listed. The chapter is set in a large farmhouse in 

the small Norse settlement of Greenland. It is largely 

dedicated to the visit of a woman called Þorbjörg 

lítilvölva, who also is identified as a spákona and 

vísindakona in the text, titles which are indicative of 

her knowledge. They certainly relate to her knowledge of the future and may possibly refer 

to her knowledge of the supernatural.  

In addition to the physical appearance of the völva, the account provides a rare 

description of the reception such women may have received and the social and religious 

responsibilities expected of them. Because of its unique content and relevance to this thesis, 

the passage, though long, is worth replicating here.  

 

Í þenna tíma var hallæri mikit á Grænæandi; hǫfðu menn fengit lítit fang, þeir 
er í veiðiferðir hǫfðu farit, en summer ekki aptr komnir. Sú kona var þar í byggð, 
er Þorbjǫrg hét; hon var spákona ok var kǫlluð lítil-vǫlva. Hon hafði átt sér níu 
systr, ok váru allar spákonur, en hon ein var þá á lífi. Þat var háttr Þorbjargar um 
vetrum, at hon fór at veizlum, ok buðu þeir menn henni mest heim, er forvitni 
var á at vita forlǫg sín eða árferð; ok með því at Þorkell var mestr bóndi, þá þótti 
til hans koma at vita, hvé nær létta myndi óárani þessu, sem yfir stóð. Býðr 
Þorkell spákonunni heim, ok er henni þar vel fagnat, sem siðr var til þá er við 
þess háttar konum skyldi taka. Var henni búit hásæti ok lagt undir hana hægindi; 
þar skyldi í vera hænsafiðri. En er hon kom um kveldit ok sá maðr, er móti henni 
var sendr, þá var hon svá búin, at hon hafði yfir sér tuglamǫttul blán, ok var settr 
steinum allt í skaut ofan; hon hafði á hálsi sér glertǫlur, lamskinnskofra svartan 

Figure 2-7: Artist rendering of Þorbjörg 
lítilvölva as described in Eiríks saga rauða. 
 
In Price, 2002: 170, drawing by Þórhallur 
Þráinsson. 
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á hǫfði ok við innan kattaskinn hvít; ok hon hafði staf í hendi, ok var á knappr; 
hann var búinn með messingu ok settr steinum ofan um knappinn; hon hafði 
um sik hnjóskulinda, ok var þar á skjóðupungr mikill, ok varðveitti hon þar í tǫfr 
sín, þau er hon þurfti til fróðleiks at hafa. Hon hafði á fótum kálfskinnsskúa loðna 
ok í þvengi langa, ok á tinknappar miklir á endunum. Hon hafði á hǫndum sér 
kattskinnsglófa, ok váru hvítir innan ok loðnir. En er hon kom inn, þótti ǫllum 
mǫnnum skylt að veita henni sæmiligar kveðjur. Hon tók því sem henni váru 
menn geðjaðir til. Tók Þorkell bóndi í hǫnd henni ok leiddi hana til þess sætis, 
sem henni var búit. Þorkell bað hana þá renna þar augum yfir hjú ok hjǫrð, ok 
svá hýbýli. Hon var fámálug um allt. Borð váru upp tekin um kveldit, ok er frá 
því at segja, hvað spákonunni var matbúit. Henni var gǫrr grautr af kiðjamjólk, 
ok matbúin hjǫrtu úr ǫllum kvykendum, þeim er þar váru til. Hon hafði 
messingarspón ok kníf tannskeptan, tvíhólkaðan af eiri, ok var brotinn af 
oddrinn. En er borð váru upp tekin, þá gengu Þorkell bóndi fyrir Þorbjǫrgu og 
spyrr, hversu henni þykki þar um at lítask, eða hversu skapfelld henni eru þar 
hýbýli eða hættir manna, eða hversu fljótliga hon mun vís verða þess er hann 
hefur spurt hana ok mǫnnum er mest forvitni at vita. Hon kallask ekki munu 
segja fyrr en um morguninn eptir, er hon hafðu áðr sofit um nóttina. En um 
morguninn, at áliðnum degi, var henni veittr sá umbúningr, sem hon þurfti at 
hafa til at fremja seiðinn. Hon bað ok fá sér konur þær, er kynni fræði þat, sem 
til seiðsins þarf ok Varðlokur hétu. En þær konur fundusk eigi. Þá var leitat at 
um bæinn, ef nokkur kynni. Þá segir Guðríðr: „Hvárki em ek fjǫlkunnig né 
vísindakona, en þó kenndi Halldís, fóstra mín, mér á Íslandi þat kvæði, er hon 
kallaði Varðlokur.” Þorkell segir: „Þá ertu hapfróð.” Hon segir: „Þetta er þat eitt 
atferli, er ek ætla í engum atbeina at vera, því at ek em kristin kona.” Þorbjǫrg 
segir: „Svá mætti verða, at þú yrðir mǫnnum at liði hér um, en þú værir þá kona 
ekki verri en áðr; en við Þorkel mun ek meta at fá þá hluti til, er hafa þarf.” 
Þorkell herðir nú at Guðríði, en hon kvezk gera mundu sem hann vildi. Slógu þá 
konur hring um hjallinn, en Þorgbjǫrg sat á uppi. Kvað Guðríðr þá kvæðit svá 
fagurt ok vel, at engi þóttisk heyrt hafa með fegri rǫdd kvæðið kveðit, sá er þar 
var hjá. Spákonan þakkar henni kvæðit ok kvað margar þær náttúrur nú til hafa 
sótt ok þykkja fagrt at heyra, er kvæðit var svá vel flutt, — „er áðr vildu við oss 
skiljask ok enga hlýðni oss veita. En mér eru nú margir þeir hlutir auðsýnir, er 
áðr var ek dúlið, ok margir aðrir. En ek kann þér þat at segja, Þorkell, at hallæri 
þetta mun ekki haldask lengr en í vetr, ok mun batna árgangr sem várar. 
Sóttarfar þat, sem á hefir legit, man ok batna vánu bráðara. En þér, Guðríðr, skal 
ek launa í hǫnd liðsini þat, er oss hefr af þér staðit, því at þín forlǫg eru mér nú 
allgløggsæ. Þú munt gjaforð fá hér á Grænlandi, þat er sæmiligast er, þó at þér 
verði þat eigi til langæðar, því at vegar þínir liggja út til Íslands, ok man þar koma 
frá þér bæði mikil ætt ok góð, ok yfir þínum kynkvíslum skína bjartari geislar en 
ek hafa megin til at geta slíkt vandliga sét; enda far þú nú heil ok vel, dóttir.” 
Síðan gengu menn at vísindakonunni, ok frétti þá hverr þess, er mest forvitni 
var á at vita. Hon var ok góð af frásǫgnum; gekk þat ok lítt í tauma, er hon sagði. 
Þessu næst var komit eptir henni af ǫðrum bæ; fór hon þá þangat. Þá var sent 
eptir Þorbirni, því at hann vi ldi eigi heima vera, meðan slík hindrvitni var framið. 
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Veðrátta batnaði skjótt, sem Þorbjörg hafði sagt. 356 
 

The author of Eiríks saga rauða clearly believed that the appearance of Þorbjörg 

merited special attention: her clothes and the items she carries are described in detail, 

especially when compared to the descriptions of other characters in the saga. We are told 

that, among other things, she wore a blue cape decorated with precious stones, that she had 

a bead-necklace and wore white, cat-skin, gloves, that she had a peculiar, decorated, staff 

and that she carried in her pouch the items she required to practice her craft. All these details 

are worth keeping in mind as they may assist in identifying the graves of possible seiðr 

practitioners in the archaeological record which will be discussed in the following chapter.  

For now, the reception of Þorbjörg lítilvölva and her actions at the farm deserve 

particular attention. She is apparently invited to the farm in question at the start of winter for 

the specific purpose of performing a seiðr ritual in order to foretell the future of the land and 

the people present. The facts that a Christian man, Þorbjorn, refuses to remain under the 

same roof as Þorbjorg, and that a Christian woman, Guðríðr Þórbjarnadóttir, is hesitant to 

comply with her requests for assistance, strongly imply that her visit is of a pagan religious 

nature and that her performance of seiðr causes some tension between Christians and non-

Christians.  

In addition, one notes that many of the preparations made prior to the arrival of 

Þorbjörg at the farm seem to be both predetermined and expected: A high seat is erected, 

fashioned with a pillow/cushion specifically filled with henfeathers, and her food is prepared 

from the hearts of every living creature on the farm, which presumably had to be slaughtered 

beforehand. Such detailed preparation suggests that everything about her visit is a 

performance or even a ritual which people were familiar with. The visit reaches a high point 

when the women of the farm gather around Þorbjörg who is seated upon a hjall, some kind 

of raised platform, to chant the Varðlokur (or lokkur: manuscripts vary). Interestingly Þorbjörg 

does not sing these chants herself. Instead, they are sung by the aforementioned Guðríðr, 

who reluctantly takes part in the ceremony, along with other women who form a circle 

around Þorbjörg.357 Despite the religious inclinations of Guðríðr we are told that her songs or 

chants attract the náttúrur, probably the supernatural spirits of the Old Norse religions, a 

                                                
356 Eiríks saga rauða (ch. 4), 1935: 206-209. 
357 The literary motif of religious women found in the sagas, and especially the tension between the völur and 
the pious Christian women, will be discussed further in chapter 4.  
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point which will be returned to in Chapter 4.5. Þorbjörg is then able to communicate with 

these beings and proceeds to foretell the future of Guðríðr as a show of gratitude, and then 

the future of others present before continuing on to the next farm.  

A similar, although far less detailed account, is found in Chapter 2 of Ǫrvar-Odds saga 

where the völva is called Heiðr (same name as the völva in Völuspá). Unlike Þorbjörg, Heiðr 

travels with a retinue of 30 people who help her perform the seiðr overnight:  

 
Kona er nefnd Heiðr. Hún var vǫlva ok seiðkona ok vissi fyrir óorðna hluti af 
fróðleik sínum. Hún fór á veizlur ok sagði mönnum fyrir um vetrarfar ok forlǫg 
sín. Hún hafði með sér fimmtán sveina ok fimmtán meyjar. Hún var á veizlu 
skammt í burt frá Ingjaldi. [...] Þau bjuggust svá við, at seiðr skyldi fram fara um 
nóttina eptir. Ok er menn váru mettir, fóru þeir at sofa, en vǫlva fór til 
náttfarsseiðs með sitt lið.358 

 

Another example is found in Vatnsdæla saga ch. 10, in which the woman, Finna, 

whose name suggests that she may have connections to the Sámi of Finland, seems to travel 

alone. Nevertheless, as in the examples above, she is well received in spite of her pagan 

profession and expected to foretell the fate of people:  

 
Þar var komin Finna ein fjǫlkunnig. [...] Finan var sett hátt ok búit um hana 
vegliga; þangat gengu menn til fétta, hverr ór sínu rúmi ok, spurðu at 
ørlǫgumsínum. Hon spáði hverjum eptir því sem gekk, en þat var nǫkkut 
misjafnt, hversu hverjum líkaði.359  

 

It is worth noting that all three accounts take place in the homes of influential farmers 

who, at the start of the winter, hold, what appear to be widely known and well established 

religious feasts.360 In addition, all three of the women, who are clearly known for having 

prophetic abilities, appear to travel regularly between such festivities offering their services 

and seem to lack a home address.  

Other sources also mention seasonal religious festivals being held at the beginning or 

middle of winter. Their timing is similar to the visit of the völur noted in the sources mentioned 

above and they seem to involve blood sacrifices in honour of the dísir. These so-called 

                                                
358 Ǫrvar-Odds saga (ch. 2), 1943: 286-289.  
359 Vatnsdæla saga (ch. 10), 1939: 29.  
360 It is not unlikely that larger farmhouses or local chieftains halls may have been transformed, in a figurative 
way, into sacred places during certain times during the year. For more information on the concept of the Hall/Hof 
connection, see Gunnell, 2001. 
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dísarblót361 are mentioned in Snorri’s Ynglinga saga; in Þiðranda þáttur og Þórhalls; in Egils 

saga Skalla-Grímssonar; and in Víga-Glúms saga.362 The existence of two winter blót’s is noted 

by Snorri in Ynglinga saga ch. 8, where he explains how Óðinn laid down the law requiring 

men to “blóta í móti vetri til árs, en at miðjum vetri blóta til gróðrar, it þriðja at sumri, þat var 

sigrblót.”363 In an examination of the ritual year, Terry Gunnell discusses the possibility that 

“[t]he Scandinavian time system was built around two seasons rather than four,” flowing from 

one into the other in an endless loop of time, closing and opening again during a period 

referred to as “winter nights” at the start of winter when a sacrificial festival in honour of the 

female supernatural dísir was held. He suggests that: “[...] in Nordic folk belief and ritual in 

the past, the early and middle winter period was seen as being a period of prophecy, a liminal 

time at which the doors between worlds and the future and the present were open.”364 

Regretfully, these winter celebrations are not described in any detail in the aforementioned 

accounts, although the dísir in Þiðranda þáttur og Þórhalls clearly play a central part in the 

proceedings.  

The motif of an early winter festival, held indoors, involving women, and possibly 

conducted by them, unavoidably brings to mind the account of the poet Sighvatr Þórðarson, 

given by Snorri in Ólafs saga helga, who during the winter of 1019 AD, was apparently denied 

entry to a hof presided over by a woman in which a blót to the álfar was being held: “stóð 

húsfreyja í durum ok bað hann ekki þar inn koma, segir, at þau ætti álfablót.”365 Likewise, it is 

hard to overlook the similarities in the Völsa þáttr, account where the kerling (old woman) 

clearly leads her household in the worship of a phallus.366 The material viewed above 

therefore heavily implies that specific women took an active part in seasonal religious 

proceedings which took place within the home.  

Elsewhere in the sources, we read of formal titles given to women which appear to 

suggest that certain women may have occasionally held formal, active religious positions 

outside the home. This is, as Gunnell has noted, especially the case in sources which explicitly 

                                                
361 Place-name evidence suggests that the dísir may have been the object of cult worship: see Brink, 2007: 124- 
125. On the possible worship of the Old Norse Dísir, see further Bek-Pedersen, 2011: 41-48, and Gunnell, 2000.  
362 See: Ynglinga saga (ch. 29), 1941: 58; Þiðranda þáttr ok Þórhalls, 1987: 2253-2256. (The account can also be 
found in Af Þiðranda ok dísunum (in Kristni þættir), 2003: 121-125); Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar (ch. 44), 1933: 
107; and Víga-Glúms saga (ch. 6), 1956: 16. 
363 Ynglinga saga (ch. 8), 1941: 20. 
364 Gunnell, 2005: 295-296. 
365 Ólafs saga helga (ch. 91), 1945: 137.  
366 Völsa þáttur, Flateyjarbók II, 1945: 445. 
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refer to belief in, or worship of, the Vanir gods.367 An example of this is the young and 

beautiful “kona Freys” in Ǫgmundar þáttr dytts who appears to have had considerable power, 

holding both religious and secular control over the hof site mentioned in the account.368 As 

the saga states, it was she who: “Skyldi hon ok mest ráða fyrir hofstaðnum ok øllu því, er þar 

lá til goðahússins.”369 Landnámabók also states that a certain Þuríðr, whose family were 

devoted followers of Freyr, was known as Þuríðr gyðja, likely referring to her role as a 

priestess of the hof at the farm at Hofsland.370 It also notes a woman called Þorlaug gyðja,371 

whose sister-in-law Sigríðr hangs herself in a hof at her farm Hofstaðir.372 Vápnfirðinga saga 

tells of Steinvör who “[...] var hofgyðja ok varðveitti h⌀fuðhofið. Skyldu þangað allir bændur 

gjalda hoftoll,”373 which suggests that she too had both religious and perhaps also secular 

responsibilities as the attendant of a hof and collector of the hoftoll. Finally, it is worth 

drawing attention to Hyndluljóð, st. 13, according to which Hlédís, the paternal grandmother 

of Óttar, a loyal follower of Freyja, is said to be a gyðja.374 Given that Óttar is said to regularly 

offer Freyja blood sacrifices at a hörgr375 dedicated to her, it could be argued that his 

grandmother must also have served the Vanir goddess. The professionally religious title of 

hofgyðja unavoidably brings to mind Freyja’s earlier noted role and title of blótgyðja given by 

Snorri in Ynglinga saga, and his declaration that that she alone of all the gods survived to 

uphold the sacrifices: “Freyja helt þá uppi blótum, því at hon ein lifði þá eptir goðanna, ok 

varð hun þá hin frægasta.”376 Regretfully, neither the religious activities of the hofgyðjur, nor 

those of Freyja as a blótgyðja, are ever elaborated on in any detail in the written material and 

thus these titles are the only evidence we have showing that Scandinavian and Icelandic 

                                                
367 Gunnell, 2007: Unpublished lecture.  
368 Simek, 2007: 310. “hof” is generally translated as “temple” referring to a pagan “cult building” of some sort. 
369 Ǫgmundar þáttr dytts, 1956: 112-114. 
370 Landnámabók (S 180, H 147), 1968: 223.  
371 Landnámabók (S 41, H 29), 1968: 80. 
372 Landnámabók (S 41, H 29), 1968: 78-79. The passage states that Sigríðr and her husband Illugi “fór þá at búa 
á Hofstǫðum í Reykjardal, því at Geitlendingar áttu at halda uppi hofi því at helmingi við Tungu-Odd.” Sigríðr is 
not called a hofgyðja but she clearly has connections to the hof as she decides to hang herself in it when her 
husband Illugi, “keypti við Hólm-Starra bæði lǫndum ok konum ok fé ǫllu.”  
373 Vápnfiðinga saga (ch. 5), 1950: 26. 
374 Eddukvæði, 1998: 397-398.  
375 A connection between the hörgr and the feminine divine specifically is found in Gylfaginning ch. 14: “Annan 
sal gerðu [goðin], þat var hörgur er gyðjurnar áttu, ok var hann allfagr. Þat hús kalla menn Vingólf.” See Snorri 
Sturluson, 2005: 9.  
376 Ynglinga saga (ch.10), 1941: 24-25. This passage also implies that Freyja was among the strongest of the Old 
Norse gods and suggests that her worship may have continued longest. 
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women could hold probably positions of religious power and importance within the pre-

Christian religious milieu. 

Taken together, the material viewed in this chapter may be said to preserve the 

remnants of a tradition in which certain women, just like certain men, held active religious 

roles connected to places of worship in the pre-Christian Old Norse religions. These roles 

appear to have been particularly strongly connected to religious worship related to belief in 

the Vanir gods.377 The sources also suggest that blood sacrifices may have been made to 

feminine divinities, or supernatural beings, at festivals held during the winter months, 

especially at the start of winter, a time which in the minds of the people who lived in the 

Nordic countries was strongly linked with the feminine supernatural beings who, as discussed 

in the previous chapter, were believed to shape the fate of all people. They also show that 

during those dark times specific women known as völur were thought to be able to connect 

with the supernatural beings in order to gain knowledge of the future from them, particularly 

through the art of seiðr. Their art of prophecy suggests that such women were, in some form 

or another, emulating the goddesses and other supernatural female figures believed to have 

foresight and even effect, if not shape, the future, and occasionally practice seiðr.  

As noted above, it seems clear that the staff was the greatest identifying feature of 

the women known as völur in the written sources. This is further supported by the fact that 

as a title the word völva is derived from the Old Norse word völr, indicating that these women 

were staff carriers or staff wielders. Neil Price has argued that though its use in rituals is neigh-

impossible to deduce, the presence of the staff of the völur may help to identify the burials 

of the völur in the archaeological record as it could be considered “characteristic of the 

sorcerer’s equipment”378 and a symbol of the power such women were believed to hold.379 

The archaeological evidence supporting the existence of these women is worth examining 

next.  

                                                
377 Gunnell, 2017: forthcoming. 
378 Price, 2002: 175. 
379 Price, 2002: 176. 
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2.5.4 The Völur in the Archaeological Record 

Viking Age burials vary both in form and grandeur from cremation, to inhumation in the bare 

ground, coffin, chamber, wagon or boat.380 Designated grave fields spanning a long period of 

time and containing a blend of burial types have been excavated in larger towns or trading 

posts like Birka, Hedeby or Fyrkat.381 The archaeological remains reveal little evidence of how 

the actual burial rites were performed,382 and as Jesch points out “[…] trying to deduce 

something about religious beliefs from the variations in burial practices is not always 

straightforward.”383 If nothing else, the great variation in burial customs and presentation 

serves to underline the vast diversity inherent to the Old Norse religions.  

Archeological research on burials can help reveal a still-life image of the past, a frozen 

moment, literally buried in time which can yield information about the dead, such as gender, 

wealth, status and role in life.384 Both human remains and accompanying artifacts are used to 

identify the gender of the deceased but unsurprisingly the conditions of preservation and the 

circumstances of their discovery often affect their condition making a definite determination 

impossible.385 Nevertheless, female graves are generally identified by the presence of jewelry, 

particularly pairs of oval brooches, necklaces and arm rings, as well as domestic implements 

such as spindle whorls and cooking equipment.386  

Due to the diverse nature of the Old Norse burial customs, noted above, there is no 

simple equation connecting the quality of grave goods found in a burial and the status of the 

dead, especially during the conversion period when burial customs changed dramatically. 

Nevertheless, it is fair to assume that burials which, due to their rich furnishings stand out 

when compared to the surrounding, contemporary burials, most likely belonged to individuals 

of high social status.387 The sagas seem to confirm that rich and powerful women also 

                                                
380 Jesch, 1991: 12, 27; Roesdahl, 1998: 157; and Hygen and Bengtsson, 2000: 97. 
381 Simek, 1993: 94; Jesch, 1991: 27; Ellis Davidson, 1968: 7-15; Roesdahl, 1987: 123-125, 136-140; and Roesdahl, 
1998: 156-158.  
382 Price, 2008: 156-158. Price compares the undisturbed burial to the final act of a theatrical production; bodies 
and odd props are all that remain, the whole play having gone before it, but nothing remains of the other scenes, 
the lines, the feelings portrayed or the dramatic storyline. 
383 Jesch, 1991: 22. 
384 Artelius and Svanberg, 2006: 7-10.  
385 Jesch, 1991: 13, 27 and Price, 2002: 142-149. It is worth noting that while cremation graves yield fewer items 
they can, nevertheless, retain information about the wealth and effort afforded to the burial ceremony itself, as 
well as the gender of the recepient.  
386 Weapons or agricultural tools are typically found with males, although there are exceptions to the rule: see 
Jesch, 1991: 13.  
387 Roesdahl, 1998: 156- 158.  
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received befitting burials, such as in the case of Unnr djúpúðga, 388 who according to Laxdæla 

saga dies during a wedding feast she is hoasting: “Ok inn síðasta dag boðsins var Unnr flutt til 

haugs þess, er henni var búinn; hon var lǫgð í skip í hauginum, ok mikit fé var í haug lagt með 

henni; var eptir þat aptr kataðr haugrinn.”389  

The rich female burials identified to date appear to be at least as well equipped as the 

more numerous male ones. By far the greatest example of female wealth and power is the 

remarkably well preserved Øseberg ship mound in south eastern Norway which Jesch 

considers it to show the pinnacle of status that women could achieve at the time.390 The 

mound, which contained the remains of two women, one of whom must have held great 

respect, is the most splendid in a group of roughly contemporary burials from ninth-century 

Vestfold. Female burials such as these have certainly provoked questions concerning the roles 

and status of their inhabitants, who they were, what they did within their communities and 

what gave them this social importance.391 It is noteworthy that several objects in the Oseberg 

burial, such as the elaborately carved wagon and the detailed tapestry depicting a procession 

of some kind, suggest that at least one of the two women held some kind of religious role, 

possibly as a priestess.392 It is, of course also interesting in this context to note that a direct 

connection between the Vanir goddess Freyja and the women of the ruling classes is made by 

Snorri who explains that women of high social standing were called “frúvur” after Freyja, 

giving high-status women a direct link to the goddess. 393 

It has been argued in previous chapters that certain women, who played very specific 

religious roles within the framework of the Old Norse religions, were obviously held in high 

regard within their communities. The detailed description of Þorbjörg lítilvölva in Eiríks saga 

                                                
388 According to Landnámabók Auðr djúpauðga is a Christian, see Landnámabók (S 110), 1968: 146-147). 
However, as Richard North points out, the writer of Laxdæla saga, “leaves her religion unstated, as in this 
tradition she is presumably not Christian: she is buried in a ship with a hoard of treasure”: North, 1991: 160. See 
also Laxdæla saga (ch.7), 1934: 13. Both Landnámabók and Laxdæla saga describe Auðr/Unnr djúpauðga/ 
djúpúðga (the spelling varies), as one the most influential settlers of Iceland, who claimed a large part of the 
Western quarter and became the matriarch of a powerful family. 
389 Laxdæla saga (ch. 7), 1934: 13. 
390 Jesch, 1991: 31, 34; Kirsten Wolf also notes that “Viking-age graves indicate that women, especially older 
ones, commanded considerable respect.”: Wolf, 2004: 13. 
391 Several scholars have considered the questions concerning the possible roles of the women; see Price, 2002; 
and Gardela, 2008, 2009.  
392 Gardela, 2009: 190-192; Price, 2002: 175; and Sundqvist, 2000: 74. See also Davidson, 1998: 106-112, where 
it is suggested that the “great lady” in the Oseberg ship burial was a priestess of either Freyja or Frigg. 
393 Ynglinga saga (ch. 10), 1941: 25. 
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rauða, certainly suggests that she was a powerful and wealthy individual.394 The only 

reference to a völva grave in the Icelandic sagas is found in Laxdæla saga ch. 76. Several 

aspects of this account are of interest here, particularly regarding the involvement of women 

in the conversion of Iceland and will be returned to in Chapter 4. For now, however, it is worth 

noting that the woman in the grave is idetefied as a völva because she has been buried with 

a seiðstafr.395 

Although they are frequently mentioned, there are few actual descriptions of the 

staffs of sorcery in the written sources beyond the one carried by Þorgbjörg lítilvölva decribed 

in Eiríks saga rauða, referenced in the previous chapter, and as a result, the staffs have been 

difficult to identify in the archeological record. Several rich female burials and a few multiple 

burials from the eighth, ninth and tenth centuries nonetheless certainly contained various 

versions of iron rods.396 These were widely regarded by earlier scholars as cooking spits, riding 

crops or measuring sticks.397  

However, Neil Price maintains that through the careful examination of “everyday 

material culture and its symbolic associations,”398 it might be possible to discover that certain 

simple objects may have had religious connotations in the minds of the people who used 

them.399 He argued in 2002 that the shape and accessories on some of these so-called cooking 

spits and their centralised placement in the graves (often within easy reach of the dead 

woman), should be seen as a primary indicator of their personal importance to the dead 

women.400 Furthermore, the way some of the rods had been secured, carefully wrapped or 

boxed, could indicate that their purpose was something greater than the mundane uses 

                                                
394 Gardela, 2009: 197. 
395 Laxdæla saga (ch. 76), 1934: 224. 
396 Over 20 burials containing iron rods were found in Norway, seven in Sweden, three or four in Denmark, one 
on the British Isles, one each in Ireland and Russia, and two in Iceland. The rods in question have almost without 
exception been found either in female graves or the female ‘section’ of double graves and at other times they 
were reported as stray finds; see Bøgh-Andersen, 1999: 92; Gardela, 2009: 190-196; Price, 2004: 116 and Price, 
2002: 128-158 especially pages 132-139.  
397 For a detailed overview and classification of 72 Vendel- and Viking Age iron rods, see Bøgh-Andersen, 1999. 
As cooking implements are not an unusual item to find among the grave goods of either sex, the identification 
of many of the rods as cooking spits may well be accurate: see Bøgh-Andersen, 1999: 92; Jesch, 1991: 19-21; 
Price, 2002: 186; and Price 2004: 116. Kristján Eldjárn notes several possible categories within which to classify 
the two iron rods from burials at Stærri Árskóggi and Álaugarey in Iceland (Kt. 91 and kt. 151), but because of 
great uncertainty chooses to use the customary classification of cooking spit, see Kristján Eldjárn, 2000: 405.  
398 Price, 2008: 161. 
399 Price, 2002: 127, 180. 
400 Price, 2002: 140; Price, 2004: 116; and Gardela, 2009a: 197. 
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generally proposed.401 Thus, while regional variations could certainly explain the slight 

differences between individual iron rods, Price suggests that their uniqueness and 

comparative rarity implies that their function carries a degree of social status such as could 

be expected if these items were, in fact, tools of sorcery.402 His ideas have been well received 

by many scholars403 and have since prompted a re-evaluation of previously accepted 

classifications.404  

The simple appearance of the staffs, which undoubtedly attributed to their original 

classification as cooking implements, has been studied by Leszek Gardela who, following 

Price, has argued for a deep and personal connection between the staff and its bearer.405 He 

suggests that the supernatural empowerment of the staff was not merely imbedded in the 

item itself but depended largely on the persuasive powers of the sorceress who wielded it.  

 
By seeing the practice of seiðr as an elaborate form of mental manipulation, 
which has the capacity to transform the mundane into the supernatural, we 
may arrive at understanding archaeological artifacts such as the staffs of sorcery 
in a completely new light. The potential seiðr requisites (staffs, elements of 
ritual scenery etc.) from archaeological contexts frequently appear in the form 
of ordinary items. Yet in a special time and place, with the help of the powerful 
minds of Viking Age individuals, they became something entirely different – 
objects of magical qualities filled with multiple layers of symbolic meanings.406 

 

While appearing simple, these would have been no ordinary walking sticks, staffs or 

canes, but magical implements which signalled the bearer’s status and role in the 

communities. This intense relationship between the woman and her völr might also be 

gleaned from names such as the previously noted Veleda, a name derived from the very word 

völr, or Ganna possibly derived from the word gandr also meaning staff or wand.407  

                                                
401 Price notes that the mounts on several of the shafts rule out their use as spits, their ‘handles’ being too broad 
to hold. He also dismisses several other possible uses: none of the objects would have been capable of being 
used as a whip handle and the lack of standardization make it difficult to argue for their use as measuring rods, 
see Price, 2002: 186-187. 
402 Price, 2002: 183-187, 191 and 203.  
403 See, for example, Heide, 2006; Sundqvist, 2007: 66; Gustin, 2010: 344; and Gardela, 2009. 
404 Price, 2002: 160-161; Price, 2004: 116; and Roesdahl, 2004: 155-157. 
405 See, for example, Gardela, 2009. 
406 Gardela, 2009: 197. 
407 Simek, 2007: 99 and 356-357.  
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 It is widely accepted that ornamentation and trinkets as well as women’s jewelry 

often served a practical or pragmatic purpose as well as a decorative one.408 Price suggests 

that items rarely found in female burials, such as unique pendants and traces of narcotics, in 

combination with the possible staffs of sorcery, may be used to identify possible völur graves.  

Due to lack of space it is not practical to discuss all of the various, possible, völur burials 

identified to date in detail here.409 Instead, the late tenth-century Fyrkat burial nr. IV dating 

from c. 980 AD will be reviewed as a case example of the rich furnishings and unusual grave 

goods found in such graves which suggest the social importance of some of these women. 

Interesting enough, the rich, relatively well preserved wagon burial410 not only contained a 

possible seiðr-staff but also a number of unusual and unique grave goods such as amulets, 

pendants and several hundred henbane seeds which may have been kept in a leather pouch, 

as well as ointments, pig bones and various drinking horns, all of which, according to Price, 

may have been associated with the practice of magic.411  

The burial was unearthed in 1954 within a semi-Christian cemetery belonging to a 

settlement founded in the last decades of the tenth-century by the Danish King Haraldr 

blátönn, who, by his own accord, was an aggressively Christian monarch.412 The presence of 

a possible völva burial in the mixed, pagan/Christian cemetery indicates that although the 

new religion of Christianity was gaining a strong foothold, especially amongst the ruling 

                                                
408 Hall, 1990: 49; Jesch, 1991: 15, 19; Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 243; Price, 2002; 164-165; and Gardela 2009: 
64. 
409 Possible völur staffs have, to date, been identified in various locations in Scandinavia, Iceland and the British 
Isles. Examples include the Oseberg staff, originally two combined hollowed out rods of birch or beech, was 
carefully placed in an iron chest where it survived a ransacking of the mound by thieves: see Gardela, 2009: 194; 
and Price, 2002: 140; an iron staff from a very rich, quadruple boat grave in Kaupang, [Ka. 294-296], which had 
been placed under a stone to the left of an unusually dressed woman left sitting at the stern of the boat: see 
Gardela, 2009: 196; a rod found in a rich female burial near Peel Castle on St. Patrick’s Isle, Isle of Man which 
may have been decorated with goose feathers and it had been wrapped in cloth of at least four types: see Hall, 
1990: 54-55; and Price, 2002: 160-161; and finally, a female chamber grave in Birka (Bj. 845) in which a woman 
was buried sitting in a chair, facing east holding a 70 cm long, iron staff in her lap or hands: see Price, 2002: 140. 
For a review of three Birka graves all containing possible staffs of sorcery, see Gustin, 2010.  
410 Wagon burials are generally associated with women of high social standing: see Price 2002: 150; and Jesch, 
1991: 35. The wagon in burial nr. IV was of a similar shape and size to the Oseberg wagon (c.a. 850 AD), 
measuring 1 x 2 x 0.45 m. Regretfully, it was too badly damaged to determine whether or not it was as richly 
decorated as its royal counterpart, see Price, 2002: 153; and Karg, et al, 2009: 2. As has been discussed in chapter 
2.3.2, the Vanir gods and the goddess Nerthus may have a connection to wagons.  
411 See Price, 2002: 155. The contents of the leather pouch is especially intriguing when we consider that Þorbjörg 
lítilvölva is described as carrying a similar pouch for the purpose of seiðr working: “ok var þar á skjóðupungr 
mikill, ok varðveitti hon þar í tǫfr sín, þau er hon þurfti til fróðleiks at hafa.” Eiríks saga rauða (ch. 4), 1935: 206. 
412 Price, 2002: 157; Karg, et al, 2009: 215. It is worth noting that the cemetery contained child burials which 
were very rare during the time in which the Old Norse religion was practiced, but become increasingly notable 
in the archaeological record as Christianity gained favour.  
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classes, the Old Norse religions still held sway and its religious professionals likely still 

commanded respect. The burial itself was located to the north of an approximately 38 m. 

long, 5 m. wide raised wooden platform running east-west parallel to a main street of the 

settlement which scholars have postulated may have been used for religious ceremonies.413 

Its positioning near the road/raised platform brings to mind st. 4 of Baldrsdraumar 

(Vegtamskviða) where Óðinn rides to the east of the gates of Hel to find the grave of a völva: 

“Þá reið Óðinn/ fyrir austan dyr/ þar er hann vissi/ völu leiði.”414  

In a study of the burial’s contents, Karg, 

Mannering, Baastrup and Pentz reveal that the 

woman in question wore a long-sleeved blue 

dress and tunic of continental fashion, interlaced 

with a gold thread and decorated with golden 

embroidery at least 0.9 cm wide. Traces of a red 

fabric have also been found. Recollecting the 

description of Þorbjörg lítilvölva from Eríks saga 

rauða quoted in the previous chapter, in which 

her dress and accessories are listed in detail, it is 

interesting to note that the appearance of the 

Fyrkat woman, as she was laid to rest, would 

likely also have caused her to stand out from 

other women. Her face may have been painted 

white and may have been covered by a silken-like 

shroud or long veil and she appears to have worn 

a pair of silver toe-rings, possibly on her bare feet, both of which are quite unique in the 

Scandinavian Viking Age context. She did not wear the traditional female brooches most often 

found in female graves but appears instead to have had a collection of beads and amulets on 

her person which again bring to mind the description of Þorbjörg lítilvölva. Þorbjörg lítilvölva 

is also described as carrying a knife, the tip of which had been broken off415 and the Fyrkat 

                                                
413 Price, 2002: 154; and Karg, et al, 2009: 216. 
414 Eddukvæði, 1998: 380. 
415 “Hún hafði messingarspón og hníf tannskeptann, tvíhólkaðan af eiri, og var brotinn af oddrinn.”: Eiríks saga 
rauða (ch. 4), 1935: 207. 

Figure 2-8: Artist rendering of female grave known 
as the “Fyrkat seeress.” 
 
National museum of Denmark, drawing by 
Thomas Hjejle Bredsdorff. 
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woman similarly held a sheathed knife in her right hand, its hilt bound with five loops of silver 

wire while a small whetstone was also laid close by. Along her right side lay a spear, of which 

only the blade remained along with a 99 cm long iron meat-spit with a twisted shaft ending 

in a ring, possibly used for hanging it up. Next to these, a slender wooden cane had been laid 

but this had completely disintegrated.416  

A collection of bowls and brooches were deliberately placed around the woman’s 

body: by the right side of her head, a small, heavily worn, gilded bronze brooch of Gotland 

design, decorated with silver, served as a container for white makeup;417 a small copper bowl 

containing a fat-based ointment lay by her right elbow; and a third slightly larger bronze bowl 

of Mediterranean design, in poor condition, covered with freshly cut grass was placed against 

her left knee.418 By her feet was an oak box with ornamented tin-plated iron hinges and a lock 

which was locked at the time of the burial. According to Price, the ornamentation and 

craftsmanship of this chest makes it in many ways compatible with a chest found in a chamber 

grave in Birka (Bj. 845), and, as he points out, it undeniably also brings to mind the Oseberg 

chest.419 By the oak box in the Fyrkat burial nr. IV were the lower jawbone of a pig, assorted 

bone fragments, a piece of limestone and the traces of another staff of an indeterminable 

length made from iron and bronze.420 Finally, two oxen drinking horns were found, although 

their location was not recorded by the original excavators.421 Price points out that the lack of 

traditional jewelry worn by the woman buried in Fyrkat was made up for by a wide range of 

small trinkets, some originating in the Orient, found in a cluster which may have been strung 

together on a silver chain of which little remained. Among them were a dress pin of copper 

alloy covered with gold foil, two glass beads, glass shards from what may have been a very 

small container and a small silver ring. The burial also contained several amulets or charms, 

and three silver pendants of Finnish or Russian design resembling the feet of some kind of 

water-bird.422  

                                                
416 Price, 2002: 154-156; and Karg, et al, 2009: 218-219. 
417 Karg, et al, 2009: 219. 
418 Price, 2002: 154; Karg, et al, 2009: 221. 
419 Price, 2002: 140. 
420 Karg, et al, 2009: 6-7; For pigs as sacred animals and their connection to ritual and blood sacrifices see 
Kovárová, 2011: 194-200. 
421 Karg, et al, 2009: 5. 
422 Price, 2002: 155; and karg, et al, 2009: 222. 
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The very short and limited overview of the information available on the völur in the 

archaeological record presented above has hopefully served to emphasise in physical terms 

the high social status which some professional religious women may have achieved within the 

framework of the Old Norse religions even in the Vikin Age. The case example of Fyrkat burial 

nr. IV also suggests that clear parallels may perhaps be drawn between both the 

archaeological and the written evidence, and particularly the account of Þorbjörg lítilvölva in 

Eiríks saga rauða. Following Price, it has also been argued that the seiðr staffs of sorcery were 

an inseparable part of the identity of the völur, simultaneously a symbol of their power and 

an instrument of sorcery. The völur and their staffs then appear to have been as joined in 

death as they were in life. Thus, when the völur died, the staff, as a part of them, was 

inevitably buried alongside them.  

Before comparing the role of the völur who, as the chapter has shown, reflect to some 

extent to the powers of the Old Norse goddesses and supernatural female beings, to the role 

offered in later centuries by the Christian nun and the Virgin Mary, and considering how the 

introduction of Christianity to the North may have changed female religious participation, 

which will be the subject of Chapters 3 and 4, it is right to briefly summarise the material 

discussed in Chapter 2.  

2.6 Summary of Chapter 2  

The main goal of the chapter has been twofold: First, to discuss the roles and attributes 

consistently associated with the feminine divine and supernatural forces of the Old Norse 

religions in the extant mythological material, and second, to identify and discuss the possible 

religious role of women as it appears in the sources relating to the Old Norse religious 

framework. To that end a number of sources, both archaeological and written, have been 

applied throughout the chapter.  

The material presented in Chapter 2.2 reveals that as early as the Stone- and Bronze-

Ages the indigenous people of Scandinavia carved anthropomorphic images on rock faces 

often near large bodies of water. The stylised appearance of the possible female figures and 

their positioning in these carvings, often near boats and images of the sun, indicate that they 

may have had religious connections. The unusual number of female images dominating the 

artwork of the Bronze Age Kivik grave are particularly noteworthy as they may suggest an 
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emerging cognitive association between the feminine, the underworld and death. Speculation 

on the religious significance and meaning of these images thus tentatively suggests that a link 

between the feminine and death may have existed from an early point. However, an early 

connection to fertility rites of some kind seems to be more generally accepted. Although it is 

impossible to determine their exact nature, it is likely that during the Bronze-Age the 

feminine, human and/or divine, were commonly involved in religious acts which for the most 

part appeart to have taken place near watery areas.  

A strong association of the feminine divine with water and death is clearly carried on 

into the Iron-Age as the combination of written sources of non-Scandinavian origin, 

archaeological material and place-name studies discussed in Chapter 2.3.1 shows. The form 

and substance of votive Bronze- and Iron-Age offerings excavated from watery areas such as 

lakes, bogs, streams and rivers indicate that divinities of both genders received a wide range 

of sacrifices, sometimes even human, over a long period of time. These divinities, some 

possibly represented by wooden idols, must have played a central role in the religious 

practices of Scandinavian Iron Age-people, particularly in northern Denmark and Sweden, 

roughly up until 500 AD when ritual activity across Scandinavia became increasingly 

standardised and began to move into man-made halls.  

Chapter 2.3.2 reviews the written sources of non-Scandinavian origin and shows that 

the Iron-Age feminine divine may in fact have been worshipped independently of the male 

elements and that certain women appear to have held specialised religious roles. Tacitus, in 

his description of the rituals surrounding the island-dwelling goddess Nerthus in southern 

Denmark, shows that the goddess was venerated as a fertility idol and that she received 

human sacrifices. Strabo, then makes a point of describing the brutal and bloody role of the 

distinctly clad Germanic women whose role was to slit the throats of prisoners of war and 

divine the future from their entrails. The element of death surfaces again in the tenth-century 

account of the Arabian Ibn-Fadlan whose first-hand description of a funeral rite of a Rus 

chieftain on the banks of the Volga reveals the prestigious role of a woman he dubs: “angel 

of death.” As a funeral director of sorts, she oversaw the proceedings and personally stabbed 

and slit the throat of a slave girl in the climax of what can only be described as a festival of 

death.  

Based on the above it may be tentatively concluded that certain religious elements, 

such as water and perhaps by extension death and the underground, were continuously, 
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though not exclusively, associated with the feminine divine from one period to the next across 

the Nordic area. As with the roles attributed to the feminine divine, professional religious 

women also seem to have continued to operate within specific areas of influence over a long 

period of time.  

This same association between the feminine, death and water can, in part, also be 

seen in medieval Icelandic texts which deal with the feminine divine and supernatural forces 

of the Old Norse religions reviewed in chapter 2.4 and its subchapters.423 The chapter opens 

with an examination of the scope of the Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural as it is 

presented in the poem Völuspá. It is shown that to a certain extent the poem reveals a 

microcosm of the Old Norse mythological universe as it is preserved in the extant written 

material. Although the goddesses receive little attention in the poem, various key feminine 

supernatural beings are frequently mentioned. These beings, include, for example, the nornir 

who emerge from a watery place at the centre of the conceived cosmos to shape the fate of 

men and gods, and the valkyrjur, whose arrival hails the beginning of the end. Throughout 

Völuspá, the feminine is a catalyst, setting in motion, at key moments in the narrative of the 

poem, a chain of events leading to the inevitable death of the male gods and re-emergence 

of a world after ragnarök. The poem strongly suggests that the feminine divine and especially 

the feminine supernatural beings, played a central role within the religious world of Old Norse 

mythology and testifies in particular to the link between the feminine and death, as well 

bringing to the foreground its connection to fate and foreknowledge. Each of these elements, 

in addition to fertility has then been considered in a separate sub-chapter. 

As these subchapters indicate, a number of Old Norse goddesses, like Freyja, Gerðr 

and Sif have long been associated, sometimes rather tangentially, with fertility. Chapter 2.4.1 

discusses the myths describing the marriages of the male Vanir gods, Njörðr and Freyr to the 

strong-willed jötunnmeyjar Skaði and Gerðr respectively, in the context of the so-called hieros 

gamos myths. These myths clearly represent a union of opposites with the feminine 

representing the forces of chaos, and the masculine representing seasonal and social order. 

No similar myth exists about the Vanir goddess Freyja who clearly appears as a goddess of 

love and lust in the sources, yet it is equally clear that she makes independent assessments 

of the eligibility of her would-be lovers. In sum, the chapter argues that fertility, defined as 

                                                
423 Not in the least in the homes of the goddesses such as Sökkvabekkir and Fensalir. 
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the act of creating or renewing life should be viewed as a combined effort of both male and 

female elements, rather than being specifically feminine. Bearing in mind the material of 

previous chapters it was then suggested that death, fate-shaping and foreknowledge should 

perhaps be considered more gender-specific roles of the Old Norse feminine.  

Indeed, in an examination of the extant source material, Chapter 2.4.2 underlines that 

several Old Norse goddesses can, to varying degrees, be connected to the spheres of the 

underworld, water, death and the afterlife.424 These goddesses are depicted as either ruling 

over realms of the dead and/or receiving the dead, both men and women, into their halls or 

into their service. While undeniably problematic and confusing, Snorri’s description of Hel in 

particular, reveals that a strong cognitive connection existed between the feminine and death 

in the Old Norse poetic material. It is also pointed out in the chapter that while Freyja is said 

to choose which half of the fallen dead of the battlefield she intends to welcome to her hall, 

yet the phrasing implies that neither Freyja nor Óðinn, who receives the remaining dead 

warriors, actively choose who amongst the living will later die in battle. This decision appears 

to have been made by female, fate-shaping beings.  

Unlike the goddesses, whose association with death primarily involves their reception 

of the dead after the fact, Chapter 2.4.3 shows that female supernatural beings such as the 

valkyrjur, dísir and nornir, appear capable of both causing death, and protecting against it.425 

Their presence seems to have been particularly notable at pivotal moments in an individual’s 

life, such as at the moment of birth when they are said to lay down the path of each individual; 

during the act of giving birth, a liminal time when the lives of both mother and child hang in 

the balance; during battle when either survival or death is the inevitable outcome; and finally, 

at the moment just preceding death, during the final transition between the realm of the 

living and the realm of the dead. Of the supernatural female beings discussed in the chapter 

the dísir are of particular interest as they appear to be highly sensitive to the religious life of 

the people to whom they are attached, to the point of literally embodying their religious 

                                                
424 The fact that the texts were written several hundred years after Christianity became the dominant religion in 
the Nordic countries, and were preserved within circles of Christian ethical and/or scholarly discipline, must 
again be emphasised as these factors may have influenced or affected the contents of these sources in 
indeterminable ways. 
425 The spádísir and valkyrjur in particular seem to provide individuals with whom they were particularly close, 
with supernatural protection or forewarn them of impending, and in most cases inevitable, death. It should also 
be noted that the goddesses Freyja, and Frigg may also to some extent also have been called upon to supply 
some form of protection to pregnant women and, possibly, for those heading into battle or on dangerous 
journeys. This may imply that these goddesses were seen as more powerful than others. 
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beliefs. In Þiðranda þáttr ok Þórhalls the horse riding black dísir, also called fylgjur, represent 

the Old Norse religions and the white dísir represent Christianity. The dísr are also the only 

feminine supernatural beings honoured at festivals known as dísarblót, held at the start of 

winter, which may possibly have been conducted by professional religious women. 

In short, it can be concluded that prior to the arrival of Christianity in the North, the 

feminine divine shared a fertility function with the masculine elements. Death and the 

afterlife were however seen as being heavily related to and influenced by the goddesses. The 

inevitable death of individuals, on the other hand, was believed to lie in the hands of fate-

shaping female supernatural beings who had the power to affect the fate and future of men, 

and gods, for good or bad.  

Chapter 2.5 argues that the ability to see beyond the mundane and communicate with 

these feminine forces in order to predict the inevitable and foretell the fate of individuals and 

groups was considered a very real and very valued talent which was, in general, attributed to 

women known as the völur. As discussed in Chapter 2.5.2, the völur probably applied a form 

of shamanistic magic known as seiðr in their quest to gain knowledge of the future from the 

forces which shape it. In the medieval written sources, it seems evident that the practice of 

seiðr is firmly associated with the feminine, and it was clearly derogatory for a man to take 

part in the proceedings.  

Several texts noted in Chapter 2.5.3 then go on to describe early winter festivities, 

possibly dísarblót, to which the völur are invited. The most noteworthy is Eiríks saga rauða 

which describes in great detail the appearance and acceptance of Þorbjög lítilvölva at a rich 

farm in Greenland. In the account in question, Þorbjörg is primarily identified by the staff she 

carries, which seems to have been an inseparable part of the identity of the völur, a symbol 

of their power and an instrument of sorcery. As discussed in Chapter 2.5.4, it may be possible 

to identify these seiðr-staffs in relatively rich, late Iron-Age, female burials which lends 

physical support to the written accounts. It is also noteworthy that the burials and grave 

goods accompanying these women are of such quality that their owners are believed to have 

been of noble descent, or, at least quite wealthy, implying that they held positions of respect 

within their communities. It must, however, be noted that contrary to the high social position 

which the archaeological material suggests might be attributed to the völur, such women are 

consistently presented in the medieval written material as outsiders. While respected, they 
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appear at best, as marginal members of a society teetering on the brink of religious 

conversion.  

This discrepancy forces us to consider once again the origins of the medieval texts and 

the possible motives of their undeniably Christian authors. According to Simek “in the sagas 

a Vǫlva frequently appears as a woman with magical powers and is hence the typical 

representative of Germanic heathendom in Medieval Scandinavian literature which shows 

slight characteristics of a Christian demonization of seeresses.”426 For now, it is sufficient to 

conclude that the portrayal of religious women in the medieval sources dealing with the pre-

Christian Old Norse world remains a subtle, yet central, literary motif and an integral part of 

an overarching saga storyline which commonly features the conversion of Iceland, a subject 

which will be treated in Chapter 4.5. 

From the written and archaeological sources reviewed in the chapter as a whole it 

seems possible to conclude that certain women could hold positions of religious importance 

within the communities which practiced the Old Norse religions. Their potential use of the 

feminine art of seiðr clearly associated them with their Old Norse female supernatural 

counterparts whose role it was to shape the fate of men and gods. The discussion shows, if 

nothing else, that the involvement of women in religious matters in the pr-Christian world 

could, and should, not be ignored.  

As discussed in the introduction to this thesis, in order to compare the Christian 

presentation of the Virgin Mary with these Old Norse female divinities and supernatural 

beings, it is important to understand the religious environment to which Mary belonged and 

how it has shaped her role within Christian doctrine. Similarly, understanding the connection 

between the major attributes of Mary and the development of the role of women within the 

Christian religious framework will enable a discussion of the conversion from the point of view 

of the Scandinavian and Icelandic women who were encountering the new religion for the 

first time in the ninth and tenth centuries, and comparing it to the worldview of their own 

indigenous religion. These factors will be considered in the following chapter. 

  

                                                
426 Simek, 2007: 367-368. 
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3. The Virgin Mary and the Role of Women in the Christian 

Religious Framework of the First Millennium  

3.1 Introduction 

The rapid advance of Christianity which took place during the first millennium over vast areas 

around the Mediterranean, moving through Western Europe, and into Northern Europe, 

suggests that this new religion clearly appealed to the masses, men and women, nobles and 

the populace alike. As has been outlined in Chapter 1, the focal point of this chapter will be 

on the figure of the Virgin Mary, as she may safely be said to represent the highest form of 

power attributed to the feminine within the Christian religious framework.427 

The aim of the chapter as a whole is to discuss to what extent, if any, the figure and 

role of Mary, her veneration and the theological concepts specifically associated with her may 

have served as an impetus for the acceptance of Christianity by the women of Scandinavia 

and Iceland who formally encountered the new religion during missionary activity to the 

North over the course of the ninth and tenth centuries. The chapter will also discuss the social 

and religious benefits which the women of Iceland may have perceived as being inherent to 

the Christian religion. To this end, the nature of professionally religious roles available to 

Christian women during this same time period will be considered from a socio-historical 

perspective by means of and analysis and discussion of their origins and development.  

Chapter 3.2 and its subchapters will attempt to give a general overview of the 

development of the figure of Mary, the Mother of Christ, as she was presented within both 

the Christian religious framework and popular belief prior to the introduction of the 

Christianity to Iceland in the tenth-century.  

Chapter 3.3 and its subchapters will then briefly discuss the theological and 

philosophical concepts which came to shape the role of women and the feminine within the 

Christian tradition during this time.  

                                                
427 Although it would perhaps be beneficial to include in this discussion the possible effects of female saints on 
the conversion process, for the purpose of clarity this subject must remain outside the scope of this thesis. For 
a good general overview of Scandinavian saints, see DuBois, (ed.) 2008; and Nilsson, 2015. For Iceland in 
particular, see Wolf, 2013.  
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In dealing with such a complex query, which spans a period of roughly one thousand 

years and covers an area reaching from the birthplace of Christianity in ancient Judea to 

Scandinavia and Iceland, some simplifications of concepts and leaps in both geography and 

historical periods are inevitable. Every attempt has nevertheless been made to fulfill the aims 

of the chapter with as much accuracy as possible.  

3.2 The Development of the Role of Mary in Christian Doctrine and 

Popular Belief  

In order to discuss the way in which Mary, as the only female figure of major significance 

within the Christian religious framework, may have been presented to the ninth and tenth-

century women of the North and subsequently assess the part she may have played in the 

conversion of Scandinavia, and Iceland, it must first be made clear that when the formal 

Christian missionary work was initiated in the North, the role, image and attributes of the 

Virgin Mary, Mother of God within Christian theological and popular tradition had all been 

firmly established.  

The aim of this chapter is therefore to provide a general developmental overview of 

the origins of Marian veneration from the first century AD to its formal introduction to the 

North. To this end, the chapter will be divided into four-sub chapters each providing a short 

summary and discussion of different influential factors which affected Mariology, the part of 

Christian theology which deals with Mary. The first three sub-chapters will focus on key 

factors which took place during the first five centuries of Christendom, generally referred to 

as the formative period of the Christian church.  

Sub-chapter 3.1.1 will deal with the very limited role of Mary in Christian Scripture as 

this collection writings forms the cornerstone of Christian belief. The chapter will show that 

the primary function of Mary as the mother of Jesus Christ, man and God, was already in place 

in the earliest Christian congregations.  

Sub-chapter 3.3.2 will consider the combined effect of the Christological debates and 

the decisions of the first Ecumenical councils on Marian worship. It will show that an 

unavoidable effect of Mary’s primary role as the mother of the fully human Jesus and the fully 

divine Christ was the declaration of her unique purity, which in combination with her 
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complete submission to the will of God, made possible the union of the human and the divine 

in her pristine womb. 

Sub-chapter 3.3.3 will bring into focus the extent to which the image and role of Mary 

was shaped by popular, non-canonical belief expressed in the so-called apocryphal texts. It 

will also consider the extent to which the cult worship of Mary and her image may have been 

modeled upon preexisting, Eastern Mediterranean, Mother Goddess figures which, as the 

chapter will show, embodied several key Marian traits such as virginity and motherhood.  

Sub-chapter 3.2.4 will pick up from the formative period of previous chapters and 

review in general terms the increasingly centralised and popular veneration of Mary in the 

Western Church and show that from the fifth-century onwards, emphasis on, and interest in, 

Mariology, grew rapidly throughout Christendom, as did cultic devotion to her. The chapter 

will show that popular belief in her powers of intercession inspired not only the designation 

of feast days in the liturgical calendars of the Western church but also the development of 

Marian art and imagery which, by the eighth-century, was depicting her as the Queen of 

Heaven.  

Chapter 3.2 as a whole will argue that a general understanding of these factors 

provides a valuable indication of the way in which fervent missionaries would likely have 

introduced Mary, and her role within Christian theology to the still pagan inhabitants of 

northern Europe and Iceland.  

3.2.1 Mary in Christian Scripture  

The persecution of Christians within the Roman Empire came to an end in the early fourth-

century AD when the religion was granted official recognition. As a result, the diverse 

interpretations of the Christian message and expressions of the Christian faith which had 

hitherto gone unchecked led to clashes between groups who all based their claims on what 

they perceived as approved Christian teachings.428 The newly recognised community of 

                                                
428 The diverse and often isolated early Christian communities used different collections of writings in their 
worship which often led to what would later be deemed unintentional heretical beliefs. Some of the heretical 
teachings such as Arianism, Pelagianism, Nestorianism and Gnosticism would be influential for the development 
of the Christian doctrine because of their, at times, radical opposition to mainstream Christianity. This forced 
theological discussion towards more concise and commonly accepted conclusions on various matters, such as 
those concerning the essence of Christ and the degree of his humanity. For a short overview of the main reasons 
leading to the development of a written collection of sacred texts: see Mitchell, 2008: 180-181; for a detailed 
discussion on the formation of the New Testament, see Glad 2004:17, 186; see also McGrath, 1998: 43; Mitchell, 
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faithful thus faced internal debates and controversy which forced theological and popular 

discussion of religious matters to move “from the rhetoric of devotion and confession to that 

of definition and doctrine,”429 as Young so elegantly puts it. This change in emphasis forced 

the new church to define, in more detail than ever before, the theological relationship 

between God, Christ and the Holy Spirit. It also called for the creation of Church Councils and 

an officially accepted, unified Christian Canon430 which would help strengthen the bonds 

between different groups by providing Christians with a single point of reference upon which 

to base answers to theological questions.431 The 27 books of the New Testament were 

selected from amongst a range of highly valued accounts which had been recorded, 

sometimes reluctantly,432 by the early Christian communities and had been arranged in order 

by 382 AD.433 These focused on the life, death and resurrection of Christ and emphasised the 

perceived reason for his incarnation, namely, the Salvation of Man.434  

Information regarding Mary in Christian scripture is very limited and outside of the 

four Gospels she is hardly mentioned. Her role in the New Testament, as seen in the oldest 

reference to Mary found in the letters of Paul which predate the Gospels, is restricted almost 

solely to her part in the birth and crucifixion of her son Jesus Christ who is “born of a woman”: 

Galatians 4: 4-5. Although the Gospel writers themselves differ significantly in their portrayal 

of her, their texts nevertheless contain elements crucial to the belief in her Divine 

                                                
2008: 191-194; and Pregeant, 1997: 93, 539-540. All biblical references are to the The Holy Bible, King James 
Version. 1999.  
429 Young, 2008: 468. 
430 McGrath, 1998: 28. The word “canon” is derived from the Greek word kanon meaning “a rule” or “a fixed 
reference point.” The “canon of scripture” refers to a limited and defined group of writings, which are accepted 
as authoritative within the Christian church. The Septuagint, a Greek translation of the scriptures of Israel, 
provided the Christians with a form and style on which to structure their own sacred writings: Mitchell. 2008: 
179-181.  
431 Chadwick, 1984: 11; Young, 2008: 468-469; and Mitchell, 2008: 179-181. 
432 Barr, 1983: 12, speculates that the initial resistance to writing down oral memory was due to the belief that 
elements of the ‘truth’ were thought to be lost when transferred to written text. See also Glad, 2004: 21; 
Mitchell, 2008: 179-180; and Pregeant, 1997: 4.  
433 The twenty-seven books consist of the four Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, fourteen Pauline letters, seven 
General letters and Revelation. It is worth drawing attention to the fact that the letters of Paul, written before 
the Gospels, were especially influential as early as the first century. According to Glad, the books selected had 
been, and would continue to be, of central importance within the Christian community at large: “it was 
theological content and a long and arduous process of a heated debate, and not the political maneuvering of 
influential members of the Great Church, which contributed to the establishing of the biblical canon.”: Glad, 
2004: 187. See also Glad, 2004: 17, 21-22; McGrath, 1998: 18; Mitchell, 2008: 179-184; and Pregeant, 1997: 325-
355.  
434 See Pregeant, 1997: 4-5, 99; Glad, 2004: 31-34; Mitchell, 2008: 192; Clayton, 1990: 2; and Rubin, 2009: 4-5, 
8. 
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Motherhood and virginity at the time of the conception, both of which were declared articles 

of faith by the early ecumenical councils.435  

The Gospels of Luke and Matthew treat the role of Mary in the birth and infancy of 

Jesus in very different ways. Because Matthew tells the story of Christ’s birth in a patriarchal 

society where women are defined by their relationships with the men in their lives, he focuses 

not on Mary, but on Joseph. The Gospel of Matthew opens with a long genealogy tracing 

Jesus’s bloodline from King David through to Joseph, ending with: “[...] and Jacob the father 

of Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called the Messiah” 

(Matthew 1:16). The prophecies promising that the Messiah would be descended from the 

line of David are thus shown as being fulfilled through Joseph.436 The bloodline of Mary 

appears to be inconsequential.437 As head of the family, it is also Joseph who is reassured by 

the visiting angel of his wife’s faithfulness when Mary is inexplicably found with child 

(Matthew 1:19).  

The Gospel of Luke is significantly different. Luke also traces the bloodline of King 

David to Jesus through Joseph, though he does note that Joseph was only the father of Jesus 

by repute stating: “being (as was supposed) the son of Joseph, which was the son of Heli” 

(Luke 3:23). This would come to be an important fact for the future development of 

Mariology. The Gospel of Luke also contains several of the important Marian scenes including 

the Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity and Purification as well as the scene where Mary and 

Joseph find the boy Jesus teaching in the Temple. All of these attribute relatively large roles 

to Mary. Luke also gives the story of Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin, who in her old age became 

pregnant with John the Baptist.438 A key element of Marian devotion, the double confirmation 

                                                
435 Carroll, 1986: 4; Clayton, 1998: 1-5; and Maríukver, 1996: xx. Because these were both declared articles of 
faith by councils of the early church, they are accepted by most of the church groups which emerged in the 
various schisms of the early church and the reformation of the Middle Ages. This serves to underline the 
importance of this developmental period for the future presentation of Mary in the north. 
436 In Matthew the angel also directs Joseph to save the family from King Herod’s Massacre of Infants and informs 
him of the right time of bring them out of Egypt into Nazareth, see Matthew 2:13-23. The fleeing to Egypt in the 
Gospel of Matthew fulfills the prophecy of Hosea: “Out of Egypt have I called my son” (Hosea 11:1). 
437 The prophecies promising that the Messiah would be descended from the line of David are found in Hebrews 
1:15, Isaiah 16:5, Jeremiah 23:5-6 and Psalms 89:3-4 and 132:11. On this subject, Miri Rubin has suggested that 
the stories of Christ’s birth and life presented in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke may have been an attempt 
to reach out to the Jewish communities by creating a direct link to the Old Testament prophecies noted above, 
see Rubin, 2009: 5.  
438 The Annunciation in Luke 1:26-38; the Visitation in 1:39-45; the Nativity scene in Luke 2:1-20; the Purification 
in Luke 2:22-39; the Temple story in Luke 2:41-52; Elizabeth’s pregnancy Luke 1:13 and the meeting of Mary and 
Elizabeth in Luke 1:39-56. 
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of Mary’s virginity, is also found in the Gospel of Luke. First, the angel Gabriel appears “to a 

virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name 

was Mary” (Luke 1:27). He tells her that “behold, thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring 

forth a son, and shalt call his name Jesus” (Luke 1:31). Then Mary confirms this with her 

response: “How shall this be, seeing I know not a man?” (Luke 1:34).439 This point, in 

particular, will be returned to in connection with the development of the concepts of virginity 

and chastity as core Christian virtues. It is worth noting here however that none of the Gospels 

mention whether or not Mary remained a virgin after the birth of Christ, a topic which would 

come to be argued in later church councils.440  

Luke is also the source of the Ave Maria prayer and the Magnificat, both of which are, 

to this day, of great importance to Marian devotion.441 The two-verse Latin Ave Maria prayer 

was created by combining the greeting of the Angel in Luke 1: 28 (“Hail, thou that art highly 

favoured, the Lord is with thee: blessed art thou among women,”) with Elizabeth’s praise, 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, in Luke 1: 42 (“And she spake out with a loud voice, and said, 

Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb”). The Latin words to 

the Ave Maria prayer remained unchanged in the West from the eleventh to the fourteenth-

century.442 Another key element of Mariology is found in the Magnificat prayer, derived from 

the passages spoken by Mary herself in Luke 1:46-56 which make it clear that it is by her own 

choice that she gives herself to the service of God: 

 
And Mary said, my soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit hath rejoiced in 
God my Saviour. For he hath regarded the low estate of his handmaiden: for, 
behold, from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed. For he that is 
mighty hath done to me great things; and holy is his name. And his mercy is on 
them that fear him from generation to generation. He hath shewed strength 
with his arm; he hath scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts. He 
hath put down the mighty from their seats, and exalted them of low degree. He 
hath filled the hungry with good things; and the rich he hath sent empty away. 

                                                
439 These words spoken between Mary and the Angel Gabriel would greatly influence the role of religious women 
in later times, see Chapter 3.3.2 and 3.3.3. For now suffice to say that the inclusion of this exchange in the Gospel 
of Luke shows that general belief in the virginity of Mary was present within the Christian religion from very 
early on though its meaning and significance would change somewhat in the centuries that followed the 
formation of the Christian canon, see Chapter 3.2.2. 
440 Belief in Mary’s perpetual virginity was maintained in popular belief and was proclaimed as doctrine before 
the fourth-century, see further Chapter 3.2.3.  
441 Clayton, 1990: 2 and Maríukver, 1996: xv-xvi. 
442 Maríukver, 1996: xv-xvi. 
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He hath holpen his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy; As he spake to 
our fathers, to Abraham, and to his seed for ever. 
 
As the above shows, contrary to the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of Luke 

emphasizes Mary’s side of the story. In the Gospel of Luke, Mary is essentially portrayed as a 

mother who, like all other mothers, loves her child, wonders about his life and future and 

worries for his safety keeping the memory of events “in her heart” (Luke 2:19; 2:51). In this 

Gospel, she is most visible as an individual and as a woman, leading scholars to suggest that 

it was written from a “feminine perspective.”443 It can not be denied that in these verses Mary 

is distinctly relatable to women, who as mothers, experience even today the same emotions 

so vividly portrayed within the Gospel of Luke in the accounts featuring her. It is also worth 

noting that the people of the North, whose native religion had accustomed them to the 

concept of a pre-determined life, may not have perceived Mary’s acceptance of her role as 

the divinely proclaimed Mother of God as a burden at all, but rather, as a fate to which she 

had always been born. Bearing this in mind it is worth considering that the words noted 

above: “behold, from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed,” which appear to have 

a prophetic ring to them, would likely have been noted, and may even have appealed to the 

fate-believing people of the North.  

In contrast to the Gospels discussed above, the Gospel of Mark barely acknowledges 

Mary, except to say that she is the mother of Christ, and while the Gospel of John never 

mentions her by name it nonetheless contains two events of considerable importance for the 

cult of Mary. The first is the miracle of Cana in which Jesus turns water into wine.444 The 

account associates Mary with the church and the sacrament and establishes her maternal 

influence on her son which would be emphasised in her role as Intercessor in the sixth and 

seventh centuries.445 The second account is that of the vigil of Mary at the foot of the cross,446 

which, as Warner explains:  

 
[…] affirms that the Virgin is the model and perfect type of the Church, and of 
every faithful soul within the Church, for in her silent vigil at the cross, Mary 
consents to the Atonement, as she had to the Incarnation, adapting her will 
perfectly to harmonize with the divine plan.447 

                                                
443 “[...] í því er kvenlegra sjónarhorn”: Maríukver, 1996: xxi. 
444 John 2: 16. 
445 Matter, 2002: 82; and Warner, 1985: 15. 
446 John 19: 25-27. 
447 Warner, 1985: 18. 
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Beyond these few references to Mary in the Gospels, she is mostly inactive and silent. 

It is therefore reasonable to asume that the main attributes and roles of Mary within Christian 

doctrine were influenced by a number of other factors, many of which, as Chapters 3.2.2 and 

3.2.3 will show, originated from outside the Christian communities. It is therefore useful to 

keep in mind the work of the early fifth-century French theologian Vincent of Lérins who 

emphasized the need for continuity in the interpretation of Scripture. To that end, he set forth 

a rule known as the consensus fidelium or the consensus of the faithful which states that in 

order for a belief or interpretation of Scripture to be considered truthful and in line with the 

theories of the Church of Rome, it must not be limited to any specific group of people, any 

certain region of land or any period of time. According to McGrath, the consensus ensures 

that interpretations inferred from Scripture must be accepted everywhere, always, and by all 

people, thus providing later Christian scholars, apologists, theologians and priests with a 

much-needed framework within which to discuss theories and interpretations of Christian 

doctrine.448  

One of the most significant issues dealt with by the early church were the so-called 

Christological debates, theological discussions which dealt with the combination of divine and 

human nature in the person and body of Jesus Christ.449 These debates took place in a series 

of Ecumenical Council gatherings,450 and coincided with the compilation of the Christian 

canon prompting scholars to suggest that the primary theological purpose of the Gospels in 

which Mary is most prominent, and the nativity scene in particular, was to enforce the 

conclusions of these debates by ensuring that specific elements which made clear the union 

of the two natures of Christ, were contained within Scripture.451 Combined, the debates and 

                                                
448 This rule however did not mean that the ever expanding Christian faith and its theology remained unaffected 
by pre-existing beliefs as it spread. Religious ideas, imagery and legends continued to mix but the consensus 
fidelium forced the defenders of the faith to work on adapting the new to the old in a way which somehow 
satisfied both. See further McGrath, 1998: 44-45. For Mariology, this meant that elements found in Scripture, 
and defined as central to Christian theology by the Ecumeical Church Councils discussed in Chapter 3.2.2, would 
have remained core concepts all over the Christian world. These same elements were thus also likely to have 
been emphasised in all areas to which the Christian faith spread, including the Scandinavia and Iceland.  
449 The Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1990: 198, defines “Christology” as concerning questions “about the 
nature of Chrsit’s divinity, the nature of his humanity and the oneness or wholeness of his person, [...] If Christ 
is divine, his relationship to God the Father requires an explanation.” See also McGrath, 1998: 347.  
450 These were assemblies of leading Christians drawn from the entire Christian world, whose decisions are 
regarded as normative for the churches: see McGrath, 1998: 33. 
451 Clayton, 1998: 6; and The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 47. 
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the resulting decrees of the Church Councils provided the foundation upon which the 

Christian understanding of the role of Mary in Christian doctrine and devotion would come to 

be built. A brief summary of these debates and decrees will enable a better understanding of 

the core elements of the image and role of Mary within Christian doctrine, and it is therefore 

right to consider them next.  

 

3.2.2 Christology and the Decrees of the First Ecumenical Councils  

The nature of Jesus Christ, his role in the redemption of man and his relation to God were 

highly debated amongst the diverse early Christian sects who based their understanding and 

interpretations of sacred texts on the various theological and philosophical traditions from 

which they had emerged.452 The ensuing discussions amongst Christians which are of most 

interest here involve questions about the moment at which the human Jesus, who was 

inspired by the Spirit of God, and the Christ, identified with God’s pre-existent Logos-

Wisdom,453 had fused together to create Jesus Christ, the Son of God. These discussions 

eventually lead to the formation of a Christian Trinity of the godhead in which three elements 

of the divine combine to become the one true God. Inevitably, these debates also raised 

questions about Mary and her part in the Incarnation. Based on the the information from the 

Christian canon, discussed in the previous chapter, it is clear that from very early on Mary was 

generally acknowledged to have carried and given birth to Jesus, the man. Could the same 

then be said about the divine Christ, and if so, what attributes did the clearly human Mary 

need to possess to realise such a miracle? 

The first Ecumenical Council held in Nicea in 325 AD defined the natures of Christ and 

his relationship with God primarily, though not exclusively, in response to what became 

known as the Arian controversy. With some simplification, it can be summarised that Arius 

                                                
452 The Jewish theological understanding of God’s Wisdom, combined with the Greek philosophical methods of 
middle Platonism, would, for example, become particularly important, see further Pregeant, 1997: 49, 61-75, 
93; Stead, 1994: 79; Rubin, 2009: 5; and Hurtado, 1988: 91-99. On Platonism see Osborn, 1993: 38, 73-74.  
453 According to Stead, Jewish theologists identified God’s Wisdom (which in Proverbs 8: 22 and 8: 25-31 is said 
to be created by God at the beginning of time as “the first of his acts of old”) with the divine Logos or the Word 
of God (which according to Ecclesiasticus 24: 3 “[...] came out of the mouth of the most High, and covered the 
earth as a cloud”). With great simplification it may be summarised here that based on a reading of the newly 
defined Christian Scripture the early Christian theologists were then able to identify the divine Logos of Jewish 
heritage with Christ the Son of God. For detailed discussion see Stead, 1994: 149-155. For a summary of the use 
and influence of the concept of Logos in Early Christian doctrine see The Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1990: 
544-548. See also Mitchell, 2008: 189; and Moule, 1978: 23, 30-31, 48, 135.  
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who lived c. 260-336 AD, had questioned the divine nature of Jesus Christ, arguing that the 

divine Logos had acted as a soul in his body. Because he had a “beginning” as the human son 

of Mary, he therefore derived from the will of God like all creation and the honorific term 

“Son” underscored the rank of Christ as first amongst creatures.454 In response, Athanasius, 

(c. 296-373 AD), held that no creature could break the power of sin to save another creature. 

This power, he argued, belonged to God alone. He concluded that based on tradition and 

Scripture, Christians worshipped Jesus Christ as the Saviour of mankind. Therefore, either 

Christians were wrong to consider Christ as their God and were guilty of idolatry or they had 

recognized his true essence as God Incarnate in which case Arius was preaching heresy. The 

argument raised by Athanasius found favour with early Christian theologians and Stead 

explains how in order to be “faithful to its New Testament inheritance, the Church could do 

no less than acknowledge God the Father, his Wisdom-Logos-Son, and the Holy Spirit who 

inspires both Jesus and his followers.”455  

Over the course of the next 55 years, this theological decision saw the rise of a number 

of controversies and theological debates which ultimately led to the declaration of Christ as 

homoousios or “of one substance”456 with the Divine Father in the Nicene Creed of 381 AD.457 

Accepting the divinity of Jesus Christ meant that what was true of him as a man must also be 

true of him as a god and vice versa. Osborne explains: “if God were to be one God in the whole 

history of salvation, it was necessary that he be Father, Son and Holy Spirit, not successively 

but indivisibly and distinctly.”458 The Nicene Creed had further declared that the mission of 

Jesus Christ, as God incarnated, was to “complete what commenced at creation, to restore 

                                                
454 On Arianism see Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1990: 84-89. McGrath explains that Arius emphasized the 
self-substance of God who is the one and only source of all created things; nothing exists which does not 
ultimately derive from God: see McGrath, 1998: 33, 45-51.  
455 Stead, 1994: 155. 
456 According to McGrath, “Homoousion” is a Greek term literally meaning “Of the same substance.“ It was used 
extensively during the fourth-century to designate the mainstream Christological belief that Christ was “of the 
same substance as God” whereas humans are only “of like substance” or “Homoiousios”: McGrath, 1998: 51, 
350–351; see also Stead, 1994: 75, 113-118, for a summary discussion of the philosophical and theological 
meaning of the word ousia and its effect on the development of Christology both in the east and west Roman 
Empires see pages 160-172. 
457 Stead explains how “the eventual formulations [of the Nicene Creed] excluded three major groups along the 
way: the Arians, who denied that the Son was co-eternal with the Father; the Nestorians, who argued that the 
two natures of Christ remained separate; and the Monophysites, who said that the two natures merged 
completely into one […]”: Stead, 1994: 202. See further discussion in Stead 1994: 201- 204. See also McGrath, 
1998:33, 45-51; Moule, 1978: 106; Pregeant, 1995: 157 and Pregeant, 1997: 540. 
458 Osborn, 1993: 174. 
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what had fallen away, to redeem what was lost.”459 For Mariology, the declaration of the 

nature of Jesus Christ in the Nicene Creed naturally raised crucial questions about the nature 

of Mary herself and her role in the Salvation of man as it meant that the undeniably human 

mother of Jesus Christ, Mary, had carried and given birth to both man and God. This 

theological conundrum, though widely popular, would require some clarification in the 

decades that followed because, it was pointed out, for a meld of human and divine natures 

to be possible, the vessel of that union would inevitably have to be perfect, without worldly 

fault and inherited spiritual sin.  

As the previous chapter has shown, evidence for the necessary level of perfection 

required of Mary’s body could not be traced to Christian Scripture.460 The extent of Mary’s 

purity, specifically her virgin state after the birth of Christ, had been debated from the time 

of Tertullian c. 220 AD. Popular belief cultivated by the Alexandrian school of thought, made 

claims about her virginity ante, in, and postpartum (before, during and after birth) and found 

support in the widely favoured, Apocryphal texts.461 The necessity of Mary’s perfection was a 

consequence of a series of arguments which primarily took place between Cyril of Alexandria, 

who argued for the unity full and complete unity of the two natures of Christ, and Nestorius 

of Constantinople, who claimed that a distinction should be made between the human and 

divine.462 The Nestorians argued that: “the second person of the Trinity was two persons, the 

man Jesus who was born, suffered, and died, and the divine Logos, eternal and 

unbegotten.”463 They based their claims on the works of the late fourth-century Diodore of 

Tarsus who argued that Mary had been a vessel in whose womb the Logos had fashioned a 

temple in the form of Jesus the man; and the early fifth-century Theodore of Mopsuestia who 

argued for two clearly defined and separate natures of Jesus the man and Christ the God.464 

                                                
459 Osborn, 1993: 142.  
460 Clayton notes that the title “ever-virgin” was used in reference to Mary by Peter of Alexandria in c. 311 AD, 
and belives it to show that such ideas were already widely accepted by the early fourth-century, some 70 years 
before the creation of the Nicene Creed: see further Clayton, 1990: 5-6.  
461 Clayton, 1990: 3-4; Clayton, 1998:13; see also Chapter 3.2.3. 
462 The terms “Nestorianism” and “Nestorians” derives from Nestorius, Patriarch of Constantinople from 428-
431 AD, and refers to the his teachings on the one hand and to those who ascribed to them on the other. For 
detailed discussion of the debate between Cyril of Alexandria and Nestorius see Chadwick, 1984: 194-200.  
463 Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1990: 645. 
464 “Diodore presented Christ in two natures, human and divine. In the womb of Mary, the Logos had fashioned 
a temple for himself, in which he dwelt. In this temple, the man Jesus, was the subject of Christ’s human 
experiences of suffering. The full divinity of the Logos was thus protected from any hint of diminishment. Diadore 
prepared the way for his student Theodore, who taught two clearly defined natures of Christ: the assumed Man, 
perfect and complete in his humanity, and the Logos, the Son, true God of true God and consubstantial with the 
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Thus they could not ascribe the use of the title “Mother of God” to refer to Mary, as they felt 

it was a misinterpretation of the events of the Incarnation. According to Chadwick Cyril of 

Alexandria “took offence when reports reached him of Nestorius’ criticisms of ‘mother of 

God’ [and he] openly attacked Nestorus’ doctrines.”465 Fostering popular demand for the 

official declaration of Mary’s title as Mother of God, Cyril claimed that in Mary the two natures 

of the Son had merged to become one. Chadwick explains: “although the analytical mind 

could in the abstract distinguish two natures being united in Christ, [...] the separation is 

abolished in the incarnate Lord so that there is only ‘one nature after the union’, analogous 

to the unity of body and soul to form a single person.”466 The theological rivalry between Cyril 

and Nestorius reached a climax at the Council of Ephesus in 431 AD where, largely by popular 

demand, Mary officially became known by the Greek title Theotokos, and the Latin title Dei 

genetrix, literally meaning “the bearer of God.”467 To be capable of bringing God incarnate 

into the world, her body was necessarily decreed perfect meaning that she, like her son had 

been conceived without the stain of original sin and was therefore untouched by the disgrace 

of Eve.468 Indeed, this acceptance of Mary as the pure Virgin Mother had become of such 

central importance within the expanding Christian communities by the fourth-century that a 

willingness to accept it became a test of orthodoxy. Those who opposed, or denied it, were 

branded as heretics.469  

For Mariology, this meant Mary’s role in the doctrine of Incarnation was secured in 

Christian theological teaching. As the vessel who made possible the union of man and God, 

Mary now had a vital role in the Salvation of Man which echoed that of her son: in short, she 

made right what the primordial mother, Eve, had destroyed. As an eternal Virgin Mother, 

Mary was hailed as the New Eve. To quote Bitel: “Through Mary came redemption, just as 

                                                
Father, complete and perfect in his divinity. These two natures [...] were united by God in grace in one person 
[...]. The unity did not produce a “mixture” of the two natures but an equality in which each was left whole and 
intact.”: Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1990: 645. 
465 Chadwick, 1984: 195.  
466 Chadwick, 1984: 199-200.  
467 McGrath, 1998: 59-60 and 354; Clayton, 1990: 7; and Maríukver, 1996: x. 
468 Alhough they were widely accepted by Christians from early on the two dogmas about Mary which originate 
in the apocryphal texts would not be proclaimed as such until the modern era, these are Mary’s immaculate 
conception sparing her from original sin proclaimed in 1854 and her assumption body and soul, into heaven 
defined in 1950. As official articles of faith they belong to the modern Catholic Church and not Christendom in 
its entirety: see Bitel, 2002: 106; Carroll, 1986: 4-5, 84; Perry and Echeverría, 1988: 1, 10; and Clayton, 1990: 3.  
469 Perry and Echeverría, 1988: 1, 7, 9. 
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through Eve, destruction.”470 Sawyer explains that in elevating Mary to the status of co-

contributor to the Salvation of Man: “Christianity produced two types to represent all of 

womankind: Eve and Mary. In reality, Mary was the one and only example of her type, and all 

women were daughters of Eve.”471 The parallel benefitted greatly from Augustine’s concept 

of original sin which identified concupiscence as the primary cause of sin and Eve as its source 

and instigator.472  

It can be concluded for now that Mary’s official status within the Christian theological 

framework prior to the council of Ephesus in 431 AD was marginal, and restricted almost 

entirely to her role as the mother of the Jesus the man. The non-Christian cultural and 

philosophical environments, within which the early Christian communities thrived, 

nonetheless provided the new religion with both the rhetoric and the tools with which to 

champion their cause and shape their theology. These same factors also fostered a variety of 

interpretations of the Christian message which resulted in the production of a plethora of 

written material some of which became considered Scripture. As has been discussed, the 

relatively sudden increase in popularity, and the rapid spread of the Marian cult during the 

latter half of the fifth-century and onwards, can scarcely be explained by focusing exclusively 

on her role in scripture. Nor was it entirely due to the decisions made during the theological 

debates of these first Christian centuries although both of these clearly provided the core, 

around which the role and image of Mary would come to be layered.  

As noted above the apocryphal stories about Mary had from very early on added 

depth to the otherwise scant information available on her life and had fostered popular belief 

in both her purity and the virgin birth ever since the second half of the second century.473 It 

therefore follows that one should next ask to what extent the widely popular, albeit non-

canonical texts, and by extension other elements of non-canonical belief, may have 

influenced the development of Mariology. 

                                                
470 Bitel, 2002: 106. 
471 The parallel between Eve and Mary was first developed by Justin Martyr sometime during the middle of the 
second century AD. It was developed further by Irenaeus in the following decades. It was soon embraced by 
popular belief, despite the fact that it lacked doctrinal enforcement. Church theologians therefore supported 
their interpretations of Mary as the new Eve by contrasting the whore of Babylon from Revelation 17, a sinful 
daughter of Eve, with the Queen of Heaven from Revelation 12, who, as discussed in the previous chapter was 
seen as a representation of Mary: see Sawyer, 1996: 156. 
472 See discussion in Clayton, 1990: 5-7; and Sawyer, 1996:146-157. See also Chapter 3.3.1 on the effect of this 
development on the status of women within the Christian Church. 
473 The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 46-47; Clayton, 1998:1; Pregeant, 1995: 312-313; and Warner, 1985: 
26-33. 
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3.2.3 Popular Belief, Eastern Influences and Mary in the Apocrypha  

Mary, as the Virgin Mother of the Saviour of mankind and God Incarnate, had always captured 

the popular imagination of Christians who unsurprisingly sought out more information about 

her than was provided in Scripture alone. While their doubtful authenticity was generally 

recognised, many of the texts in circulation during the first centuries of Christendom were, 

nevertheless, widely influential and several were considered as valuable, if not as true, as 

Scripture.474 Stories of her life and death were therefore not only passed down but also 

preserved by popular demand in the so-called apocryphal writings.475 Their study provides a 

valuable insight into the way Mary was perceived and presented in popular belief, as opposed 

to doctrinal belief, during the first centuries AD. Glad comments: 

 
Extra-canonical sources belong to the same socio-religious milieu as the 
canonical books and can be used as a source of comparison and contrast with 
regard to the religious beliefs and developing theologies of those Christian 
communities which valued books that later became established as canonical 
writings.476 

 
The most influential apocryphal works featuring Mary were the Infancy Gospel of 

Thomas, the Gospel according to Pseudo-Matthew, de Nativitate Mariae, the Liber de infantia 

and the second-century Proteuangelium Iacobi, or the Protevangelium of James dating from 

the middle of the second century AD. The last is commonly considered to be the most 

influential advisory text for the development of Mariology and therefore merits some special 

consideration here.477  

                                                
474 The advisory texts (Greek antilegoumenoi) were known by most Christian groups and were widely used to 
supplement the books of the New Testament. The more controversial texts (Greek nothoi) were divided into 
two groups: those of very questionable nature, and then the ridiculous and ungodly texts which true Christians 
were advised to abstain from reading, these included writings by heretics in the name of apostles. See further 
Glad 2004, especially pages 32-41. The tradition of the earliest Marian feasts, discussed in the next chapter, is 
evidence of the widespread popularity and influence of these texts on Christian devotional life. 
475 The term “apocryphal” was applied to a wide range of early Christian writings not included in the formally 
accepted Christian canon, many of which were the product of sectarian groups of Christians that eventually died 
out. The texts varied in theological perspective, ranging from what became known as orthodox to what was 
considered severely heretical, see Pregeant, 1995: 562.  
476 Glad, 2004: 187.  
477 The author of the Book of James is believed to have originated in Syria or Egypt c. 150 AD. For a modern 
English translation and notes on the development, history and known translations, see: The Apocryphal New 
Testament, 2004: 48-67. See also Warner, 1985: 26, 32; Clayton, 1990:3; 1998: 8, 11; Maríukver, 1996: xxii; 
Rubin, 2009: 9-11; and The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 47.  
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Contrary to the very passive role given to Mary in Christian Scripture discussed in 

Chapter 3.1.1. above, the Protevangelium of James, particularly in its later, Western form, 

portrays Mary as an active instrument of divine salvation.478 Its main motive is generally 

understood to be “to glorify Mary by telling of her birth, childhood, and marriage.”479 In short, 

the Protevangelium opens with the Annunciation and the miracle of Mary’s sinless conception 

by her parents Joachim and Anna who are withered with age. The account thus parallels the 

Annunciation to Mary herself and strongly resembles other miracle conceptions such as that 

of John the Baptist and the prophet Samuel. It moves on to the birth of Mary and her secluded 

childhood in the house of her devout Jewish parents, under whose care she is tended by 

virgins. The Protevangelium then tells of her presentation in the Jewish Temple of the Lord at 

the age of two, where she miraculously climbs the temple steps unaided and swears her 

solemn vow of chastity.480 The story proceeds to cover her life in the Temple in the service of 

God and the tale surrounding her betrothal to the equally devout Joseph, chosen by God for 

his just nature to be her companion and protector. Finally, it embellishes canonical elements 

such as the Immaculate Conception of Christ, the Annunciation and the painless, virgin birth 

of Christ, by including new details, such as the story of the midwife Salome, who is skeptical 

of Mary’s virginity post partum and is punished with a withered hand upon touching her. The 

greatest theological effect of the Protevangelium of James for the development of Mariology, 

and on Christian doctrine, thus lies in its persistent insistence on the popular belief in Mary’s 

virginity ante, in, and post partum,481 claiming her to be the ideal, and perfect, virgin. To quote 

Pregeant: “[i]n doing so it both reflected and contributed to movements that would become 

increasingly popular within the church as time moved on.”482  

The long history and wide distribution of the Protevangelium meant that different 

times and social environments contributed to its development. Warner has remarked that 

despite its Eastern influence Mary’s “transition from a material to a spiritual prodigny, [which 

emphasises her conception my Joachim and Anna as a miracle of God and] which is the 

                                                
478 The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 48. 
479 The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 50. 
480 Warner remarks that “[t]he idea that a young girl, or a woman, could be dedicated to God’s service and live 
in contact with the Holy of Holies in the care of the high priest would have been utterly abhorrent and 
sacrilegious to the Jews,“ thus suggesting that the origins of this idea lay outside of the Jewish-Christian 
communities of the first centuries of Christendom, see further Warner, 1985: 32-33. 
481 The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 47. 
482 Pregeant, 1997: 314-315. 
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essence of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, was not made in the east, but only in 

the medieval, Mariolatous west.”483 Significantly for this discussion, the Protevangelium 

proves that although the role of Mary was born within the Christian faith the Greco-Roman 

cultural and religious environment of the first-century Mediterranean within which it 

developed and grew caused it to acquire, like the religion as a whole, far more universally 

recognisable traits.  

Just as the texts featuring the life of Mary had gained widespread popular following 

throughout Christendom, various versions of the end of her life and the transcendence of 

Mary, body and soul, into Heaven, would likewise enhance her role.484 Miraculous stories of 

her final days on Earth both set her apart from other Christian saints in general and brought 

her closer to her son Jesus Christ, God Incarnate, who ruled in Heaven.485 In short, these texts 

describe how in her old age, Mary, now living in Jerusalem, is informed by either God’s angels, 

or Jesus himself, of her impending death. Subsequently her corporeal assumption into Heaven 

takes place.486 The most influential of these texts is the Pseudo-Melito which describes how, 

following the death of Jesus on the cross, the grieving Mary is consoled by an angel who 

promises her that she will be reunited with her son. After her later death and entombment, 

Jesus and a host of angels accompany the soul of Mary to earth to collect her body and she is 

escorted to Heaven by an archangel.487 Rubin explains how “Mary’s end attracted the greatest 

interest, for it promised that she had not died, that she was more than just a woman, and 

that she still resided in Heaven alongside her son.”488 It is perhaps unsurprising, given this 

development, that Mary was being depicted in religious art as the reigning Queen of Heaven 

as early as the sixth-century AD, a point which will be returned to shortly.  

Thus far, the material reviewed has shown how the Christian canon, the Christological 

debates and the apocryphal texts all affected the role of Mary within Christian doctrine. Even 

though they are undeniably a product of the multifaceted background of the first five 

                                                
483 Warner, 1985: 247. 
484 Popular opinion has long held that, unofficially, Mary’s son can refuse his mother nothing, thus if Mary wills 
it, it is so, see further Brown, 1981: 61; and Warner, 1985: 286.  
485 The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 691; Clayton, 1990: 8; and Warner, 1985: 28.  
486 It is worth noting that the Catholic Church, headed by the Vatican, still debates whether or not Mary 
experienced death at all. Her assumption is therefore also described as dormition, falling asleep, passing away 
or transitus. For a list of original editions and translations as well as a modern English translation of several of 
the more influential Assumption accounts see The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 691-723. 
487 The Apocryphal New Testament, 2004: 201-216. 
488 Rubin, 2009: 57. 
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centuries of Christendom, these developments may nonetheless be considered to be 

essentially the result of internal factors, rather than external, having mostly taken place 

within the Christian sects themselves as part of an effort to consolidate the basic premises of 

the faith. In order to gain a better understanding of the speed of the rapidly growing cult 

dedication to Mary and the development of her role within Christian popular belief in the 

Mediterranean area, influence from external factors, such as the Jewish theological construct 

allowing for the manifestation of God’s attributes; the pre-existing polytheistic religions of 

the Mediterranean; and the Greek, Roman and Egyptian goddess cults which thrived during 

Christianity’s infancy must also be briefly considered. 

As mentioned in Chapters 3.2.1 and 3.2.2, there is some evidence to suggest that, 

together with Hellenistic philosophical ideals, the Jewish origins of the earliest Christian 

devotees may have supplied them with a theological base from which subsequent 

developments might have arisen. Bearing this in mind, it is interesting to note that even 

though strictly monotheistic, the Jewish theological tradition of Biblical times saw nothing 

heretical in the concept of a plural godhead within which the attributes of the one true male 

God acquired physical, albeit angelic, bodies and could even, as in the case of God’s Wisdom, 

appear in a feminine guise.489 Raphael Patai argues that traces of one of these divine 

attributes, the Hebrew Matronit, might be found in the roles and attributes associated with 

Mary in early Christian popular belief.490 As well as bringing forth the Jewish perspective on 

the possibility of a feminine manifestation of the divine, Patai’s comparison draws due 

attention to the often competing, if not contradictory, emphasis placed on the figure and role 

of Mary by the layperson and scholar respectively:  

 
The popular-mythical, as against the scholarly-mythical view of the Matronit 
had a marked resemblance to the Mariolatry of the Latin countries, where the 
Virgin is not the Jewish woman whose womb God chose to reincarnate Himself 
in human form - as the official Catholic doctrine has it - but the Mother of God, 
herself a goddess who through the ages never ceased to perform miracles, and 
to whom therefore, direct and personal adoration is due. This precisely was the 

                                                
489 See further Patai, 1990, particularly pages 94-94, where he sums up the development of the feminine aspect 
of the Hebrew God, and Osborn, 1993: 74, who suggests that the eastern Mother Goddess Isis may initially have 
been a factor in the development of the Judaic conception of Wisdom. 
490 The Matronit is the Latin word for the fourth person of the Kabbalistic tetrad, known as Shekhina or the 
Daughter, according to Patai, she is the central figure in divine happenings and relationships, the link between 
the Above and Below and the person through whom man can most easily grasp the ineffable mysteries of the 
deity. See further Patai, 1990: 135-154, for the parallel between Mary and the Jewish Matronit, especially pages 
151-153. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

130 

 

light in which the Matronit appeared to the uneducated or semi-educated 
Kabbalistic Jews; [...]. The Matronit remained down here on earth, continued to 
be directly connected with the welfare of her people, and could be approached 
directly, at any time, any place. She thus supplied the psychologically so 
important female divine figure in Judaism [...].491 

 
Patai categorizes and discusses the four major traits of the manonit: virginity, 

motherliness, promiscuity and bloodthirstiness. All of which, he shows, are shared eastern, 

Mother Goddess cults which were vibrant during the first few centuries 

AD. These include the Egyptian Isis, the virgin Ishtar and Cybele, who 

Romans worshipped as Magna Mater, to name but a few. The first two 

traits, virginity and motherliness, can easily be found in representations 

of Mary in the Protevangelium of James which, as noted above, is 

believed to have originated in the eastern provinces of Christendom, an 

area, as Warner rightfully points out, already seeded with mother 

goddess imagery.492 Many of these eastern goddesses were also 

associated with fertility, healing and acts of salvation through 

intermission between humans and the divine, all of which are later 

attributed to Mary.493 

The cult of the Egyptian goddess Isis, known as Mother of God or 

Mother of Heaven, is considered by some scholars to have been a 

particularly influential model for Marian worship. The cult of Isis had, 

through cultural osmosis, already acquired what Rubin describes as 

“Hellenistic Mediterranean features” when it came into contact with the 

pantheon of the Greek and Roman gods. According to Rubin, this became 

the groundwork upon which the early Christian cults based their Marian 

worship: “[…] ritual forms used in Hellenistic times to address Isis in 

spaces previously her own were now used by Christians and for Mary.”494 

                                                
491 Patai, 1990: 139. 
492 Warner, 1985: 26. 
493 For a brief discussion of the major traits of the eastern Mother Goddesses, see Patai, 1990; 151-152. For the 
similarities between these goddesses and early representations of Mary in Christian popular belief, see Warner, 
1985: 26, 123. See also Clayton, 1990: 3-5; and Rubin, 2009: 21-22. For a discussion of the influence Greco-
Roman goddess cults had on women and their participation and role in religion during the first Christian 
centuries, see Sawyer, 1996: 119-130 and Chapter 3.3.2.  
494 Rubin, 2009: 42. 

Figure 3-1: Bronze 
figurine of the 
Egyptian Goddess Isis 
nursing the infant 
Horus. 
 
The Encyclopædia 
Britannica website. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

131 

 

Given the disorganised nature of the early Christian church discussed in previous chapters, 

and particularly its lack of structured canon and central leadership, it is not unlikely that some 

of the earliest Christian cults would have modeled their understanding and veneration of 

Mary on pre-existing religious traditions which acknowledged, in particular, the life-giving 

power of a feminine divine.  

It should, however, be noted that substituting one Mother Goddess for another would 

not have been without its problems. The temple of Isis at Carthage, consecrated as a Christian 

church in the early fifth-century, is an example of just such an unsuccessful merger. The 

structure was demolished by order of the bishops of Rome only decades after its 

consecration, in 440 AD, as worship of the Eastern goddess had never completely ceased 

there.495  

Another element which may have contributed to the growth and popularity of the 

emerging Marian cult after the Council of Ephesus in 431 AD, and also merits some 

consideration here is the psychological factor. After presenting a psychoanalytic diagnosis of 

the rapidly changing demographic of the Christian community in the fifth-century AD, Michael 

P. Carroll concludes that although patriarchal in nature, these communities largely consisted 

of what could be described in Freudian terms as “father ineffective” households. These are 

characterised by households where the mother of the family is a powerful forbidding figure 

who awakens a lust within her sons that was, necessarily, repressed.496 Here, Carroll draws a 

parallel between the cults of Mary and that of Cybele, whose cult was particularly active in 

Rome from the second to fourth centuries AD, and who was herself titled Magna Mater.497  

According to Carroll, the Mediterranean people of the fifth-century, male and female 

alike, encountered a new element in Mary which both appealed to the masses and set the 

Mother of the Christian God apart from previous Mother Goddess figures such as Cybele; the 

Egyptian Isis; and the Hebrew Manonit, discussed above. He states, quite rightly, that:  

 
It is tempting to see Mary as simply the latest in a long line of mother goddesses 
who have dominated Mediterranean religions over the past several millennia, 
this would be a mistake. Although there are similarities, Mary is quite different 

                                                
495 Smith, 1976: 229. 
496 Carroll, 1986: 106-112. 
497 The cult of Cybele was popular amongst both men and women of the lower classes in Rome during the second 
century AD, although its ritual practices and unconventional approach to gender identity eventually caused the 
Roman elite to frown upon it: see Sawyer, 1996: 124. 
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from almost all other mother goddesses in at least one very important way: she 
is completely dissociated from sexuality. 498  
 

Of course, the idea of the virgin, impregnated by a god, and giving birth to a demigod 

or hero of some sort, was a widely known pre-Christian Greco-Roman motif. The Christian 

popular emphasis on the perpetual virginity of Mary, before, during and especially after, the 

birth of Jesus Christ, however, was new. The uniqueness of Mary, Carroll concludes, lies in the 

fact that: “she alone was completely dissociated from the act of sexual intercourse.”499 

According to Carroll, the cult of an a-sexual Mother Goddess such as Mary would therefore 

have been particularly appealing.500 

 The growing emphasis on the virginity of Mary within the Christian theological 

framework and popular belief, combined with the spiritual ideology and psychological need 

associated with female virginity within the Greco-Roman cultural and religious environment 

noted above, contributed to the development of the Christian church’s theory of congenital 

sin developed by Augustine during the early fifth-century. This states that all humans are 

stained with sin from the moment of their conception in their mother’s wombs.501 A biased 

reading of the Scripture, especially Genesis 3:6 and 2 Corinthians 11:3, which promoted the 

supremacy of the male over the female then not only condemned all women, labelling them 

as the “daughters of Eve,” but also, promoted an abhorrence of the act of sex altogether, 

seeing it as a symbol of weakness because it made possible the continuation of a fallen 

society.502 Christians came to emphasise the pre-eminent importance of virginity as a symbol 

                                                
498 Carroll, 1986: 5. 
499 Carroll, 1986: 7. 
500 See Carroll, 1986, particularly pages 3-22 on the unique qualities of the Cult of the Virgin Mary, and 49-75, 
for a discussion of its appeal to a “father ineffective” culture. See also Beard, 1994, 164-190 on the cult of Cybele 
in Rome.  
501 Within the Christian tradition, sexual attraction was considered a consequence of the fall of Adam and Eve 
from the Grace of God as revealed in Genesis 3:1-24. As a result, humanity was seen as being tainted with 
Original Sin from the moment of conception and women bore the brunt of the shame, which, according to 
Genesis 3:16, was manifested in the pain experienced by them during childbirth. As shown in previous chapters, 
the redemptive properties of Christ’s mission were central to Christian theology from the very beginning and 
the role of Christ as the Incarnate word of God shaped the role of his mother Mary who’s sinless perfection had 
made the Incarnation possible. By the mid fifth-century Mary, despite her motherhood, had been declared “ever 
virgin” and untainted by original sin. She had in fact by then been completely dissociated from the greatest fault 
of mankind: sexuality. The influential Church father Augustine further developed the theory of congenital sin 
and tied its negative elements in particular to the female sex. Relying largely on Aristotelian ideals of natural 
order, Augustine, who, as Sawyer puts it: “puzzles over the very creation of woman” concluded that procreation 
was the only valid reason for their existence and that it had reached a peak when “a unique woman, without 
tarnish of sin” bore Christ into the world. See further in Sawyer, 1996: 152. 
502 Brown, 1988: 183-96. See also Consolino, 1999: 9. 
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of commitment to the new world order inaugurated by God in Jesus.503 As evident from the 

discussion above, Mary alone of all women, was believed by Christians to be free of this stain. 

As the Virgin Mother of God and the most prominent of all the Christian saints, her name and 

image had become synonymous with the Christian conceptualisation of virginity. Ellington 

states that Mary’s ideal virginal state “also imbued her with spiritual power to overcome sin 

and evil.”504  

To briefly conclude, it can be said that by the mid-sixth-century Mary was in all 

likelihood being presented by missionaries in the pagan territories of Western Europe as the 

reigning Queen of Heaven, patron, protectress and Intercessor between man and God.505 This 

rapid development of Mariology has prompted Perry and Echeverría to declare that “with the 

obvious exception of papal supremacy, no cult or devotion in Catholicism has contributed 

more to the consolidation of authority and institutional growth than the ever-expanding 

Marian faith.”506 Nevertheless, as a woman, and to all women, Mary was, as Marina Warner 

so aptly phrases it, “alone of all her sex.”507 Indeed, Masters comments that: “the message of 

the Marian pseudeographa is simply that Mary was neither born nor died in the way of other 

human beings.”508  

Despite this, as noted earlier, the central aspect of Mary was always her motherhood 

and in this she potentially appealed to all mothers everywhere as it can be safely stated that 

motherhood is a universally identifiable role. The pagan women of the North, who due to the 

nature of their biological gender had carried and given birth to their own children would have 

found a powerful Mother Goddess in Mary, one who cared not only for child in its infancy but 

stayed with him throughout the trials of adulthood. One might imagine that one of the main 

concerns of Christian missionaries would, in fact, have been to effectively emphasise and 

demonstrate the humanity of Mary to the people of the North. To that end, it is important to 

understand the way in which Mary’s physical image and her correct veneration would have 

been presented during the conversion period. This will be the subject of the following chapter.  

                                                
503 See Chapters 3.2.3 and 3.2.4. 
504 Ellington, 2001: 69. 
505 Brown, 1988: 183-96; Clayton, 1998: 3, 14; Pregeant, 1995: 314-315; and Ellington, 2001: 67. 
506 Perry and Echeverría, 1988: 1. 
507 See Warner, 1985, throughout. 
508 Masters, 2002: 84. 
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3.2.4 The Image and Worship of Mary in Western Europe 

Marian art developed alongside her role in Christian doctrine. The initial representations of 

Mary thus centred on her role in the Nativity, the Adoration of the Magi and popular themes 

from the apocryphal stories which continuously emphasised her unique status in Christian 

popular belief, such as the Annunciation, Visitation, Presentation in the Temple, and 

Dormition. The previous chapter has shown that belief in her assumption to Heaven during 

the first five centuries of Christianity had inspired Mary’s later identification with the woman 

described in Revelations 12: “there appeared a great wonder in heaven; a woman clothed 

with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars.”509 

The image conjured up by the text is quite striking and would greatly impact the way Mary 

was later perceived. This passage, and in fact the whole chapter, became the subject matter 

of numerous paintings and carvings depicting Mary, prompting Matter to comment that: 

 
This is one of the many ways in which Mary is seen as the female force who 
overcomes the curse brought upon the human race by the first woman, Eve. So, 
in the imagery of Revelation Mary is the Queen of Heaven a figure surrounded 
by heavenly bodies, a mysterious, unearthly woman far from the pensive 
mother described by the Gospels.510 

 

This connection also led to the development of Mary’s earlier mentioned role as the 

New Eve and a growing emphasis on her powers of intercession which became ever more 

apparent as Christianity moved from its roots in the Mediterranean and pushed into the 

pagan territories of Western Europe in the fifth-century AD.511 On this subject Warner notes:  

 
All the eastern accounts - although they differ on the moment and manner of 
her death and translation to paradise - agree that the virgin is passive, that her 
flesh at the moment of her glory is inert, if not inanimate. But on the journey 
east to west, the virgin becomes more vigorous and active.512  

  

                                                
509 Revelations 12:1. 
510 Matter, 2002: 83. 
511 Mary’s rise to Heaven meant that, unlike the saints, she left no body behind. Thus, typical Marian relics 
consisted of her veil, pieces of her house, her sepulcher and later her milk rather than bones or other body parts. 
These were central to her veneration and would be found all over Europe by the tenth-century AD. See Clayton, 
1990: 138; Ellington, 2001: 37 and Maríukver, 1996: xxviii. 
512 Warner, 1985: 84. 
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The art quickly moved from the descriptive to the devotional, gradually taking on a 

more hierarchical, regal, structure.513 In this, so-called, “Maria Regina” imagery, Mary is 

portrayed as a figure of authority in a central position holding the Child Christ in her hands, 

adorned with jewels and sometimes crowned.514 In this role as Queen of Heaven, Mary’s 

powers of intercession on behalf of sinners had become equal to none. According to Ellington: 

 
As Queen of Heaven after her Assumption, Mary was always portrayed as 
continuing the same close relationship with Jesus that she had enjoyed on 
earth, sitting at his right hand and ruling over the Kingdom of Mercy as he 
administered the Kingdom of Justice.515  
 

From the late seventh-century onwards, many high-ranking members of the church, 

as well as secular leaders throughout Christendom, strived to associate themselves with Mary 

through art by commissioning artwork depicting them as her servant.516 The power of this 

imagery is perhaps best exemplified by the fact that during one of the early schisms between 

the East and West both the Emperors of Constantinople and the Popes of Rome, claimed 

patronage from her.517 Noble explains how “by claiming Mary for Rome and then by 

associating themselves with her in visible ways,”518 the Popes of Rome not only sought to 

inspire awe and allegiance among the populous, but also, to unmistakably present themselves 

as the link between all Christians and the increasingly powerful Mary, Mother of God and 

Queen of Heaven.519 From Rome, the image of a powerful Mary proceeded to spread through 

                                                
513 An example of mid-fifth-century Marian art can be found in the church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome, 
where Biblical scenes featuring the Virgin were commissioned by Pope Sixtus III in 432 and 440 AD. See further 
in Schiller, 1971: 26-28.  
514 Noble, 2009: 125-134. It should also be noted that the image of Mary with the child Christ in her lap was a 
prominent motif which may have been inspired by the Eastern mother goddess cults. See Chapter 3.2.3, as well 
as Perry and Echeverría, 1988: 10; and Warner, 1985: 93; 323 and 174-175. 
515 Ellington, 2001: 107. 
516 It is interesting to note, as Clayton does, that all the popes from Sergius (687-701) to Zachary (741-752) were 
either Syrian or Greek except for one. Their Eastern origins may, to some extent, have influenced the way Mary 
was portrayed in art commissioned during their rule as they are shown humbly kneeling before her as her 
servants. She herself holds the baby Christ, in a style reminiscent of the ancient eastern Mother Goddess figures. 
See further in Clayton, 1990: 269, 148-150. 
517 In the early seventh-century, the Emperor of the Christian East was already linking his secular roles and office 
to the sanctity of an increasingly powerful religious institution by declaring Mary as the patron of saint him, his 
family and the capital. Noble declares: “Constantinople, the empire and the emperor had all come under the 
special protection of the Virgin and of Christ. By extension, then, everyone in the empire enjoyed the same 
patronage and protection”: Noble, 2009: 32. 
518 Noble, 2009: 132. 
519 Noble, 2009: 130-132 and 260. 
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Western Europe. It would come to reflect her increasing importance not only within the 

ceremonial hierarchy of the Christian Church, but also within an emerging court ceremony.520  

The correct use of art, particularly images of Christ, Mary and the saints, soon became 

the cause of disagreement amongst Christians, both in the East and the West, with each group 

citing tradition and Scripture in favour of, and against, the sanctity of images respectively. A 

simple yet satisfying distinction between mere decorative art and sacred images, or icons, is 

made by Thomas Noble who explains that “sacred icons are not images of a particular style, 

size or location but instead images that did, or that were expected to do, something. They 

were images to which cult was paid.”521 

According to Blair, the seventh-century English monk, Bede expresses the same 

concerns as his continental neighbours about the possible misuse of religious imagery when 

he states that images could, and should, aid, and inspire, in the correct worship of God, but 

they themselves should not be venerated.522 Bede’s concerns imply that an underlying 

wariness about religious imagery already existed amongst Christians in Western Europe which 

surfaced in the Carolingian West from about 750-880 AD.523 In this context, it is worth bearing 

in mind that the fourth to eighth centuries frame a period of rapid conversion and great 

expansion of Christian territories in the West. Noble has drawn attention to the fact that 

Christian missionaries of the West, who from the fourth-century had regular contact with idol-

worshipping pagans, were particularly conscious of the potential for confusion as to the 

purpose of such artwork. It is not unlikely, as he points out, that these missionary Christians 

and the newly instated bishops would have emphasized the importance of the crucifix as a 

symbol of faith, and the power of the written word over the sanctity of images in order to 

avoid confusion among the newly-converted populus. This, he suggests, may be the reason 

for these sharp differences between Eastern and Western Christendom with regard to 

pictural art and the wariness of those in the West:524  

 

                                                
520 Graef, 1963: 45-46 and Ellington, 2001: 1-2. 
521 Noble, 2009: 28-45. The emphases are mine.  
522 Bede expresses his concerns regarding a group of decorated panels depicting Mary in scenes from the 
Gospels, which had been brought from Rome by Benedict Biscop to adorn St Peter’s church at Wearmouth: see 
further Blair, 1990: 172-174. 
523 The term “Iconoclasm” refers to the the destruction of sacred images. On the origins and development of 
vocabulary related to icons and iconoclasm in early Christianity, particularly regarding their function, see Noble, 
2009: 28-45.  
524 Noble, 2009: 134-137, 139 and 156-157.  
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In the eighth century and again in the ninth, Carolingian writers seemed baffled 
by the image practices of the Byzantines. Images in the West, - Rome may have 
been different, - did not receive hair or bead clippings, did not stand sponsor at 
baptism, did not serve as portable altars; their scrapings were not blended with 
the Eucharist; they were not greeted with lights and incense; they were not 
carried into battle (but relics were). Byzantine texts often speak of kissing as a 
common form of reverence bestowed upon images. Carolingian texts in the 
ninth century allude to kissing, bowing, kneeling, prostrating, and extending of 
the arms albeit explicitly only in connection with the cross or, […] with painted 
images of the cross/crucifix.525 

 

Despite ongoing debates the use of religious art had, by the close of the eighth-

century, become such an important part of Christian teaching and popular belief that the 

Second Ecumenical Council of Nicea, held in 787 AD, declared a verdict in favour of sacred 

images, concluding that their veneration should be considered an accepted and important 

part of Christian tradition. In fact, after Second Nicea, honouring images was not only 

permissible but encouraged:526  

 

Images can move their viewers. They can elicit compunction. They can elevate 
the mind from this world to the next. They can reveal, however imperfectly, 
invisible realities. They teach, especially the unlettered. The Bible itself 
authorizes images. There is an absolute difference between the matter of which 
images are made and the person(s) represented by the image. Honour paid to 
an image immediately passes to the person represented.527 

 

While images of the increasingly popular saints, along with religious scenes depicting 

moments revealed in Scripture, were widely used to decorate churches throughout western 

Europe before Nicea II, a marked caution of them can be detected. Marian art in seventh-

century Anglo-Saxon England for example was largely in tune with that of the Latin West in 

general and reflected motifs related to the Virgin’s developing feast days and popular themes 

from the Gospels and apocrypha.528 Nevertheless, even the “Seated Virgin and Child” images 

were rare in Anglo-Saxon England and appear only sporadically in art, perhaps reflecting, as 

                                                
525 Noble, 2009: 369. 
526 Noble, 2009: 70-86, 99-110.  
527 Noble, 2009: 156. 
528 The only extant seventh-century Anglo-Saxon images depicting the seated Mary and the Child Christ out of 
context, that is to say, not forming any part of a narrative scene, are found in the Book of Kells, a Gospel 
manuscript and on a simple engraving on the wooden coffin of St Cuthbert of Lindisfarne dated from c. 698 AD 
are described by Lawrence Nees as: “timeless objects of devotion.” See further Nees, 2002: 143-146 and Clayton, 
1990: 142-144. 
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is suggested by Nees: “an imperfect memory of different Roman images, and combining some 

of their most salient features, or perhaps even deliberately evoking multiple holy images.”529 

In general, there is little evidence, written or physical, of the active veneration of Holy Icons 

in Western Europe before the late eighth-century.530 In other words, until after decision 

regarding the correct use of religious images was taken by the Nicaea II and its implications 

made clear by the heads of the Christian church, it seems that the West maintained the 

previously noted wariness towards religious images.  

 Interestingly, around 800 AD Anglo Saxon imagery and prayer slowly began to revolve 

more around the figure of Mary, expressing, as Clayton explains, both the Anglo-Saxon 

“knowledge of Marian apocrypha and a developed degree of devotion to the Virgin.”531 In art, 

Mary was beginning to take on characteristics previously only associated with her son Jesus 

Christ, such as the blessing gesture and staring eyes.532 According to Clayton western 

theologians of the seventh-century played no small role in this development as they had 

increasingly portrayed Mary as more than a consort to Christ. To quote Clayton: “The main 

contribution of the Carolingians to Mariological thinking was probably the greater emphasis 

they placed upon the person of Mary.”533 On this subject Clayton draws particular attention 

to prayers dedicated specifically to Mary which she believes attest not only to the increasing 

emphasis many eighth-and ninth-century Northumbrian Anglo-Saxon priests and bishops, 

under Roman influence, were placing on the role of Mary in their prayers and homilies but 

also to the growing belief in Mary’s independent powers of salvation.534  

Alongside the development of Mary during the initial centuries of Christendom, the 

veneration of Christian martyrs and saints believed to reside in Heaven close to, and favoured, 

by Christ and his mother had also grown. Peter Brown explains that by the sixth-century, an 

increasing emphasis was placed on the sanctity of the grave sites of saints around which 

prayers were more likely to reach the ears of the godhead, and miracles were more likely to 

happen.535 Relics, such as body parts, clothes or items closely linked to the saint were 

                                                
529 Nees, 2002: 145.  
530 Noble, 2009: 40- 44.  
531 Clayton, 1990: 157. 
532 Clayton, 1990: 151-157. This was especially true in those areas of the country where the Virgin Mary was 
particularly popular, namely, Northumbria and the Midlands. 
533 Clayton, 1990: 23. 
534 Clayton, 1990: 92-96. The prayers praise Mary primarily for her purity, and for her role as the Mother of God, 
and imply that as he is her son, Christ can deny his mother nothing. 
535 Brown, 1981: 7-9 and 26-28. 
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considered infused with their presence and considered sacred.536 The belief in the 

Assumption of Mary, body and soul, however, meant that neither her body nor her tomb 

were accessible to the faithful. The idea of Marian relics was therefore a much later addition 

to her veneration, particularly in the West. 

The popular following of Mary was initially stronger in 

the East than the West, and It is therefore unsurprising that 

one of the earliest shrines, housing the veil of Mary and dating 

from the middle of the sixth-century, was situated near 

Constantinople.537 Similarly, Fuglesang points out that three-

dimensional statues depicting Mary had become popular in 

current day Italy and Spain well before they reached the same 

status further West and North. In France, for example, one the 

earliest documented descriptions of such art dates from the 

tenth-century and describes the Virgin of Clermont-Ferrand, a 

statue which was, unfortunetely, destroyed in a fire in 1792. 

However, a drawing of the statue survived and shows that it 

was carved in the theme of “Maria Regina” depicting Mary, as 

Fugelsang notes: “seated on a throne of gold, holding the Child 

on her lap.”538 The statue was said to house some of the 

Virgin’s hair, drops of her milk, and fragments of her dress, 

items which, along with her veil, pieces of her sepulchre and 

fragments of her house were typical of the Marian relics which 

could be found all over Europe in the tenth-century, around 

the same time Christianity was formally accepted in Iceland.539 

These often elaborate and highly decorated reliquaries 

combined aspects from the now-accepted use and veneration of images with the sanctity of 

Holy Relics. Fuglesang suggests that the emergence of such three-dimensional 

“anthropomorphic reliquaries” in western Europe which cleverly housed the saint’s holy relics 

                                                
536 Brown, 1982: 2-4 and 93-94.  
537 Graef, 1963: 168. On the popular following of Mary in the East, see Clayton, 1990: 3-5; Warner, 1985: 26, 123 
and Rubin, 2009: 21-22; see also the discussion in Chapter 3.2.4, above.  
538 Fuglesang, 2004: 12. 
539 Fuglesang, 2004: 12. See also Clayton, 1990: 138; Ellington, 2001: 37; and Maríukver, 1996: xxviii. 

Figure 3-2: Oldest preserved 
Marian statue in Iceland, 
dating from the thirteenth 
century.  
 
In Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, 
2004: 254, photo by Ívar 
Brynjólfsson. 

This statue may have been 
known as the “Hofstaða-
María” from the church at 
Hofstaðir in Skagafjörður. 
Mary would have originally 
held the child Jesus in her lap. 
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may have developed as an attempt to “eradicate remains of pagan idolatry by substituting 

statues of Christian saints.”540 Berger suggests that, at least initially, newly converted 

Christians would have prayed to the saints for the same reasons that they would have prayed 

to their pre-Christian divinities, thus, local divinities such as the Irish Brigid of Kildare would 

have been re-defined in Christian terms as saints.541  

As shown above, it is clear that Marian devotion in western Europe was something 

that developed over a long period of time during which both her image, and her role within 

the Christian tradition became increasingly more important. A final aspect of her worship yet 

unmentioned are the feasts celebrated in her honour. Four major Marian feast days were 

introduced and incorporated into the Anglo-Saxon liturgical calendar in the seventh-century 

and had become fixed points by the eleventh. They emphasised above all else the purity of 

Mary’s body, her title of “ever virgin” and her divine motherhood.542 The dates of these feasts 

were logically arranged in accordance with the birth of Christ which, from 336 AD, had been 

celebrated on the 25th of December in Rome, and on the 6th of January in the East, causing 

considerable friction between the East and West.543 Two further distinctly Eastern 

celebrations were incorporated into the liturgical calendars of the Latin West in the late 

twelfth-century and may, according to Clayton, would have been celebrated as early as the 

eleventh-century in some areas of Anglo-Saxon England.544 Their adoption was inspired by lay 

people and, although popular, remained controversial in many areas into the late fourteenth-

century.545  

                                                
540 Fuglesang, 2004: 10, 27.  
541 See Berger, 1985. For the secular importance of the Cult of the Saints, see Hall, 2008: 474-475. 
542 These feasts are the Purification (Lat. Purificatio Sanctae mariae) better known as Candlemas, celebrated on 
the 2nd of February; the Annunciation (Lat. Adnuntiatio) also known as the Conception of Christ, celebrated on 
the 25th of March; the Assumption (Lat. Adsumptio), celebrated on the 15th of August; and finally, the Nativity 
of Mary (Lat. Nativitas Mariae) celebrated on the 8th of September, see Clayton, 1990: 26, 29, 50-51; and 
Ellington, 2001: 88. The feast of Candlemas was later celebrated in Iceland as Kindilmessa or Kertamessa and 
the tradition of lighting candles, symbolising Mary, and offering them to God continued to the Reformation, see 
Maríukver, 1996: xii. 
543 In a summary of the period, Clayton recounts the various dates and arguments between the East and West 
regarding the correct dating of Marian feasts, see Clayton, 1990: 25-29. 
544 Clayton argues that their introduction in some areas of Britain as early as c. 1030 AD is suggestive of relatively 
greater Eastern influence on Anglo-Saxon England than on other areas of western Europe, or at least, a strong 
connection between the two areas of Christendom: see Clayton, 1990: 25-51. On the subject of Marian feasts in 
Anglo-Saxon England in the seventh to tenth centuries, see particularly pages 30-40, and for a summary of 
Clayton’s argument for Winchester being the centre of Marian devotion in the late Anglo-Saxon period, see 
pages 88-89.  
545 These were the festivals of the Immaculate Conception of Mary (Lat. Conceptio Mariae) which was celebrated 
on the 8th of December, and the Presentation in the Temple (Lat. Presentatio Mariae ad templum) celebrated 
on the 21st of November. The celebration of these later, Eastern, feasts was not particularly widespread in 
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Marian imagery and prayers directed to her thus appear to have become a central, 

irreplaceable, part of Christian devotional life in western Europe by the late ninth-, and early 

tenth-centuries. By the eleventh-century, when Iceland, along with most of Scandinavia was 

rapidly becoming Christian, Mary was depicted in Anglo-Saxon art as an active participant in 

the Redemption, a powerful figure crowned and carrying not only the infant Christ but also, 

as Clayton notes, now wielding a symbol of earthly power: the sceptre.546  

On a more personal level, it is interesting to consider the possible effect of introducing 

a Divine Mother figure to the women of the North. After all, as a human woman whose 

primary role and status within the Christian religious framework was so intricately intertwined 

with the biological function of motherhood to which most women can relate, Mary would 

have in all likelihood have been seen as imbuing the role of motherhood in general with a 

sense of noble sanctity. Bearing in mind the fact that within the extant Old Norse mythological 

material noted in Chapter 2.4.1, fertility in general appears to have been considered the result 

of a union of male and female elements and the dangers experienced by all mothers when 

giving birth perceived more or less as a natural, pre-determined part of life, one certainly 

notes how rarely both of these are mentioned in the sagas or Old Norse mythiology. It may 

even be suggested that the women of Scandinavia and Iceland would have perceived Mary as 

a model for motherhood previously unseen in the North. The importance of her biological 

role as the mother of Jesus is after all emphasised beyond anything else. This point is worth 

bearing in mind as it will be returned to later. 

 For now, however, it is sufficient to note that by the early seventh-century AD, 

the key structural elements of Christian theology and doctrine were in place and that while 

the figure of Mary was clearly present, the Christian religion focused to a large extent on the 

figure and role of a very masculine Jesus Christ. Mary herself may have been a Divine Mother 

but it is hard to imagine that the acceptance of such a semi-divine entity alone would have 

served as a sufficient impetus to turn women from the pagan religion to which they were 

accustomed. To understand more fully the likely appeal of this new Christian religion to the 

pagan women of the North other, more mundane factors should be incorporated into this 

discussion. The early development of female religious roles and the possible advantages 

                                                
Northern Europe, although they are mentioned in the calendar of the archdiocese of Nidaros, the Missale 
Nodronsiense, from 1519, see Ellington, 2001: 37; Clayton, 1990: 84; and Maríukver, 1996: xiii. 
546 Clayton, 1990: 270- 271. 
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imbedded within them by the time Christianity was introduced to Scandinavia and Iceland will 

therefore be considered next.  

3.3 Professionally Religious Women in Western Christendom 

The aim of this chapter is to identify and discuss the opportunities and roles available to 

religiously dedicated women within Christianity as these may have been among the issues 

towards which non-Christian women would naturally have looked in their practical 

assessment of the Christian faith. To this end, the chapter will focus on some of the key factors 

both spiritual and secular, theological and philosophical, as well as psychological and physical, 

inherent to the role of the Christian nun which may have appealed to pagan women in 

Scandinavia and Iceland.  

Sub-chapter 3.3.1 will deal with the development of the role of religious women within 

the early Christian church and discuss the marginalisation of the feminine from active 

religious roles in the light of the Christian emphasis, both religious and secular, on the 

dominance of the male in an increasingly hierarchical Church bureaucracy.  

Sub-chapter 3.3.2 will discuss the professional religious roles that were available to 

women within the androcentric environment of the early medieval Christian church and the 

development of those roles from their origins within the early church. The aim is to provide 

an overview of their nature and appearance just prior to the introduction of Christianity in 

Scandinavia in the mid ninth- and tenth-centuries.  

Sub-chapter 3.3.3 will then review the origins, application and influence of the core 

philosophical and theological concepts that were inherent in the aforementioned religious 

roles available to women. The chapter will also discuss their effect on the development of 

those roles within Christian religious history, as a means of providing a better understanding 

of their probable appeal to the non-Christian women of the North in the tenth-century.  

3.3.1 The Marginalization of Women from the Christian Church Hierarchy  

In the last decades of the twentieth-century a number of academics, inspired by and drawing 

on feminist critique of Christian patriarchal heritage and religion, have studied the various 

available sources from the centuries leading up to the First Ecumenical Council held in Nicaea 

in 325 AD in an attempt to reconstruct the roles and analyze the involvement of women within 
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these earliest Christian groups.547 The overarching goal of these scholars has been to reveal 

the involvement of women and re-evaluate their contribution towards the early development 

and rise of the Christian tradition. To this end, various methodologies and approaches have 

been applied in an ongoing effort to analyze and evaluate the source material which ranges 

from historical documents to Gnostic texts and apocrypha and the Christian canon itself. The 

result, as Coreley states, is that today: “[t]he presence and participation of women in ancient 

society and religions, including the Jesus movement, has been firmly established.”548 The 

extent to which these early female roles survived or changed from their original 

manifestations to the point at which the role of women in Christian doctrine and spiritual life 

was introduced to the women of the north is worth considering briefly as it enables an 

understanding of the way in which said women would have perceived their roles in the new 

religion. 

The previous chapters have explored how, due in part to the excessive persecutions 

of Christians within the Roman Empire, the first Christian communities consisted of small 

scale, home-based groups which were scattered over a wide area within the Greco-Roman 

cultural and religious environment of the Mediterranean and were thus influenced by 

these.549 These groups were, by necessity, largely independent entities which operated 

unchecked and unhindered by a governing body, as no such central system had yet been 

adopted. It has been argued that this created a fertile environment for the active participation 

of women.  

Scholars have noted that female leaders in the early Christian communities were 

particularly notable among the second century adherents of Gnosticism, who faced increasing 

scrutiny from the larger community of Christians as the third century progressed.550 According 

                                                
547 The more influential of these scholars have been noted in an overview of feminist theological theories and 
critique in Chapter Error! Reference source not found. above. 
548 Corley, 2002: 7. 
549 As has been noted in previous chapters, these first congregations constantly struggled to define themselves 
and their religion with reference to the underlying Jewish heritage of the Christian religion and were heavily 
influenced by the Hellenistic religious and philosophical traditions from which they themselves emerged: see 
Chadwick, 1980; McGrath, 1998: 23; and Stead, 1994: 81.  
550 Gnosticism is a blend of Jewish mystical speculation and Hellenised forms of missionary Zoroastrianism, 
placed within a Platonic philosophical framework. Scholars have shown that there was a tendency among the 
second- and third-century Gnostic groups to view the roles of women in a more egalitarian light than their 
contemporary Christian sects. See, for example, the works of Filoramo, 1990; Rudolph, 1987; and Pagels, 1981. 
Female leadership roles amongst the Gnostic groups were firmly condemned by the early Church fathers, 
particularly Tertullian, who categorically opposed both Gnosticism and the active participation of women and 
was liable to combine the two in his arguments in order to defeat his opponents. The resulting decisions of the 
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to Marjanen, the Gnostic material shows that some women in these groups were able to 

influence their religious environment and possibly serve in authoritative religious roles.551 

Similarly, Rudolph comments that they “frequently occupied leading positions either as 

teachers, prophetesses, missionaries or played a leading role in cultic ceremonies (baptism, 

eucharist) and magic practices (exorcisms).”552 It should of course be noted that while the 

Gnostic tradition may have been more open to the active participation of individual women 

in Christian religious rites and more accepting of their abilities to lead scholarly debate than 

the adherents of what would become mainstream Christian tradition, this does not 

necessarily mean that this was true of all women among its ranks.553 Thus the lack of reliable 

contemporary written sources on the subject of female religious involvement in early 

Christian groups which were eventually deemed heretic has led scholars to scrutinise more 

closely the religious roles attributed to women in the Letters of Paul.554 The earliest versions 

of these works are believed to date from the first century AD and not only provide near 

contemporary information on the structure of the early Christian groups, but also, due to their 

eventual inclusion in the Christian canon, provide an indication of what must have been 

considered normative practice.  

It has been suggested that the adherents of the Christian faith, while belonging to an 

array of different social groups and all levels of society, developed a strong sense of solidarity 

under the influence of charismatic leaders such as Paul the Apostle.555 In the Pauline texts, 

women are not only noted as patronesses and protectresses of the early cults, offering 

financial support and housing, they are also called co-workers of Paul and appear to have 

served as deacons, teachers and missionary leaders on an equally authoritative level to 

                                                
early Church Councils saw the active condemnation of these groups, and their writings, as being heretical. See 
further Marjanen, 2004: 780-781. 
551 They key Gnostic texts featuring Mary Magdalene show her in a positive light, taking on the role of disciple, 
leader and speaker, have been extensively reviewed by Antti Marjanen with reference to assertions that they 
reinforce theories claiming the possibility of women holding authoritative roles among the early Christian sects. 
See further Marjanen, 2004. 
552 Rudolph, 1987: 211. 
553 The question of determining the frequency and extent of female influence, on the basis of the available 
sources is, however, far from simple as, regrettably, they can not be traced directly back to the groups 
themselves. Instead, the biased impressions of the most influential heresiologists of the early Christian church 
such as Tertullian, must be relied upon. Marjanen states: “the thesis that the early Gnostic groups displayed a 
much more egalitarian Christian view of women than their mainstream counterparts needs some qualification”: 
Marjanen, 2004: 791.  
554 See Glad, 2004: 187. 
555 MacDonald, 1999: 236. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

145 

 

men.556 According to feminist theologian Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, these groups must 

have been perceived as going against dominant religious and cultural norms when they 

embraced a radical new and egalitarian society initiated by Jesus through what she refers to 

as a “discipleship of equals.”557 The communal spirit of this worldview was reinforced by an 

increasing emphasis on asceticism for both men and women which was encapsulated in the 

baptismal creed found in the letter of Paul to the Galatians: “in Christ there is neither Jew nor 

Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female.”558 MacDonald explains that:  

 
there are no indications that, in their leadership roles, these women occupied 
positions subordinate to their male counterparts [...] Paul’s undisputed letters 
contain no unequivocal statements that women should obey men. In fact, there 
are indications that the usual understanding of the hierarchical relations 
between men and women has been transformed in anticipation of the reign of 
God.559 

 

Historical evidence shows that Greek and Roman women, particularly those of a 

higher social status, were able to exercise a certain level of autonomy with regard to their 

personal lives and thus, they may have seen in Christianity a way to further develop these 

rights of independence on a public scale. Nevertheless, the limitations placed on the public 

and/or political roles of Greek and Roman women within their cultural and religious 

environment is believed to have forced a response of conformity from Christians relatively 

early on which eventually limited the involvement of Christian women in religious services.560 

Thus, MacDonald claims: “As it expanded and moved into the second century AD, the form 

known as “Pauline” Christianity underwent an institutionalization that has been understood 

as having important consequences for the lives of women.”561 Based on this, the limitations 

on female religious participation within the early-Christian tradition has been interpreted by 

                                                
556 Romans 16:1-4; 1 Corinthians 1:11 and 16:19; and Philippians 4:2. For a more detailed argument and 
discussion, see Schüssler Fiorenza, 1987: 177. See also MacDonald, 1999: 236-241; and Cotter, 1994: 350-355. 
557 Schüssler Fiorenza, 1983, throughout.  
558 Galatians 3:28.  
559 A distinguishment is made between the letters believed to be written by the historical Paul and the so-called 
deutero-Pauline works, which, although they too belong to the Christian canon, are understood to have been 
written by a student or disciple of Paul some decades after his death, during the middle of the first century. 
Interestingly, the roles of women in these deutero-Pauline writings are markedly less influential, suggesting a 
deterioration in the involvement of women in the time between the production of the two groups of Pauline 
letters: see MacDonald, 1999: 237,  
560 Cotter, 1994: 359-367; 369. 
561 MacDonald, 1999: 236. 
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feminist scholars as a direct response by the scattered Christian groups to avoid not only 

religious criticism, but also any kind of negative attention from the Hellenistic Greco-Roman 

communities at large during times when Christians suffered from persecutions.562  

The basic premise of the claim to Fiorezas “decipleship of equals,” outlined above, 

which asserts that both in word and deed Jesus challenged the deeply-rooted cultural and 

religious limitations placed by the patriarchal Mediterranean societies on women, and the 

subsequent assertion by feminist theologians that such an inclusion was unprecedented 

within Hellenistic Judaism has, nevertheless, been aggressively challenged.563 Among those 

who disagree with the above is Kathleen Corley who argues that: “while Jesus censored the 

class and status distinctions of his culture, that critique did not extend to unequal gender 

distinctions.”564 Her analysis of the level of acceptable, albeit uncommon and marginal, 

female involvement in public and religious forums within the Hellenistic Greco-Roman 

cultural environment leads her to conclude that the roles of women within early Christian 

groups should not be seen as revolutionary as both the Jewish Palestinian and larger Greco-

Roman environments were: “far more open to women’s involvement in religion, society and 

politics than has previously been assumed.”565 Lone Fatum has also noted that, in fact, the 

submissive status of Christian women to men in secular and religious circumstances was 

emphasised by Christians and acquired divine sanction through the application of 

philosophical arguments to select passages from the Letters of Paul. Her argument is well 

worth repeating as it frames the mutually exclusive nature of acceptable Christian female 

religious roles and their extremely corporeal nature:566  

 
[...] female sexuality is laid down as a sphere of life subjected to androcentric 
control and administration. In practice this means that sexual control in the 
form of male control of women has been institutionalized by Paul in a dual 
sense. The control is exercised differently, of course, on unmarried and married 
Christian women, concerning an eschatological level and a social or non-

                                                
562 See, Shepard Kraemer and D’Angelo (eds), 1999. 
563 See, for example, Corley, 2002, who maintains that the egalitarian reconstruction “of Jesus’ preaching and 
practice can function as a foundational myth for modern Christian feminism”: Corley, 2002:1; and Fatum, 1995, 
throughout.  
564 Corley, 2002:1, 141-146. 
565 Corley, 2002: 6 
566 In her theological analysis of Paul’s Letters, particularly Galatians 3:28 and 1 Corinthians: 11:3-9, Fatum asks: 
“What was the role attributed to women by Pauline theology and what was their status in the Pauline 
communities? What were the conditions imposed upon Christian women of the early missionary congregations, 
and were they given any opportunity to develop fully as Christians and as women in a fellowship based of 
freedom and equality?” See Fatum 1995: 50-134. 
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eschatological level, dependent on whether it is exercised by the woman herself 
in Christ, or whether it is being exercised by the man who is the head of the 
woman, according to the order of creation and sexual morality. In both shapes 
it is a question of male control, however, control of sexuality and control of 
women. [...] Logically seen the two consequences have but one source and one 
justification, namely the negative attitude to sexuality and to woman which is 
Paul’s theological prerequisite on both cases.567  

  

although vastly different in their approach to, and interpretation of the available 

sources, both parties discussed above nevertheless agree that the exclusion of women from 

positions of religious influence occurred soon after the legitimisation of the Christian religion 

by Constantine the Great in 313 AD and in line with the development of an official, publically 

recognised patriarchal ecclesiastical overstructure which based its claim to power on the 

masculinity of the Incarnated Christ.568 In this leadership schema, the male priest answered 

to male bishops, the bishops to the Pope of Rome and, with no authority greater than him, 

the Pope answered to God alone.569 Establishing what would become long-lasting ties to 

secular rulership, St Siricius, Bishop of Rome, became the first Pope in 385 AD, a claim he 

based on the continuous succession of the office from the apostle Peter himself.570 The office 

of bishop subsequently came to play a vital role in centralising the systematic structure of the 

rising Christian Church as, according to Chadwick: “In the synod he represented his people. 

To his people he represented the “synod;” that is, he was a sign of unity and universality 

among the federation of local churches bonded together in Eucharistic communion.”571 The 

enforcement of a gendered division of religious participation was thus in place when 

Christianity emerged onto the religious scene of the Roman Empire and a growing emphasis 

on asceticism, celibacy and virginity, which within the Christian framework acquired a strict 

                                                
567 Fatum, 1995: 80.  
568 God was conceived of as male, Christ incarnated was male and so too were his disciples. Church leaders 
argued that the sacraments of the Christian church could therefore only be validated by inaugurated male 
priests. Based on this, the early Church limited leadership roles to males. Disputes regarding the correct 
interpretation of various elements within the Christian faith took place at public, as opposed to private 
gatherings of the faithful which undoubtedly also served to distance religious women from active participation: 
see Sawyer, 1996: 152; Brown, 1988: 183-96; and Consolino, 1999: 9. 
569 Liebeschuetz, 1979: 298-299; Chadwick, 1979: 5-11; and Chadwick, 1981, which focuses on the development 
of the western Church in the third century. 
570 The responsibility of the bishop to care for larger congregations is reflected in his title which is derived from 
the Greek episkopos meaning overseer. For a short discussion of the importance of 1. and 2. Timothy and Titus, 
which all deal with church leadership, see especially Pregeant, 1995: 432-437 and 539. See also Cahill, 1995: 61 
and Hall, 2008: 474-479.  
571 Chadwick. 1979: 1.  
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corporeal and carnal sense because of its association with Mary, further limited female 

involvement in public religious practice.  

In contrast to the role given to men, women were, as a group, systematically confined 

to the sidelines of religious participation. Early Church theologians relied heavily on pre-

existing Jewish religious teachings and Hellenistic philosophy in their effort to interpret 

selected passages from the newly defined Christian Bible. The influence of Augustine, who 

understood women to have stronger connections to the flesh and its weaknesses because of 

Eve, resulted in an interpretation of Scripture wherein women were increasingly blamed for 

humanity’s fall from the grace of God and as a result female spirituality, as Heffernan phrases 

it, was “ensnared by an ethos of sexual indebtedness whose legitimacy [was] based on 

Scripture.”572 In other words, the sex as a whole carried with it a great inherited burden which 

made them inherently inferior to males in religious and secular contexts and prevented them 

from holding religious offices.573 Based on tradition and scripture, males were therefore 

awarded power over females both publicly and privately, and submission was owed to them, 

particularly within the constraints of the marriage bond which stated: “And thy desire shall 

be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.”574  

Nevertheless, modeled after Mary, and strengthened by the words of First Timothy 2: 

15 which state: “Notwithstanding she shall be saved in childbearing, if they continue in faith 

and charity and holiness with sobriety,” the Christian faith assigned special religious 

connotations and salvific power to motherhood. Thus, while Christian women were 

encouraged to marry and produce children, a role which subjected them to the authority of 

their husbands, the sacrament of marriage nevertheless enabled women to become mothers 

in the least sinful manner available, thus allowing them to the nearest degree possible, to 

emulate the motherhood of Mary. Alternatively, women could hope for a secluded, 

preferably virginal, ascetic life, which enabled them to reject the social duties and 

expectations associated with their sex, again, in an emulation of Mary.  

It must, of course, be emphasised that while the above appears to imply that women, 

in general, were able to choose which life better suited or appealed to them, such an 

interpretation is grossly misleading. In fact, the majority of women in Europe and the Nordic 

                                                
572 Heffernan, 1992: 188. 
573 On womenas vehicles of the Fall, see Bitel, 2002: 103-106. 
574 Genesis 3:16. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

149 

 

countries had neither the financial means, nor the social standing which might enable them 

to exert such control over their lives, particularly at a young age. It must therefore be 

emphasised that for the vast majority of women, marriage and motherhood were a duty 

rather than a choice and one which they were expected to perform, regardless of the religious 

environment or geographic origins. Therefore, the role of wife and mother was by far the 

most probable life for women in general, just as the role of husband and father was a far more 

likely role for a man than that of monk or priest.  

That said, it should also be noted that for some members of the higher social classes, 

the life of a pious celibate might become a viable option later in life after fulfilling the more 

conventional marital obligations, namely after securing the production of viable heirs. This 

point is worth keeping in mind as it will be returned to below.  

 While the sacrament of marriage may have offered both men and women spiritual 

advancement and, for women in particular, the possibility of emulating the motherhood of 

Mary, the institution itself was not imbued with an official religious significance. Thus, 

although both marriage and ascetic life were seen as acceptable paths for women to choose, 

only the latter should be considered a professionally religious role. The following chapter will 

therefore discuss the development of female asceticism in an effort to assess its possible 

function, influence and/or appeal to women in Scandinavia within the framework of the 

conversion era. The missionary significance of the Christian wife will, nevertheless, be briefly 

returned to in Chapter 4.2 where the active role of women in the conversion of Scandinavia 

and Iceland will be considered in more detail.  

3.3.2 Female Religious Roles in the Western Christian Tradition 

Within the earliest Christian movements women in particular, were encouraged to practise a 

form of domestic monasticism, living in complete isolation from the outside world within their 

private homes, only leaving to perform acts of charity.575 This form of extreme isolation 

however, diminished fairly early on in favour of cenobitic monasticism, which, while 

maintaining the tradition of living in seclusion from the material world, allowed for groups of 

dedicated virgins to practise their faith in a communal setting.576 Wealthy women of the 

Roman senatorial aristocracy, or their families, founded many of the earliest convents in their 

                                                
575 Consolino, 1999: 11, 21; and Brown, 1997: 137. 
576 Brown, 1997: 50. 
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private homes. By and large, such small-scale communities were almost entirely dependent 

on their founders for financial and political resources, and consequently, also for 

leadership.577 These noble early founders therefore often took the position of abbess and led 

communities in semi-autonomous settings quite different from the enclosed convents of later 

Middle Ages. To quote Brown: “It was a life with fluid boundaries. A sense of noblesse oblige, 

and not convent walls, kept the young girls apart from the “world.””578 Pregeant also explains 

how “the Christian communities constituted distinct entities within their various 

environments, held together by what is known in social-scientific terminology as a symbolic 

universe, a shared way of perceiving reality.”579  

The development of such an arrangement and its appeal to women of means may, in 

part, be explained by the fact that while the legal rights of aristocratic Roman women had 

expanded under Stoic influence, gaining them more personal freedom, the possibilities of 

expressing that independence by exerting their influence in the public sphere remained 

severely curfewed by the patriarchal society to which they belonged.580 The Christian 

emphasis on chastity after marriage, however, allowed noble women to live apart from 

traditional male authority and afforded them the opportunity to become active, independent, 

beneficiaries and patronesses. As respectable and pious Christians, rich Roman women within 

the early Christian church thus found themselves holding prestigious public roles which 

placed them in a position of considerable power otherwise denied them.581 Nevertheless, 

Fatum emphasises caution in attributing these women with any real power within the earliest 

Christian communities:  

 
Beyond any doubt these Christian women who practised qualified asceticism 
and thus were able to come forward and work like the Christian brothers did, 
for a time, experience a hitherto unknown freedom of movement and action. 
But it was always a freedom on androcentically dualistic terms, which basically 

                                                
577 Consolino, 1999: 17, 22-24, 27-28. Among the noble ladies Jerome describes are Marcella, Paula and Melania 
the Elder who, having lost their husbands, devote the remainder of their lives to charitable works, receiving 
much praise for it.  
578 Brown, 1997: 137. 
579 Pregeant, 1997: 93. 
580 There was considerable difference between Roman-born women, who could divorce their husbands and 
inherit property, and Greek or Jewish women, whose opportunities to do the same were extremely limited: see 
Pregeant, 1997: 88.  
581 Given the nature of conversion in the Western provinces of the Roman Empire, Mytum argues that although 
there is little record of conversions within kinship bonds in the documentary sources, the kinship pattern was 
likely a powerful vehicle for spreading the word: see Mytum, 1992: 36. This idea will also be discussed in Chapter 
4.3. 
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serves to emphasize to what a far-reaching extent Christian women’s lives were 
from the very first organized as a denial of their female gender and their own 
selves and thus theologically institutionalized as the suppression of women.582  
 

The increasing popularity of monasticism in Western Europe, such as Gaul and Italy, 

during the decades surrounding the close of the fourth-century, and its relatively unchecked 

development outside the governing body of the church, soon called for the compilation of 

guidelines for cohabiting women. The first such work, known as Regularis Informatio, was 

produced by Augustine sometime between 420 and 425 AD and was modeled after the life of 

the increasingly important and popular Virgin Mary. The proposed guidelines stated that 

feminine humility, dedication to God through chaste living, and the salvific power of prayer 

combined to form the cornerstones of convent life.583 The importance of Mary, as a model 

for professionally religious Christian women, is crystallized in the fact that the vow of celibacy 

and virginity made by dedicated nuns was adapted from the words: “I know not a man,” 

uttered by Mary to the Angel Gabriel in the Gospel account of the Annunciation. These words 

were chosen because they were thought to prove Mary’s own, lifelong, commitment to 

chastity.584  

As is evident from a discussion of his work by Franca Consolino, Augustine implores 

the nuns to maintain a communal spirit although he clearly states that should a nun fail to 

conform to the lifestyle to which she has committed, an assessment which is left to the sisters 

themselves, she should be brought before an ever-increasingly higher, and ultimately male, 

authority.585 Therefore, although both the proper conduct and the modest appearance 

expected of pious and dedicated Christian women is central throughout the Regularis 

Informatio, Augustine clearly emphasises the importance of the ultimate subjectivity of nuns 

to male rule. To that end he highlights the theme of the devout celibate woman as the bride 

of Christ, first promoted by Tertullian some two hundred years earlier.586 This clear emphasis 

on restricting and regulating female behaviour suggests that concerns to that effect were 

among the underlying motives which prompted the creation of this particular work by 

                                                
582 Fatum, 1995: 81. 
583 Consolino, 1999: 29. 
584 According to scholars, Augustine treated these words as evidence of a vow of chastity taken by Mary herself: 
see Chadwick, 1985b: 13; and Osborn, 1993: 303. 
585 Consolino, 1999: 28-29. 
586 For an overview of Tertullian’s influential work regarding consecrated virgins and the development of his 
theme of the nun as the bride of Christ, see Elliott, 2008: 17.  
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Augustine.587 Its purpose appears to be twofold: on the one hand, the semi-autonomous 

function of the female communions is acknowledged by the leaders of the Church, and on the 

other, the freedom of women who have disengaged themselves from conventional female 

roles is ultimately curfewed and brought to its rightful place within the patriarchal power 

structure of the Christian institutional hierarchy described in the previous chapter.  

Interestingly, in 534 AD, roughly a century after Augustine completed his work on the 

subject, the first, official set of rules governing female monasticism came into existence. 

Theyse were written by Caesarius of Arles in what had by then become Merovingian Gaul and 

were intended for a convent of some 200 nuns, founded in 512 AD, and run by his sister 

Caesaria. Caesarius added detailed chapters to Augustine’s basic formula but his most 

prominent addition was a section on enclosure which would become the norm for most 

subsequent convent rules.588 The number of nuns committed to communal life under the 

leadership of Caesarea shows that by the early sixth-century all-female convents in France no 

longer consisted of small, home-based, groups, but rather, large-scale establishments. These 

were institutions which offered women the chance to not only live apart from the material 

world, but also to flourish as individuals, a concept which will be returned to in Chapter 3.3.3. 

It also serves to indicate the degree to which the monastic ideal appealed to the newly 

converted Christians of Western Europe.  

Though, as shown above, organised communal living had been practised by Christians 

since the second century, the ideology which fueled the spread of monasticism in early 

medieval Europe was to some extent developed in the British Isles by Irish and Anglo-Saxon 

monks and nuns of the fifth and sixth centuries who were,589 as Snyder phases it: “becoming 

predominantly Christian with a growing enthusiasm for monasticism.”590 Their enthusiasm for 

monastic orders and their methods in spreading the faith to new territories had proved highly 

effective in converting what remained of pagan England and are worth considering briefly. 

According to scholars, in any discussion of the acceptance and adaptation of a new 

religion in a predominantly pagan area, the effect of political, social and economic factors 

must be considered. Indeed, the writings of St Patrick, which provide a first-hand perspective 

                                                
587 Examining the context which prompted the creation of a given text referencing women is a method referred 
to by feminist scholars as “reading against the grain”: see further Sawyer, 1996: 1-2.  
588 Consolino, 1999: 28-29; McNamara, 1983; and Brown, 1997: 149. 
589 Consolino, 1999: 22; Blair, 2005: 11; and DuBois, 2008:75-76.  
590 Snyder, 1998:252 
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of the conversion of Ireland, reveal that the Irish monks used both political cunning and 

religious appeal to cross the division between ethnic groups where cultural barriers had 

previously inhibited missionary movement as much as physical ones.591 It is therefore worth 

noting as Mytum does, that the popularity and success of the Irish monastic tradition in 

spreading the Christian message may be due, in no small part, to the close ties the Irish 

missionary monks were able to create with the ruling classes whose decisions were largely 

based on secular, and not religious concerns. Mytum argues that the primary motive of the 

Irish elite was the political and economic gain achievable through support of the Christian 

churches.592 As a result he suggests that: “although there were no doubt very many 

conversions brought about by deep religious experience, others were more pragmatic. 

Conversion would not have automatically brought about a real abandonment of the old 

ideology.”593 The somewhat political methods of the Irish monks, described above, may also 

have been effectively combined with the ideas expressed in Pope Gregory’s letter to Bishop 

Mellitus in England written in 601 AD, mentioned in Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica gentis 

Anglorum (History of the English Nation), written in 731 AD. In it Pope Gregory instructs 

Christian missionaries not to burn or destroy heathen places of worship but to convert, where 

possible, the pre-existing temples into Christian churches:  

 
that the temples of the idols in those nations ought not to be destroyed; but let 
the idols that are in them be destroyed; let holy water be made and sprinkled 
in the said temples, let altars be erected, and relics placed. For if those temples 
are well built, it is requisite that they be converted from the worship of devils 
to the service of the true God; that the nation, seeing that their temples are not 

                                                
591 Hines, 2003: 61,63, 92-95. It has also been suggested by scholars that the undeniable success of the Irish in 
spreading the Christian faith in Ireland and Anglo-Saxon England may, in part, have been due to the positive 
approach of its missionaries to the pre-Christian past. Hughes points out that the popularity of the monasteries 
in Ireland was connected to endowments which were originally used for the upkeep of pagan sanctuaries. He 
points out that several Episcopal churches in Ireland were situated on lands closely related to traditional pre-
Christian worship such as Armagh, named after the pagan goddess Macha and founded on her main seat, and 
Kildare which stands close to the pagan sanctuary of Knockaulin and whose patron saint Bridget bears the name 
of a pagan goddess. He also mentions other sites of Irish Episcopal churches which seem to have had ties with 
the pagan past, such as Killashee, Ardbraccan and Emly: see Hughes, 1977: 74-77. See also Berresford Ellis, 1993: 
141-142; and McGrath, 1998: 98. For a more detailed discussion of the Irish view of their pagan past, see 
especially Richter, 1999: 33-39. 
592 Mytum, 1992: 60- 63. 
593 Mytum, 1992: 61. Mytum’s supposition might rightfully also be applied to to other areas of Western 
Christendom and are worth bearing in mind in connection with the peaceful acceptance of Christianity in Iceland 
which will be be discussed in Chapter 4.4. 
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destroyed […] may the more familiarly resort to the places to which they are 
accustomed.594 

 
Places which were held in high esteem in pagan times were thus re-sanctified in 

Christian terms and practices re-invented in an effort to create an environment of peaceful 

cohabitation between two, often competing and fundamentally different types of religions. 

In theory, once accepted, the adaptations might then slowly be corrected, allowing the now 

Christian people to practise their faith correctly.  

While this method proved highly effective in spreading the Christian faith to new 

areas, it was, however, not without fault. The inevitable simplifications of the Christian 

message by missionaries who sought to facilitate the conversion of a particular area also led 

to a limited knowledge and often skewed understanding of doctrine and fostered heretical 

beliefs.595 The effect of such a rapid expansion was therefore an inevitable diversity in 

religious practice which according to Bitel was extremely beneficial to women who found: 

“more freedom of religion- not choice of religions, but endless opportunities to experience 

the variety of (dis)organized Christianity- in Europe between 500 and 900 than in any other 

period in pre-modern history.”596  

The unique power structure of the Irish monastic Church and the leadership roles 

available for professional religious women within it are worth taking note of because, 

although the Irish tradition would come to an end when the Irish faithful ultimately accepted 

the leadership of Rome in 644 AD, it nevertheless left a lasting impression on European 

Church history. Penitential discipline and strict monastic life, advocated by missionary monks 

in Ireland, Wales, Anglo Saxon England, Frankia and later, Germany, would lead to what 

Brown calls “a watershed in the history of western Christian piety”597 because it placed a great 

value on personal dedication and the power of the chaste individual irrespective of his or her 

sex.598  

                                                
594 Bede, 1965: 86. 
595 Sanmark, 2004: 287-291. 
596 Bitel, 2002: 96. 
597 Brown, 1997: 155. 
598 Among the more prominent and active missionary monks were Columbanus, Columba, Willibrord and the 
eighth-century monk, Wynfrith, who would later come to be known by his adopted Roman name of St Boniface, 
the apostle of Germany. See Hughes, 1977: 72-73; McGrath, 1998: 96-101; Mytum, 1992: 73-77; and Brown, 
1997: 155. 
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Within the Irish power structure, the abbot or abbess, rather than the often remote 

and ill-accessible bishop, was seen as preeminent.599 Brown has explained how the groups of 

scattered houses which acknowledged a particular leader, such as the founder of an especially 

influential monastery, were far more inclined to accept the leadership of women than the 

prevailing church structure of Western Europe previously described.600 As Brown declares, 

“Formidable ladies of high class ruled both men and women, in monasteries which would 

have been like miniature “holy cities.”601 One of the more prominent examples is the earlir-

noted formidable Brigid of Kildare, who ruled as abbess of a double monastery in Ireland until 

her death in 520 AD.602 Her foundation admitted both men and women and Cahill goes so far 

as to speculate that she “almost certainly heard confessions, probably ordained clergy, and 

may even have celebrated mass.”603 Roughly a century and a half after Brigid had ruled in 

Ireland, Abbess Hild of Whitby, a woman of royal descent with strong political connections 

and economic independence led a similar establishment in Northumbria until the time of her 

death in 680 AD.604  

Whether through an unusually positive attitude towards the pagan past or what was 

in effect a highly effective marketing strategy, the Irish and later Anglo-Saxon missionaries, 

through a combination of political, religious and social factors, had created a highly effective 

                                                
599 Episcopal organization, as noted in the previous chapter, is hierarchical and based on territorial dioceses 
under the control of bishops. Monastic organization on the other hand answers to a particular leader, often a 
founder of a monastic order. The problem in Ireland was, according to Hughes, that the Church was extremely 
fragmented and the traditional hierarchy relatively ineffective, see Hughes, 1977: 71-72. For a more detailed 
discussion, see Sharpe, 1984. 
600 Brown, 1997:165. The development the Irish monastic system of religious government which, contrary to 
continental norms, enabled women to reach positions of religious power has been studied at length. It has been 
suggested that the breakdown of the Roman Empire, the Saxon invasions or a combination of the two, may have 
resulted in the isolation of Ireland from the central, ecclesiastical power structure of the Christian church 
between 430 AD and 590 AD during the period of great organizational development briefly described in the 
previous chapter: see Henry, 1965: 65; and Richter, 1999: 29, 38. However, according to Berresford Ellis, the 
Irish liturgical tradition strongly suggests that the Irish were well aware of theological developments and 
disagreements between the Eastern and Western Christian factions on the mainland: see Berrisford Ellis, 1993: 
119-135. For the effect Columbanus and the Irish emphasis on penance had on the changing mentality of 
Christians in the West, see Richter, 1999: 29, 164-165, 170; Henry, 1965: 119-120; and Mytum, 1992: 79.  
601 Brown, 1997:165. 
602 Kildare translates as the ‘Church of the Oak’ which was a sacred tree of the druids and during her lifetime, 
Brigit, was believed to have druidical associations which afforded her with healing powers: see further Koch and 
Carey, 1994: 18-19, 38 and 267. Allegations of pagan associations later gave rise to accusations against the nuns 
of her order who were said to perform pagan-inspired rituals devoted to the namesake of the legendary abbess, 
namely the goddess Brig: see Cahill, 1995: 173; and Hughes, 1977: 74, who speculates on the possible ties other 
Irish church sites, such as Killashee, Ardbraccan and Emly, may have had with the pagan past. 
603 Cahill, 1995: 175. 
604 Brown, 1997: 230. 
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missionary tradition which thoroughly intertwined the power of the landowning nobility with 

that of the monastic church.605 By the early seventh century, secular power in Western Europe 

had become deeply intertwined with the spiritual power of the highly organized Christian 

church with both the male clergy of Western Christendom and the women of convents, which 

were, according to Brown and Dolan, on average larger than most male monasteries, being 

largely of noble descent.606 The establishment of churches, convents and monasteries by 

landowning nobility in remote areas of the Christian world increased the social prestige and 

economic connections of these nobles while simultaneously pushing the boundaries of 

Christendom ever further into pagan territories.607 The effect of such close ties between the 

nobility and the church had created what Dolan describes as “an environment for convents in 

which strict enclosure and the monastic regulations that accompanied it were no longer 

necessary.”608 Thus, although subjected to the dominance of the male clergy, religious 

women, particularly those of higher status, were now able leave their convents to administer 

to the poor and sick, conduct business relating to the convent and, under some restrictions, 

travel. This reform likewise allowed convents to open their doors and receive pilgrims and 

travellers within the convent walls themselves, thereby increasing their value in a wider, 

social sense.609  

In conclusion, it is clear that from the earliest developmental stages of the Marian 

tradition within the Christian Church, through to the development of the unique Irish 

monastic tradition, Mary, exemplified for her purity and virginity as the perfect pious female, 

was clearly providing dedicated Christian women and men with a model of ascetic living which 

could not only counteract the inherent sinfulness of humanity brought about through the 

weakness of the female sex, but also empower the dedicated individual and enable her, or 

                                                
605 de Paor, 1986: 63, describes an easily recognisable theme when he notes how: “as the dominant kin-groups 
moved towards dynastic and aggrandizing politics by means of what is, in detail, a prolonged tedium of ferocious 
family quarrels, the monasteries served to keep records, to produce propaganda, to provide resource-bases in 
various ways.” The undeniably effective tactics and methods of the Irish missionaries are also of interest for any 
discussion of the conversion of Iceland as they provide an interesting model which might be applied to the 
written accounts describing the events.  
606 Brown, 1997: 149; and Dolan, 2010: 46-47.  
607 Dolan, 2010: 46. 
608 Dolan, 2010: 57. 
609 Dolan, 2010: 45-46. 
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him, to live apart from tradition, rise above the mundane, and transcend the contemporary 

gender system by committing him- or herself to a chaste lifestyle.610  

The appeal of imitating the life of Mary, a powerful female existing in close proximity 

to the male divinity, for women living in a male-dominated world becomes all the more 

relevant to a discussion of the conversion of the North when one considers further the 

concept of virginity and the secular opportunities of advancement which a celibate lifestyle 

offered. Understanding how virginity and chastity were perceived by the Christian West prior 

to, and during, the active missionary effort in Scandinavia, is key to understanding how these 

ideas were presented and consequently received by the women of Scandinavia and Iceland. 

Their socio-historical development is therefore worth discussing briefly.  

3.3.3 Virginity, Chastity and the Third Gender 

As noted earlier in the chapter, the vowed struggle against the carnal sin in voluntary 

retirement or exilium from the world, had been emphasised as a priority for all dedicated 

Christians throughout Christendom from the first century. The belief that abstinence from 

sexual acts and ascetic living could confer both strength and virtue upon the practitioner was 

present and advocated in pagan antiquity though its practice was reserved for select 

members of society such as the Vestal Virgins.611 In what Heffernan has referred to as an 

“ideological synthesis,” the philosophical and religious elements already associated with the 

concept of celibacy in the first-century Greco-Roman cultural mindset developed distinct 

characteristics when it merged with the Christian emphases on the malignant nature of the 

flesh. Heffernan argues that the Neo-Platonic radical split between the spirit, the intellect and 

matter, which led to a suspicion of all worldly things, was particularly well suited to the 

apocalyptic emphasis inherent to Christianity. This philosophy was appropriated by Christian 

theologists very early on and adapted to the new, distinctly Christian approach to celibacy.612 

Heffernan explains:  

 
If the Stoic ideal of celibacy was an illustration of how self-control would allow 
one to live in greater harmony with the natural world, the Christian counterpart 

                                                
610 For the idea that monastic living provided men and women with the environment needed to develop as 
individuals, rendering a person’s biological sex less relevant, and traditional social gender roles inadequate, 
leading to the creation of a new gender in the chaste: see Murray, 2008. See also Chapter 3.3.3. 
611 The Vestal Virgins were highly respected in Roman antiquity, see Sawyer, 1996: 68-71 and 126-129.  
612 Heffernan, 1992: 235-349.  
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sought to widen the disjunction between the world and the spirit, to overcome 
love for the world through secular abstinence and prayer, and to teach believers 
how to live in the world as if they were already living in heaven. [...] The point 
of difference is precisely in their intellectual centers: for the pagan Stoic, it is 
the perfection of the will, whereas for the Christian of the second and third 
centuries, it is an abandonment of self so as to ensure a place in an imminently 
expected paradise.613 

 
 

This new Christian abandonment of the self on an internal level meant that the 

Christian approach to chastity differed from its Greco-Roman origins not only on basic 

theological matters, but also in terms of scope and practice as it was advocated for all 

baptised members of the church who were considered reborn in the spirit. Additionally, by 

internally re-defining themselves as belonging to a distinct group of baptised Christians, while 

maintaining their place in pagan society, Christians challenged the existing binary cultural 

categories of Jew and pagan, married and single, human and divine, as well as male and 

female by envisioning a division between two realities of existence: the external or physical, 

and the internal or spiritual. For the early Christians, the spiritual self was neither male nor 

female, they had thus created the concept of a third genos.614  

In an analysis of the early Christian attempt to adapt and implement the concept of 

this third genos, Richard Valantasis discusses three strategies presented by three very 

influential and widely read texts: In Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, places strategic emphasis 

on the importance of erasing prior identities as a means of creating a third genos; The Gospel 

of Thomas emphasises the union of opposites in its construction of a new Christian 

subjectivity; and the Apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla, Peter, John and Thomas, all attempt 

to redefine social categories on Christian terms. In other words, they “accept traditional 

gender constructions and social patterns as normative but change their meaning by 

transforming their content.”615 Valantasis concludes: 

 
The third genos status of the believer displays no difference in modality from 
the lifestyles of non-believers, but the interior modality differs radically. This 
tertiary status forces the orientation from a practical question of lifestyle to a 
psychological and theological question of disposition. In appearance and even 
in practice Christian believers are free to live out the life appropriate to their 

                                                
613 Heffernan, 1992: 236. 
614 Genos is derived from the Latin genus meaning race, class or gender: see Valantasis, 2006: 60. 
615 Valantasis, 2006: 66.  
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social station; but interiorly, intellectually and spiritually their minds and wills 
have been conformed to a new being, a different order, a spiritual disposition 
and a religious sensibility significantly at variance from their non-believing 
neighbors.616  

 
The differences believed to be imbedded in the physiological characteristics of each 

sex from the moment of creation would, over time, however, prevent complete equality of 

religious expression and subordinate the female to the male.617 Despite this, Jacqueline 

Murray reasons that in this system women were able to acquire the strengths and virtues 

associated with the male sex and vice versa. Thus when this new Christian perception of the 

religious self was expressed through chaste living within a monastic environment Christians 

could experience a gender-neutral life.618 She explains:  

 
Chastity required biological sex and social gender to be transformed in both 
men and women. In the process, men and women were reconciled and became 
more like one another. They could truly imagine themselves as the one flesh of 
creation, in relationship with each other, without dominance and 
subordination, or other oppositionalities.619  

 

By the third century, the religious title of virgin and the concepts embedded in chaste 

living within the Christian religious tradition were applied to both men and women. As 

Heffernan states while, “the vocation of Christian celibacy was a radical disavowal of one’s 

sexuality, the role of the celibate within the young church minimized the importance of 

gender.”620 The masculine nevertheless remained the norm to which the feminine was 

constantly compared. The image of the virtuous male, descended from Adam and reflective 

                                                
616 Valantasis, 2006: 75. 
617 An example of this development is given by Phyllis A. Bird, who demonstrates how the Jewish tradition had 
favored the creation story of Genesis 2: 21-23, where Eve is created from the rib of Adam, over Genesis 1: 26-
28, in which both are created simultaneously in the image of the divine. She argues that although the language 
of these texts is heavily androcentric and patriarchal in nature, the initial intention of the Jewish author/authors 
was misconstrued from very early on by both Jewish and early Christian theologians in order to reinforce the 
dominance of male over female. The original intent, expressed by the structure of the argument, was, she 
maintains, to establish the primacy of God over mankind. Thus ”although he is destined to become her master, 
that domination is presented as the consequence of sin, not as design in creation”: Bird, 1995: 20. See further 
Bird, 1995, especially pages 18-20. 
618 For the effect this ideology had on the lives of religious women, see Murray, 2008, especially 42-43 and 45-
48. For a discussion of development of the concept of a third gender, see Herdt, 1994. For the establishment of 
a third gender in the mindset of the later medieval clergy in particular, see Swanson, 1999; and for a discussion 
of how the chaste of medieval society were perceived by their contemporaries as comprising a separate gender, 
see McNamara, 2002.  
619 Murray, 2008: 51. 
620 Heffernan, 1992: 242. 
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of Christ, provided the goal towards which the virtuous female, descended from Eve and thus 

forever unworthy of comparison to Mary, had to strive. The title of “virgin” simply provided 

professional religious women with a chance to move towards the masculine end of the 

perceived gender spectrum in matters concerning faith and religious expression.  

According to Consolino, success in this field meant that “the woman who chose to 

dedicate herself to God overcame the weakness of her own sex and became a mulier virilis, 

capable of competing in virtue with men.”621 Thus the strength embedded in the virtues of 

virginity and chastity was seen as allowing a woman to obtain spiritual enlightenment equal 

to that of a man in the same circumstances. By the close of the third century, the practice had 

clearly gained a popular following amongst both men and women and the groundwork had 

been set for the development of the concepts of communal, celibate living.622  

In addition to adopting the gender neutrality of the spirit, the ascetic women of the 

second and third centuries were also believed to acquire physical traits traditionally 

associated with the male, such as strength and an increased endurance to pain, something 

expressed most effectively in the vitae of the virgin martyr saints. The appeal of dying, 

preferably a painful death, for the new faith was crystallized in its direct comparison to the 

death of Christ on the cross in one of the earliest preserved accounts of female martyrdom, 

that of the second-century slave Blandina, given here in the translation of Herbert Musurillo: 

 
Blandina was hung on a post and exposed as bait for the wild animals that were 
let loose on her. She seemed to hang there in the form of a cross, and by her 
fervent prayer she aroused intense enthusiasm in those who were undergoing 
their ordeal, for in their torment with their physical eyes they saw in the person 
of their sister Him who was crucified for them.623 

 
Blandina was the first of many female martyrs whose bravery and apparent joyous 

acceptance of a torturous death enabled her to transcend the weakness inherent to her 

physical sex. According to the account, the suffering she endured before death sent her 

directly into the arms of her saviour Jesus Christ and enabled her baptised spirit to become 

one with him.  

                                                
621 Consolino, 1999: 11. 
622 For a more detailed discussion and analysis of celibate women in the first three centuries of Christianity, see 
McNamara, 1983; and Heffernan, 1992: 231-300.  
623 Musurillo, 1972: 75. 
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Karen Armstrong discusses how the honour and glory attributed to the painful death 

of female martyrs could empower women as a distinct group within the church and serve as 

inspiration for all Christians. As she points out, such female martyrs overcame both the pain 

they felt and the meekness of their sex to “become the leaders of their companions in the 

ordeal of martyrdom.” She continues saying that for women “martyrdom is not a masochistic 

seeking of pain for its own sake but a liberation from the weakness and fears not just of the 

female state but of the human condition.”624 According to Brown, the apparent apathy 

expressed by the martyrs towards their impending deaths was interpreted by the early 

Christian communities as an expression of the aforementioned complete lack of physical pain 

felt by the truly devout martyr. As he explains: “The pain of martyrdom was thought of as 

irrelevant to a human body that had already turned away in trance from the ties of its human 

environment and was wrapped in close intimacy with Christ.”625 Thus many of the early 

Christians came to consider persecution and martyrdom to be a special gift from God which 

enabled their near instant union with the divine in Paradise. Their intense suffering was 

paralleled with the suffering of Christ on the cross and based on Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 

11:1 “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ.”626 According to Heffernan: 

“Martyrdom as a ritualized reenactment of the imitatio Christi which led to death, was 

considered the apex of Christian heroism.”627  

Of the numerous female martyred saints, the passion of Perpetua and Felicitas or 

Passio Sanctarum Perpetuae et Felicitatis from 203 AD merits special mention here. The 

passio is part autobiography, written by Perpetua prior to her incarceration, and part 

biography written by an unknown author or authors after it. The work describes the fierce 

loyalty of Perpetua and her pregnant maidservant Felicitas to the Christian faith. Their loyalty 

ultimately leads to their torturous deaths in the arena along with Felicitas husband and two 

other males just after Felicitas has given birth to a girl.628 According to Heffernan, its 

                                                
624 Armstrong, 1996:180. 
625 Brown, 1978: 56. 
626 This interpretation of suffering as Christ would inspire the doctrine of Imitatio Christi in the Middle Ages. For 
a discussion of the effect of the doctrine of the Imitatio Christi on the development of female sacred biography 
in the Middle Ages, see Heffernan, 1992: 185-231. 
627 Heffernan, 1992: 249. 
628 The passion of Perpetua and Felicitas was one of the most widely read and influential tales of female 
martyrdom. Augustine warned that its widespread popularity in Africa during the fourth and fifth was such that, 
in certain communities, the passion was being placed on a par with Scripture: see Heffernan, 1992: 193. He also 
notes that it “gave to medieval female sacred biography exquisite models for the portrayal of female heroism 
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popularity would greatly influence the tradition of female sacred biography in the West, 

investing the notion of female spirituality with what would become very distinctive features, 

namely: “the redefinition of kinship; freedom from the Pauline notion of sexual 

“indebtedness”; the importance of prophetic visions; and the change from virgin, wife or 

widow to sponsa Christi.”629 His inclusion of prophetic visions in this list is particularly 

interesting and brings to mind the association between women and the pagan fate-shaping 

feminine discussed in Chapter 2.4.3. 

A turning point for female religious expression came when the persecution of 

Christians ceased during the early fourth-century and the bloody death of the martyr, which 

had represented the apex of Christian devotion for men and women for almost three 

centuries, was replaced by the concept of a lifelong “bloodless martyrdom” or sine cruore 

martyrium.630 Having preserved and exalted accounts describing in detail the pious dedication 

of the dying martyr to Christ, this new category of Christian literature centred on virtuous, 

lifelong ascetics. In contrast to the death of the martyr, ascetic living and vows of chastity 

would come to be seen as the preferred path to sanctity for both sexes. This meant that saints 

were no longer found only among those who had perished in the persecutions but could rise 

from among the living faithful.631  

At the same time, ascetic living came to be modelled with increasing vigour on the 

figure of Mary and her short but profound response to the Angel Gabriel in the Annunciation 

scene found in the Gospel of Luke.632 According to Heffernan, Mary’s response: “How shall 

this be, seeing I know not a man?”633 came to hold a more profound meaning in a new era of 

                                                
along with a complex philosophical matrix from which these biographies of saintly women were to be cast”: 
Heffernan, 1992: 230. 
629 Heffernan, 1992: 185.  
630 McGrath, 1998: 95-96; and Thomas, 1971: 84-85.  
631 See further Brown, 1997: 95-112; and Consolino, 1999: 11. It is also interesting to note that this concept 
appears in Kristnitakan, where, in response to the human sacrifices offered by the pagans at Alþingi during the 
debates of the summer of 1000, the promoters of the Christian faith offer their own lives as sacrifices to the 
Christian God. Hjalti Skeggason states “[...] Þar í mót sýnisk oss eigi óviðrkvæmiligt at vér kristnir menn velim til 
jafnmarga menn af várri hálfu at gefa ok helga várum lifanda Guði, sǫnnum ok sælum, eigi til þess at vér veitm 
þeim líkamligan dauða, heldr at þeir sjálfir er til þessar sigugjafar eru nefndir deyði með sér líkaliga lǫstu okrangar 
girnðir holdsins. Flýjandi fýsnir heimsins lifi þeir mildliga með réttvísi ok hófsemi í þessari verǫld, jafnan sik 
offrandi í helga fórn várum herra Jesú Kristó, með sínum góðum verkum , at þeir ǫðlist um síðir með honumeilíft 
líf í himinríki, því ǫllu þar sælli sem þeir eru hér góðfúsari.” Kristnitakan (ch. 1), 2003: 167. See also Jón Hnefill 
Aðalsteinsson, 1999.  
632 See the discussion on Mary in Chapters 3.2.1, 3.2.2 and 3.2.3.  
633 The Gospel of Luke 1: 34.  
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Christianity, free from the threat of persecution, as it embodied the emerging role of the 

dedicated virgin. Heffernan explains:  

 
Christian female sacred biography has its origins in Mary’s questioning response 
to the angel. The Annunciation is heavenly, grandiose, prophetic, formulaic, 
redolent with mystery and authority. [...] Mary’s response is lexically simple, 
charmingly naive, rhetorically unadorned, sceptical, and ultimately accepting. 
Annunciation and answer offer a dynamic exploration of the apparent 
antinomies which exist between woman and God; they outline the centrality of 
the female role in the literature of Christian sanctity (Mary as the human 
fulfillment of God’s messianic purpose), and establish the frame for much of the 
convention in sacred biography The spiritual fruit which grows from this 
dialogue is an unshakable conviction in revelation and women’s role in its 
reception; it is a conviction which will brave exile, anguish, and physical 
torment. The dialogue presents in miniature much of the later topoi of the vita 
sanctarum: revelation and free choice, social ostracism attendant on sex roles, 
miraculous visions, power to contradict nature, and election of the socially 
inferior, the humble.634 

 
In her multiple roles, Mary had infused the litany category of virgo with multiple 

connotations making it desirable for both men and women.635 These same centuries saw the 

development of Mary’s role as the spiritual Bride of Christ, an association which would come 

to symbolize the dedication of the pious nun to Christ and one which would become stronger 

during the later medieval period. The idea of considering chaste life as a marriage to Christ 

was promoted by the Christian Church as early as the fourth-century as it enabled the 

theological association of Mary to Jesus as his spiritual bride and reinforced even further her 

connection to the Saviour of Man and her role in the Redemption. The idea of spiritual 

marriage between dedicated virgins and Christ, though present in antiquity, would develop 

into the concept of mystical marriage by the eighth-century and eventually became an 

integral part of cloistered life for both sexes during the Middle Ages when monks as well as 

                                                
634 Heffernan, 1992: 232. 
635 As noted in Chapters 3.2.3 and 3.2.4, by the seventh-century the multiple roles of Mary included not only the 
powerful figure of Intercessor and Queen of Heaven, but also the more recognisably female roles of virgin and 
mother, images to which most women could relate. The Saint’s Litanies emerged during the eighth-century and 
Lifshitz explains how, when honour was paid to saints during Mass, the male saints, categorised according to 
their various roles, preceded females in the hierarchical listings. Women, despite having multiple roles as saints, 
were grouped together in the litany category of “virgo” or virgin. Lifshitz argues that the underlying goal of these 
limitations was to exclude women from positions of influence within Christian hierarchy and concludes that 
while this attempt was successful in preventing women from achieving priesthood, the category of virgo 
nevertheless served as a potential source of affirmation for women’s liturgical ambitions due to its symbolic 
association with Mary: see Lifshitz, 2008: 87-89, 93. 
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nuns perceived themselves as as emulating Mary in this role of spiritual bride.636 Thus, it may 

be concluded that because of Mary, the mundane and widely recognisable female roles of 

virgin, bride and mother, came to be simultaneously regarded as containing the apparently 

contrary attributes of humility and spiritual power.  

Although lifelong dedication to the Christian ascetic lifestyle brought women closer to 

the perfection of Mary on a spiritual level, the concepts inherent in celibacy may also have 

appealed to women for more mundane and practical reasons. As Consolino declares: 

“refusing a physical maternity, [...] not only freed virgins from the risk of pregnancy but also 

offered them a rich spiritual maternity with a view to the afterlife.”637 Indeed, Dyan Elliott has 

concluded that: “the women who spurned marriage were attempting to turn a sharp 

metaphysical corner, which if successfully negotiated, would remove them from the threat of 

marriage forever.”638  

Women, raised in a Christian tradition that emphasised the virtues of chastity 

exemplified by the Virgin of Virgins, may well have envisioned a type of freedom available 

through the cloistered celibate life. To quote the editors of Women and Faith: “The Christian 

revolution in the perception of the body […] made it possible for women to find, by choosing 

virginity, a way out of the subjective state into which the role of the wife and mother 

condemned them.”639 Texts preserved within the Irish monastic tradition praise the life of the 

earlier-noted Irish female saint, Brigid of Kildare, and make a particular point of stating that 

the Christian faith could enable women to escape the tyranny of husbands and fathers and 

choose a cloistered life.640 It is also worth drawing attention here to the legend of the Irish 

princess St Sunniva, who ruled after her father’s death but abdicated after refusing a pagan 

Viking’s marriage proposal, or alternatively, to preserve her chastity and serve God as a virgin. 

With a group of followers, male and female, Sunniva sailed to the outskirts of Christianity on 

the island of Selja in Sweden only to die in a cave covered by a landslide caused by God to 

prevent them from falling into the hands of Earl Hákon who would have done far worse things 

                                                
636 Because its main use falls just short of the time period framing this thesis, the role and concept of Bride of 
Christ, although worth mentioning, will only be referenced briefly and not discussed in any detail. For more 
information, see Matter, 1999: 32-42.  
637 Consolino, 1999: 11. 
638 Elliott, 2008: 16. 
639 Scaraffia and Zarri, 1999: 3. 
640 Hutton, 1992: 249. 
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to this pious Christian maiden.641 The manner of her saintly life and death stand out from 

other maiden martyrs because she does not die brutally at the hands of a pagan but is granted 

death by God. DuBois calls her a “far more empowered and self-possessed figure than the 

martyr saints with which she is usually compared [which indicates] possible differences in the 

nature of the cult that grew up around her cave.”642 The theme of her struggle to create a 

Christian settlement on the border between pagan and Christian societies drives the story 

and was used to create a site of pilgrimage which in turn moved the periphery of Christendom 

even further north.643  

Based on the above, it is not too great a leap to conclude that women throughout 

Europe as well as in Scandinavia may have been tempted to conversion by the promise of 

spiritual, but especially secular freedom from the conventions of the male-centred societies 

to which they belonged. This point which will be returned to in Chapter 4.5.  

Realistically, however, it should be said that remaining a dedicated virgin was a choice 

that many Christian women were never in a position to make. Most Christians, men and 

women, conformed to the traditional roles expected of them where family honour and the 

production of viable heirs to continue the family name was considered a social duty. As Bitel 

remarks, many dedicated virgins were placed under immense pressure from relatives and 

tradition to rejoin the secular world and some were forced to break their vows of virginity in 

marriage.644 For most women she concludes: “to decide upon a vowed Christian life took a 

stubborn determination.”645 

Indeed, the power to actively choose celibacy was often restricted to women of 

greater means such as members of the aristocracy who, having established both power and 

wealth, were able to shape their own future, albeit, within the framework provided by the 

increasingly patriarchal Church noted above. In response to the reality facing most Christian 

women, in which they were denied the opportunity to remain chaste virgins and expected to 

marry and produce heirs, the Church had already by the fourth-century placed an increasing 

emphasis on the role of the Christian wife as presented in 1 Corinthians 7: 34. While the 

Scriptural verse does not equate the opposite roles of virgin and wife, it does at least allow 

                                                
641 See DuBois, 2008: 89-92.  
642 DuBois, 2008:71. 
643 DuBois, 2008:70-72, 75. 
644 Bitel, 2002: 108. 
645 Bitel, 2002: 140. 
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for a benevolent comparison of the two: “There is difference also between a wife and a virgin. 

The unmarried woman careth for the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body 

and in spirit: but she that is married careth for the things of the world, how she may please 

her husband.”646 Crucially then, for women who had little choice but to marry, or those 

already married when they encountered Christendom, Christian teaching also encouraged 

widows to take vows of chastity and refrain from marrying a second time, thus, often enabling 

women to join, or in some cases, establish convents later in life.647 According to MacNamara 

this was possible because the concept of virginity was not linked to the unbroken hymen, 

which meant that marriage prior to ascetic living did not exclude women from later taking the 

title of virgin within the Christian framework. Indeed, as McNamara maintains, any woman 

could be called a virgin as long as she lived without sexual expression.648 In short, the term 

“virgin” simply referred to sexual inactivity and was not defined in medical terms until the 

late Middle Ages.649  

To conclude, it could be argued that for many women in the Nordic countries 

encountering Christendom for the first time in the tenth century, the appeal of spiritual 

equality, which the Christian religion offered its baptised faithful thought celibate life, may 

have lent considerable weight to the argument for conversion. In this context, it is of course 

important to keep in mind that the subjective status of women to men was never limited to 

the Greco-Roman environment of the Mediterranean, from which Christianity emerged, nor 

the areas of western Europe which first accepted and fostered it. It should also be noted that 

while Christianity favoured the masculine sex, thus supporting traditional gender roles, it did 

at least offer an alternative to those roles in the shape of the concept of a third genos. 

Valantasis explains: “baptism inaugurated a subjectivity beyond the dominant cultural 

patterns, and this subjectivity revolved about its novelty and its freedom.”650 In other words, 

the women of the North may have been attracted to the fact that, although difficult to 

                                                
646 1 Corinthians 7: 8-9, 34. The role of wife will be returned to in Chapter 4.3.  
647 Admittedly, in 1 Timothy 5: 14-15, Paul does encourage young widows to remarry. However, because of an 
emphasis on abstinence, this was interpreted by the church fathers to refer only to those women not strong 
enough in the faith to remain chaste widows: see Chadwick, 1985: 13. 
648 McNamara, 1983: 108-109, 123. 
649 For a more detailed discussion on the development of the concept of virginity and chastity in the Middle 
Ages, see McNamara, 1983: 108-109, 123; Lifshitz, 2008: 88; and Kelly, 2000.  
650 Valantasis, 2006: 74. 
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achieve, Christian women were in theory able to make a choice between traditional 

motherhood and chastity, whereas non-Christian women simply did not have this choice.  

3.4 Summary of Chapter 3 

The aim of the chapter as a whole has been twofold: first, to discuss to what extent, if any, 

the figure and role of Mary, her veneration and the theological concepts specifically 

associated with her may have served as an impetus for the acceptance of Christianity in 

Scandinavia and Iceland. Second, to discuss the social and/or religious benefits which the non-

Christian women of the North may have perceived as inherent to the professionally religious 

roles available to Christian women during this same time period.  

A general overview of the development of the figure, image and role of Mary within 

the Christian tradition and theological framework prior to the introduction of the religion to 

Iceland in the year 999/1000 has been given in Chapter 3.2. It shows that while Mary receives 

relatively little attention in the Christian Scripture, discussed in Chapter 3.2.1, the few 

references to her emphasise above all her role as the Virgin Mother of the human Jesus, a 

fact which was never debated amongst Christians.651 The early development of the 

theological role of Mary, who as early as the first century had captured the popular 

imagination of people in numerous cultures thriving around the Mediterranean, was then 

reviewed in Chapter 3.2.2. It discusses how during the first five Christian centuries Mary’s 

status in Christian doctrine became anchored to the declaration of Christ’s oneness or 

wholeness with God, which in turn led to her role as the the Theotokos and the declaration of 

her own miraculous conception, free of Original Sin, which had made her uniquely capable of 

bringing God incarnated into the world.652 The discussion of Mary’s slow rise within official 

Church doctrine was followed up by a review in Chapter 3.2.3 of how the most widely read 

apocryphal texts provided the faithful with references to her miraculous conception, early 

                                                
651 Mary is only named in two of the four Gospels and in both, the focus is placed on her complete and utter 
submissiveness and dedication to her role as the chosen vessel of the Incarnation. Thus it is concluded that her 
role in the Gospels seems to serve two main functions: first, to ensure the fulfillment of Jewish prophecies which 
promised the virginal birth of the Messiah and place them within a Christian religious context. Second, to provide 
the physical vessel within which the divine element could merge with the human in order to make possible the 
Incarnation of God.  
652 The Christological debates concluded that in order for the Incarnation to have been possible, the womb in 
which the divine could take carnal form had, by default, to be free from original sin, perfect, untainted and 
blessed from the moment of its own conception. It is interesting to note that belief in the purity of the Virgin 
Mother of God had by the close of the fifth-century become a standard by which Christians were judged.  
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life, perpetual virginity and Assumption to Heaven body and soul. Following Marian scholars, 

the chapter also considers how influence from the Greco-Roman and Eastern Mediterranean 

social, cultural and religious environment affected her development and veneration to the 

point werhe she had become, as Warner phrases it, a “popular creation”653 with clear Eastern 

ties.654 Mary acquired various aspects previously associated with the feminine divine of those 

areas and on that subject Perry and Echeverria note that through “political, liturgical and 

iconographic developments fed by apparitions, miracles, legends and the transmutations of 

pagan myths.”655 From the material reviewed, it is quite clear that by the fifth-century, the 

persistent and widely promoted public belief in Mary’s virginal conception of the Son of God 

saw her venerated as a Divine Mother figure and elevated to a status beyond that of any other 

Christian Saint.  

By the time Mary was presented, in image and narrative, to the women of the North 

in the ninth and tenth centuries, she had clearly already become an indispensable and active 

participant in the salvation of humanity, a role previously attributed to her Son alone. Chapter 

3.2.4 was therefore deliberately focused towards the way in which the missionaires of the 

Christian church of Western Europe from c. 600-900 AD may have perceived and presented 

Mary. It is noted that by the early seventh-century the independent redemptive and 

miraculous powers of Mary were clearly acknowledged and honour was paid to her during 

feast days to which the Nordic people would likely have been introduced.656 It is worth 

bearing in mind, as the chapter discusses, that because the Western Church in general (with 

the exception of Rome itself), constantly struggled with an ongoing missionary effort into 

pagan territories it remained especially cautious of Holy Icons; three-dimensional 

representations of Mary; and Marian relics, which by this time were becoming increasingly 

popular throughout Christendom. To prevent any misunderstanding or accusations of 

accidental idolatrous worship, the Latin West greatly restricted the use of images and icons 

prior to the ninth-century at which point their veneration was officially sanctioned. This 

                                                
653 Warner, 1983: xxii. 
654 As Warner writes it is “[...] occasionally possible to pinpoint an exact location of interchange on the cult of 
the Virgin Mary, as in Ephesus or Rome or the Nile Valley, where one pagan goddess was supplanted by the 
Christian mother and it is alway easy to perceive psychological analogies between the magna mater worship of 
the middle east and the Mariology of the Mediterranean [...]” :Warner, 1985: 208. 
655 Perry and Echeverría, 1988: 7. 
656 In these miracle stories Mary is shown interceding on behalf of mortals, at times performing life-saving 
miracles, see Clayton, 1990: 90-92. 
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historical wariness of the West likely meant that the earliest missionaries to the North may 

well have first introduced Mary using in words rather than presenting her in image.  

It may be quickly summarised, that the material in Chapter 3.2, shows, that Mary’s 

official, doctrinal role had always been tethered to that of her son Christ, the Incarnated 

Redeemer of man, and that by the close of the tenth-century, her place within Christian 

devotional life in Western Europe was understood to encompass much more than just her 

Virginal Motherhood: she was believed to have some miraculous salvific abilities which she 

wielded semi-independently of God; she was venerated and depicted in art as the Queen of 

Heaven; and due to her close relationship with her son she was acknowledged as the 

benevolent and merciful Intercessor between man and the Divine.  

It is worth drawing particular attention to the fact that the Christian emphasis on the 

role of Mary as a mother, drew motherhood in general from the realm of mundane natural 

occurrences and thrust it into the realm of the miraculous. This would probably have been 

perceived as a particularly attractive novelty by the women of the North whose own 

indigenous religion did little to honour what was in pre-Christian societies generally perceived 

a woman’s natural, biological role.  

This said, it is also right to acknowledge that although the description of Mary 

presented above may have been appealing, particularly for Scandinavian and Icelandic 

women encountering it for the first time during the ninth and tenth centuries, her powerful 

image and roles in Christian religious practice, in and of themselves, remain an inadequate 

explanation of why women appear, as noted in Chapter 1, to have often been among the first 

to abandon their pagan faith and convert to the Christian religion (a subject which will be 

returned to in Chapter 4). In order to begin to understand the appeal of Christianity to these 

women, Chapter 3.3 has therefore considered the socio-historical origins and development 

of female involvement in what was essentially a religion centred firmly on the masculine. 

Particular attention was paid to the concepts of virginity, chastity and ascetic living which 

from the early Christian era were firmly embedded within the role of the Christian nun and 

strongly associated with Mary. It is argued that, alongside the figure of Mary, described 

above, these roles probably provided some of the models and inspirations towards which the 

non-Christian women would naturally have looked.  

As noted in the Chapter 1, the arguments made by early feminist scholars state that 

women probably acted as leaders in the earliest Christian communities and that such female 
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roles were eventually excluded by an increasingly androcentric patriarchal Church leadership. 

Certainly, as discussed in Chapter 3.3.1, the Christian theological tradition ultimately went on 

to contrast its emancipating potential with the unquestionably subordinate role of women 

under men expressed in 1 Corinthians 11:3-9.657 However, as the chapter has noted, more 

recent research which shows that Christian theology had, in all probability, always been 

biased towards the masculine as it drew heavily on a combination of religious and 

philosophical sources originating, on the one hand, in the cultural environment of the 

Mediterranean, and on the other, in the early Jewish theological traditions from which it 

emerged and whose system of values are described by Hultgård as: “an expression of a 

strongly androcentric culture.”658 Of particular importance in this regard are those factors 

from the classical Greek philosophies which emphasised the carnal nature and frailty of all 

women and reinforced emerging gendered religious roles which favoured the male.659 In 

short, as the chapter makes clear, by the end of the fourth-century power rested firmly in the 

hands of male priests, the male bishops and the Pope of Rome while the female gender had 

acquired negative, sexual, connotations which prevented them from performing 

eschatological rites, thus excluding them from holding religious offices.  

Based on the above, Chapter 3.3.2 turns towards the development of the religious role 

of the nun within the Western Christian tradition, a lifestyle modeled after the Virgin Mary 

which, because of the apocalyptic focus of the early church, was advocated to all Christians 

as being preferable to marriage.660 In her humility and submission to God’s will Mary provided 

                                                
657 “But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; 
and the head of Christ is God. [...] For the man is not of the woman: but the woman of the man. Neither was the 
man created for the woman; but the woman for the man.” By referencing the creation of Eve from the rib of 
Adam in Genesis 2: 21-23, the Letter to the Corinthians at once echoed and reinforced the deeply rooted 
patriarchal traditions which had always been present in not only Jewish theology, but also the Greco-Roman 
cultural miljö to which the early Christians struggled both to conform to, and distinguish themselves from. As 
Sawyer states: “the particular roles for men and women, founded on essentialist notions of gender are given 
divine sanction from the moment of the world’s creation”: See Sawyer, 1996: 4. 
658 Hultgård, 1995: 44. 
659 Early Christian theological arguments on the secular and religious roles of the female sex in general were 
based largely on the works of Plato who, according to Sawyer, “recognizes both ‘difference’ (or polarities), in 
relation to gender, [ as well as] ‘construction’, that is, the equality of opportunity offered to men and women in 
his blueprints for government” (Sawyer, 1996: 7) and Aristotle whose “notion of natural order [...] pre-elects a 
woman’s role through recourse to her nature as natural subject” (Sawyer, 1996: 5). 
660 The chapter also traces female communal living from domestic monasticism, where women lived in isolation 
and prayer in private homes, to cenobitic monasticism, which, while maintaining the tradition of living in 
seclusion from the material world, allowed for groups of dedicated virgins to practice their faith in a communal 
setting. It should be noted that the first convents were established by Roman women of means who, after 
converting to Christianity, offered their own houses and estates to the faith and continued to oversee their 
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a model for dedicated Christians, male and female, to follow. This religious role was 

particularly well-suited for women because as Clark states: “What Eve had lost through the 

Fall, Christian women might regain by their adoption of the celibate life.”661 Some attention 

is given to the sixth-century development of the unique Irish monastic tradition within which 

female ascetics to rose to similar levels of respect and power as men, founding and running 

double-monasteries, hearing confessions and possibly singing Mass.662 The chapter briefly 

discusses how the seventh-century saw the conversion of most areas of England by Irish 

monks and that Irish and Anglo-Saxon missionaries had during the eighth- and ninth centuries 

established monasteries and convents throughout Western Europe pushing the Christian 

periphery further into the pagan territories of the North than ever before. From its rapid 

spread and general success, it seems clear that the monastic lifestyle appealed to both men 

and women in Western Europe.  

The appeal of imitating the life of Mary, a powerful female in close proximity to the 

male divinity, for the women of northern Europe who lived in a male-dominated world was 

considered in Chapter 3.3.3 where an attempt has been made to discuss the material in a 

social and historical context. In particular, the chapter sought to explore some of the core 

concepts of virginity and chastity, both of which are embodied by Mary in Christian theology 

and popular belief, as well as reviewing the uniquely Christian conceptualisation of a monastic 

third gender. In short, it may be said that by the second century the religious and philosophical 

attributes embedded within the Christian concept of virginity owed much to the Greco-

Roman religious and cultural environment within which it initially developed. Heffernan 

reveals how “the early Christian concept of virginity, as it matured and changed, made its own 

the values its pagan predecessors had already attributed to a life of celibacy.”663 For women 

in particular, as members of the weaker sex, this meant that by preserving their virginity, and 

denying their physical gender, female ascetics were able to achieve a status of gender 

neutrality and spiritual equality with virtuous males.  

                                                
running. As the chapter shows, this enabled them to maintain control over their estates and wealth after the 
deaths of their husbands and, in some cases, rise to positions of influence and power within their communities.  
661 Clark, 1983: 155.  
662 During the sixth and seventh centuries, the Irish monastic church had moved from Episcopal to monastic 
organization, and within such a power structure the abbot or abbess, rather than the often remote and ill-
accessible Bishop, was seen as preeminent. Groups of scattered houses would acknowledge a particular, often 
charismatic leader, such as the founder of an especially influential monastery, and were thus far more inclined 
to accept the leadership of women than the prevailing Church structure of Western Europe. 
663 Heffernan, 1992: 241. 
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The chapter went on to discuss how the feminine virtues of selflessness and chastity, 

exemplified by Mary, all came to be mirrored in the role of the devout celibate woman, who, 

even if previously married, had the ability to separate herself from traditional female roles 

and achieve a gender-neutral status which allowed for more focus on the spiritual individual. 

Life in a secluded convent could thus afford women in particular a sense of freedom and the 

opportunity to develop a “sense of communal solidarity and individual moral worth.”664 For 

those who had the means and opportunity, dedication to celibacy, even after marriage, could 

now potentially lead to a life in which women could live independently of masculine authority.  

It is, however, noted that most European women remained under the authority of 

men despite becoming Christian, as marriage remained an unavoidable reality and in 

marriage a woman, whatever her geographical origins, was, if not completely, then at least 

to a very large degree, beholden to her husband. This was certainly the case in Christian law. 

Realistically, it is therefore concluded that for the vast majority of Christian women, whether 

born into the faith or newly converted, the envisioned “equality” applied only to the baptised 

spirit and never contained any secular promise.  

From the material reviewed in Chapter 3.3, it can be concluded that the role of the 

celibate nun, available for professionally religious Christian women by the turn of the first 

millennium was, to some extent, derived from the earlier Marian framework which perceived 

the powerful Queen of Heaven as a Virgin Mother and model for a pure Christian lifestyle. It 

also suggests that the life of the dedicated virgin may well have appealed to non-Christian 

and Christian women alike as it would have been perceived as offering them religious and 

social advantages in the form of spiritual and secular independence from the androcentric 

cultural environments to which they belonged. 

As part of missionary activities there is little question that the higher-class women in 

particular would have been made aware of the concept of the gendered equality of baptised 

souls which saw the female as being at least a spiritual equal to the male. They would probably 

also have been informed of the eschatological and secular benefits of becoming a virgin or 

celibate nun and told of the notion that dedicating oneself to chastity and ascetic living was, 

in theory, a viable option for all baptised Christians. In all likelihood, these Christian concepts 

would have not only been a considerable novelty to them, but also one which they may well 

                                                
664 Hutton, 1992: 249. 
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have found appealing. While celibacy and secluded living was clearly not a choice not all 

women were free to make, the appeal of such a life for many women of means can perhaps 

be understood, and is, at the very least worth considering as an element in the conversion of 

the women of Scandinavia and Iceland. 

It is, of course, worth keeping in mind, that while the discussion throughout the 

chapter may have appeared to imply a certain level of geographical conformity of devotional 

practice within Western Europe, it also shows that the rise of Marian veneration was a 

complex theological development which primarily took place within the Christian religious 

system during the first six centuries of the Christian era and involved a variety of internal and 

external factors. It therefore focused on those aspects of her being which can be said to have 

been, more or less, universally acknowledged within Christendom during the period in 

question. 

Bearing in mind the above summary of Chapter 3 and having, in Chapter 2 and its 

subchapters discussed the attributes specifically associated with the Old Norse feminine 

divine and the roles of women in Old Norse religions, as it is preserved in both the extant 

written sources and the relevant archaeological material, it is now possible to combine this 

material to evaluate the possible effect of the Christianisation process on Scandinavian and 

Icelandic women and on both their perception of, and their relationship with, the feminine 

divine.  
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4. Women and the Conversion of the North  

4.1 Introduction 

In Iceland, accounts describing the events that led to the conversion of the country to 

Christianity were passed down orally for at least 120 years before the Icelandic literati of the 

thirteenth-century began to document their ancestral history. The aim of the following 

chapter is not to consider the conversion of Scandinavia and Iceland as a historical event, as 

this period in the history of the North has been previously examined by various scholars.665 

Rather, the aim is to discuss how women’s involvement in the conversion process is portrayed 

in the available sources, both written and archaeological. 

Chapter 4.2 will consider the informal and often obscure role of women in spreading 

the Christian religion in general and bring into focus the importance of the subtle domestic 

missionary work of the Christian wife and mother.  

Chapter 4.3 will review the written and archaeological evidence showing that 

Scandinavian women actively and enthusiastically embraced the Christian religion upon its 

arrival in the North. The chapter will also consider some of the reasons why this may have 

been the case. 

Chapter 4.4 will then turn to Iceland and briefly discuss the formal conversion of the 

country and the initial adaptation of Icelandic religious customs to the new Christian religious 

morals. It should be borne in mind that the acceptance of Christianity in Iceland was officially 

confirmed at the pagan Alþingi during the summer of 999/1000, which was a male affair, in 

which women did not participate. One female poet in particular, along with the feminine 

divine in the form of Freyja, do however feature as opponents of the new religion in the 

sources and are considered in this light in the chapter.  

Chapter 4.5 will then argue that distinctly religious female characters of the sagas and 

þættir could be interpreted as allegorical representations of the Old Norse religions and the 

new Christian faith respectively, and that they were created and preserved by the Christian 

medieval authors to describe the changing religious environment.  

                                                
665 For discussions of the conversion of the Nordic countries see for example Sanmark, 2004; Russell, 1994; 
Sawyer and Sawyer, 1993; and Carver, 2005. For Iceland in particular see for example Strömbäck, 1975; Orri 
Vésteinsson, 2000; Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 1999b; Gunnell, 2009 and 1013. 
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Finally, Chapter 4.6 will draw on the information presented throughout the chapter 

and interpret it in light of the conversion mode proposed by Alexandra Sanmark in 2004. The 

conclusions will hopefully shed some light on the role of women in the conversion process as 

a whole. 

4.2 Women as Vehicles of the Conversion 

After the declaration of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire by 

Constantine the Great in the last quarter of the fourth-century, the popularity of this new 

religion grew significantly among the Roman elite.666 Its adoption by the higher social classes 

of Rome is particularly noteworthy when considered in relation to the rapid spread of 

Christianity in Western Europe. With great generalisation and simplification, it can be said 

that the Romanization of the Western provinces of the Roman empire involved, as Jones 

notes: “the inculcation of Roman values, language, material culture and loyalties in a 

provincial, non-Roman society.”667 According to McMullen, this development may, in part, be 

explained by the fact that where the occupation of foreign territories by Roman forces took 

the form of mutually beneficial cohabitation, “the temptation was for the well-to-do to 

imitate the Roman elite.”668 The ruling classes of the Western territories thus adopted 

Christianity in imitation of the Roman elite at a time when the might of Rome was starting to 

fade. The rapid withdrawal of Roman forces and administrative overstructure from the 

Western territories following the fall of Rome created a power vacuum in Europe which the 

Christian church soon filled.669 As Charles-Edwards rightly state: “Christian Rome extended its 

influence far beyond the furthest limits of the Empire at its prime.”670  

                                                
666 See Hutton, 1992: 248; Chadwick, 1981: 7-8; Snyder, 1998: 3; Glad, 2004:31 and McGrath, 1998:19. 
Constantine is called ‘the Great’ because of his work to further the Christian cause which led to the declaration 
of Christianity as the official religion of Rome in 380 AD.  
667 Jones, 1987: 126.  
668 McMullen, 2000: 136-137. 
669 As noted in Chapter 3.3.2, the successful conversion of pagans in Western Europe and the subsequent 
inclusion of their lands in the Christian bureaucratic system was in no small part due to a potent combination of 
religious power and secular influence which enabled the emerging network of bishops to push the boundaries 
of the Christian frontier far into pagan territories, see McGrath, 1998: 81-85; Myers, 1960: 21-36; Morris, 1965: 
26-60 and Thomas, 1981:133, 197. The conversion of Northern Europe to Christianity was to some extent 
documented by various missionary monks from Western Europe who provide an account of their efforts and 
successes as well as the problems they faced. See, for example, Ansgar’s vita, given by Bishop Rimbert in his Vita 
Anskarii translated by Charles H. Robinson. Chapter 20 of Ansgar’s vita is especially relevant to this discussion, 
see Robinson, 1921: 70-73.  
670 Charles-Edwards, 2003:107. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

176 

 

Brown, in turn, observes that in their quest for military superiority, the male leaders 

of the ruling Western families often “tended to delegate ascetic piety to their womenfolk.”671 

The religious virtue assigned to many women of high social lineage in the West and their 

subsequent role as inspirational Christians, as opposed to the more active and administrative 

role played by men, is placed in a wider social and historical context by Bitel who describes 

the noble women of this period as appearing “in histories and hagiographies as the inspiration 

of Christian conversion, while men made the rules for its practice and preservation.”672 This 

led to the development of a subtle yet effective missionary role of Christian noblewomen 

whose role as wife was, according to Humphries, presented as being that of a guardian of 

Christian culture, tradition and morality.673 

The importance of the inspirational role of Christian noblewomen for the spread and 

acceptance of Christianity becomes especially apparent in those cases where marriage is said 

to have created kinship bonds between two different religious groups. An example of this is 

the marriage of the Christian Princess Bertha, daughter of Charibert I, King of Paris, to 

Æthelberht, King of Kent in the late sixth-century. In the case of Bertha, her work to sway the 

favour of her husband towards the Christian faith resulted in the positive reception of the 

missionary, Augustine, to England. Bertha’s daughter Æthelberg was then married to Edwin 

of Deira in 625 AD, and her introduction to his court once again paved the way for further 

Christian missionary work. In the case of such missionary marriages, special agreements 

between the marital parties guaranteed the queens the freedom to practise their faith. To 

ensure the queen and her Christian court access to the properly administered religious 

services and sacraments, these agreements also stated that among the queen’s retinue was 

a bishop. Incidentally, these bishops then went on to function as mediaries between the ruling 

pagan kings on one hand and the ever-growing community of Christians headed by the Pope 

of Rome on the other.674 The overwhelming results of such unions of high-born Christian 

women and secular pagan leaders which brought additional Christian figures into the 

household were, according to Mytum, the formal acceptance of the religion of the wife by 

                                                
671 Brown, 1997: 153. 
672 Bitel, 2002: 123. 
673 Humphries, 2008: 138. 
674 At the invitation of Queen Bertha, Augustine subsequently established his see at at Canterbury, a location 
which had previously been allotted to the queen’s private Christian worship: see Charles-Edwards, 2003: 127, 
130.  
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the husband, thereby, securing Christian missionaries with new royal support and patronage 

within the kingdoms or territories in question.675 The Danish Saxo Grammaticus gives an 

excellent account of just such a marriage in Book nine of his Gesta Danorum where, in the 

English translation of Peter Fisher, he describes the first days of marriage between King Gorm, 

a man who he describes as being “always malignantly disposed towards the true faith and 

desired to obliterate the toleration of Christians just as though they were the foulest of 

mankind”676 and the Christian princess Thyra whom he describes as “[e]xcelling other women 

[...] in dignity and enterprise.”677 In the light of the material discussed in Chapter 2.3 it is also 

interesting to note here that, according to Saxo, Queen Thyra begged her new husband to 

allow her to preserve her virginity for a further three nights so that she might learn “through 

some dream-omen that their union would be fruitful.”678 When her husband subsequently 

dreams of two birds who “fluttered forth out of his wife’s womb,”679 Thyra’s response is to 

discard “the idea of putting off the consummation, eagerly renounc[ing] the virginity she had 

implored him to preserve and, exchanging celibacy for sexual love, gave her husband the 

welcome chance to possess her.”680 In short, his account once again conveys a belief in the 

ability of noble women to predict the future.681  

Although difficult, if not impossible, to prove, the informal, domestic conversion 

tactics applied by Christian women which probably took place in the home and within closed 

kinship circles, were of vital importance to the developing religion as they often secured the 

religion official political support and should, at the very least, be considered as a major factor 

in the conversion process of Western Europe. The evidence presented above certainly 

suggests that Christian women were, at times, able to sway their pagan male relatives 

towards a more positive view of the new religion.682 As will be noted below, such subtle, 

                                                
675 Mytum, 1992: 29, 36; and Charles-Edwards, 2003: 139. 
676 Saxo Grammaticus, 2008: 295. This edition of Saxo is edited by Hilda Ellis Davidson,  
677 Saxo Grammaticus, 2008: 295. 
678 Saxo Grammaticus, 2008: 295. 
679 Saxo Grammaticus, 2008: 296. 
680 Saxo Grammaticus, 2008: 296. 
681 The feminine ability to foresee the future can, as discussed in Chapter 2.2, arguably be traced back to some 
of the first century Germanic tribes described by Tacitus. Admittedly, Saxo does convey this element of the 
account in a somewhat negative way, but due to his constant Christian bias towards his pre-Christian ancestors, 
this negative attitude is to be expected. 
682 Although she was active during the close of the fourth-century, the successful work attributed to Helena, 
mother of Constantine the Great, to convert her son to Christianity should also be considered among the most 
prominent examples of such tactics: see Chadwick, 1981: 7; and Rubin, 2009: 20.  
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personal missionary work by Christian women is also worth keeping in mind when the 

conversion of Iceland is considered.  

Medieval Icelandic written sources suggest that the religious landscape of the 

settlement period in Iceland, c. 870-930 AD, consisted of a blend of Old Norse religions and 

Irish Celtic Christian traditions. While Landnámabók describes many of the most prominent 

settlers as practising the Old Norse religions, it also mentions several Christians who were 

both newly baptized and well established in the faith.683 A few other settlers are shown to be 

firmly-declared atheists believing in their own might while others yet are wavering in their 

faith believing in a blend of both.684 Thus it may be concluded that although clearly a 

secondary religion the Christian faith had a presence in Iceland from the beginning. 

It is also worth bearing in mind that while these accounts of the settlement of Iceland 

mention several women by name, these sources, nonetheless, largely confine the discussion 

to the more influential male settlers of Scandinavian descent. It is therefore especially 

interesting to note that studies of Mitochondrial DNA, or mtDNA, reveal that up to 63% of the 

original female settlers of the country came from Scotland and the British Isles while 75–80% 

of the male settlers originated in Scandinavia.685 As a result, it could be argued that most of 

the female settlers in particular, originated from the then Christianised Celtic British Isles and 

Ireland. These women arrived in Iceland either by choice as nameless members of a 

settlement party or as captives and slaves taken by force. It is not unlikely that in Iceland, 

these early Christian women would have brought with them, if not a coherent grasp of the 

fundamental aspects of the Christian religion, then at least a layman’s understanding of it. As 

                                                
683 “Bjarni Sturluson tók skírn og bjó á Bjarnastöðum í Tungunni litlu og lét þar gera kirkju.”: Landnámabók (S 42, 
H 30), 1968: 82; “Ørlygr hét son Hrapps Bjarnarsonar bunu; hann var at fóstri með enum (helga) Patreki byskupi 
í Suðureyjum. (Hann) fýstisk at fara til Íslands ok bað, at byskup sæi um með honum. Byskup lét hann hafa með 
sér kirkjuvið ok járnklukku ok plenárium ok mold vígða, er hann skyldi leggja undir hornstafina. […] hann skyldi 
þar taka sér bústað ok láta þar kirkju gera ok eigna enum helga Kolumba. […] Þeir Ørlygr frændur trúðu á 
Kolumba.”: Landnámabók (S 15), 1968: 52-54; “Ásólfr hét maður. […] Hann var kristinn vel ok vildi ekki eiga við 
heiðna menn ok eigi vildi hann þiggja mat að þeim. […] Stendr þar nú kirkja, sem leiði hans er, ok er hann enn 
helgasti maðr kallaðr.”: Landnámabók (S 24), 1968: 62-64. 
684 “Þorkell máni lǫgsǫgumaðr, er einn heiðinna manna hefr bezt verit siðaðr, at því er menn vitu dæmi til. Hann 
lét sik bera í sólargeisla í banasótt sinni ok fal sik á hendi þeim guði, er sólina hafði skapat.”: Landnámabók (S 9), 
1968: 46; “Hallr goðlauss hét maðr; hann var son Helga goðlauss. Þeir feðgar vildu ekki blóta ok trúðu á mátt 
sinn.”: Landnámabók (S 11), 1968: 48; “Bersi goðlauss hét maðr.”: Landnámabók (S 57), 1968: 88; “Helgi enn 
magri fór til Íslands með konu sína og bǫrn; [...] Helgi var blandinn mjǫk í trú; hann trúði á Krist, en hét á Þór til 
sjófara og harðræða. Þá er Helgi sá Ísland, gekk hann til frétta við Þór, hvar land skyldi taka, en fréttin vísaði 
honum norður um landið. Þá spurði Hrólfr son hans, hvárt Helgi mundi halda í Dumbshaf, ef Þórr vísaði honum 
þangat.”: Landnámabók (S 218), 1968: 250. 
685 Agnar Helgason et. al., 2009.  
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Sanmark speculates, they may well have passed on this basic knowledge to their fellow 

settlers and the next generations thereby initiating the first, informal, stage of the conversion 

process by seeding the ground with Christian ideology upon which the formally recognised 

and supported missionaries might later build. 

Nevertheless, it seems likely this settlement-era Christianity would have largely 

remained on the periphery of Icelandic society for most of the settlement period, being 

practiced privately without the guidance or influence from the hierarchical organisation of 

the Church of Rome. Isolated from those fundamental, structural elements of Christianity, it 

comes as no surprise that this first wave of the Christian religion to strike Iceland’s shores is 

said to have slowly withered away, meaning that the country apparently became completely 

heathen within the scope of one generation: 

 

Svá segja vitrir menn, at nǫkkurir landnámsmenn hafi skírðir verit, þeir er byggt 
hafa Ísland, flestir þeir, er kómu vestan um haf. Er til þess nefndr Helgi magri ok 
Ørlygr enn gamli, Helgi bjóla, Jǫrundur kristni, Auðr djúpauðga, Ketill enn fíflski 
ok enn fleiri menn, er komu vestan um haf, ok heldu þeir sumir vel kristni til 
dauðadags. En þat gekk óvíða í ættir, því at synir þeira sumra reistu hof ok 
blótuðu, en land var alheiðit nær hundraði vetra.686 

 

Although there is little written or archaeological evidence of the role of women in the 

official conversion in Iceland, there is nonetheless some evidence from mainland Scandinavia 

which suggests that the noble women of the Nordic countries were among the first to convert 

to Christianity. These sources suggest that, as in other countries, women had a leading role in 

the conversion process and are worth considering briefly.687 

4.3 Women as Active Supporters of the Conversion 

The most detailed written account revealing the role of women as active supporters of the 

conversion of the North is found in the ninth-century Vita Anskarii written by Rimbert. The 

work describes the life of St Ansgar, Archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen and the so-called 

“Apostle of the North.” It contains a chapter dedicated to a description of the charitable work 

of two Christian women among the Swedes, Frideburg and her daughter Catla. According to 

                                                
686 Landnámabók (S 399, H 356), 1968: 396. 
687 See, in particular, Gräslund, 2005. For Christian symbols in female Scandinavian graves, see Staecker, 2005. 
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the account, these noble women not only supported the work of Christian missionaries in 

their area but provided their fellow countrymen with examples of piety and charity by 

dedicating their lives to the Christian faith and encouraging others to do the same.688  

The account is short but extremely revealing of the challenges facing both the 

missionaries and early Christian female converts in the North. The most pertinent part is thus 

worth repeating here in the 1921 translation by Charles Robinson: 

 

At that time there was amongst the Swedes a very pious matron, whom the 
forwardness of wicked men had been unable to turn aside from the true faith. 
It was frequently suggested to her, when she was placed in any difficult 
position, that she should, in accordance with their custom, offer sacrifices to 
idols, but she remained unmoved and did not abandon the performance of her 
religious duties. She declared that it was useless to seek for help from dumb 
and deaf images and that she thought it detestable to do again the things that 
she had renounced in her baptism and to fail to perform the promise that she 
had made to Christ. If it be an evil thing to lie to men how much worse is it to 
lie to God? And if it be a good thing that faith should be preserved amongst men 
how much greater is the obligation that rests upon one who receives the faith 
of the Lord to continue firm and not to mingle falsehood with truth? “The Lord,” 
she said, “even my Jesus Christ, is omnipotent, and if I continue to believe in 
Him, He can give me health and everything that I need according to His good 
pleasure.”  
This devout woman, whose name was Frideburg, who was deserving of praise 
for the goodness of her life and the constancy of her faith, continued even to 
old age. When she believed that the day of her death was approaching, and no 
priest had come there since the death of Gautbert, desiring the due 
performance of the ceremony which she had heard was the “viaticum” of 
Christians, she caused some wine that she had bought to be reserved in a 
certain vessel. She further requested her daughter, who was also a devout 
woman, that when her last moments came, as she had not the sacrifice she 
should drop some of the wine into her mouth and thus commend her departure 
to the mercy of the Lord. She kept this wine with her for nearly three years by 
which time the priest Ardgar had arrived there. After his appointment she 
performed her religious duties as long as she retained her strength, and she 
sought at his hands the customary rites and helpful admonition. Meanwhile 
weakness overtook her and she became sick. Being anxious, in view of her 
death, she caused the priest to be summoned, and having received from his 
hand the viaticum she departed with joy to the Lord.  
She had ever been intent on almsgiving and, as she was rich in this world’s 
goods, she had enjoined her daughter Catla that, after her departure from this 
life, she should distribute all that she possessed amongst the poor. “And 
because,” she said, “there are here but few poor, at the first opportunity that 

                                                
688 Mellor, 2008: 51-52. 
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occurs after my death, sell all that has not been given away and go with the 
money to Dorstadt. There are there many churches, priests, and clergy, and a 
multitude of poor people. On your arrival seek out faithful persons who may 
teach you how to distribute this, and give away everything as alms for the 
benefit of my soul.”  
After the death of her mother the daughter diligently accomplished everything 
that she had ordered. She took her journey to Dorstadt, and on her arrival she 
sought out some devout women who accompanied her to the holy places in the 
town and told her what to give to each person.689 
 

The account continues by describing the charitable work of Catla and the devout 

women in Dorstadt as they selflessly distribute Frideburg’s fortune amongst the poor. It 

concludes with an inspiring miracle story in which God restores all the money to Catla, except 

that which the women had used for themselves. On the whole, the story both sets an example 

for other Scandinavian women to follow and reveals the power of God who, recognising the 

truly devout, is capable of great miracles such as restoring wealth to those who deserve it. 

It is particularly interesting to note that the account contains clues which suggest that 

the people of the North were likely introduced to a simplified version of Christianity and that 

instead of the complex arguments which lie at the core of Christian theology, the missionaries 

of the North chose to focus instead on its basic elements. Such a missionary strategy 

harmonises well with evidence reviewed in Chapter 3.3.2 which shows that the initial aim of 

Christian missionary monks was to push the boundary of Christendom into heathen 

territories, establish a permanent Christian presence among the local populace and engage 

the landowning nobility in the conversion process. Once the religion was firmly embedded, 

the new area might slowly be incorporated into the larger network of Christian churches by 

which time any abnormalities or incorrect interpretations of the Christian message might be 

corrected. 

It has been noted that without a central government which ensures the correct 

interpretation of sacred texts, there existed a potential for unintentional heretical practices. 

In the above account, Rimbert provides an example of such unintentional heretical practices 

when he reveals that because she feared the end of her life approaching, Frideburg carried 

with her a vial of wine which she intended to use in place of the Viaticum, a set of Sacraments 

                                                
689 Robinson, 1921: 70-73. The Vita Anskarii provides some indication of the conversion process, although, as 
with all sources from this period, caution must be applied in their application as the motivation behind their 
writing and preservation may have influenced the material in various, as yet, undetectable ways. 
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performed at the deathbed of the devout which, according to Canon law, must be 

administered by a priest. Frideburg appears convinced that her impromptu solution would be 

considered as valid as any Sacraments administered by a priest. Her resolve also reveals her 

independence and her belief in the validity of her own power.  

Rimbert’s account of Frideburg also brings to mind the similarly independent and 

devout sixth-century Brigit of Kildare who may have heard confessions, ordained clergy and 

celebrated Mass.690 Of course, in Rimbert’s account the reader is informed that in the end 

Frideburg never used the vial but received the Viaticum from a missionary priest, who, it is 

later revealed, was sent by the Grace of God exactly for this purpose.  

With a broad mind, the situation of these two Swedish matrons might be compared 

to the one which the first Christians in Iceland would have experienced in their insular 

isolation. Both groups would have been left without proper access to Christian Holy sites, rites 

and rituals, including the Sacraments, which, as noted above, require the presence of a priest.  

If nothing else, the account of Frideburg and Catla in Rimbert’s Vitae Ansgarii certainly 

suggests that the new religion was especially well received by the women of larger towns such 

as Birka691 or Fyrkat.692 Such a reception is perhaps to be expected as the nobles and the 

wealthier members of society would probably have had more direct contact with the 

missionaries and their work. Bearing the account of Frideburg and Catla in mind, it is 

interesting to consider that the majority of Viking Age burials in the Birka cemetery containing 

Christian signs, such as the cross, are female.693 Anne-Sofie Gräslund notes that of the graves 

identified by her as Christian almost half belonged to women and another quarter belonged 

to children which, she belives, ”supports the idea of women’s interest in Christianity at this 

time.”694 The result of these findings has recently prompted archaeologist Jöran Staecker to 

suggest that women, especially widows and single women, may have felt a greater need than 

men to declare their allegiance to the new religion in public ways during a time of religious 

                                                
690 Cahill, 1996: 175. 
691 The trading town of Birka, on the island of Björkö in Lake Mälaren in Uppland, Sweden is mentioned in 
Rimbert’s Vita Anskarii. It flourished from the beginning of the ninth-century and became the site of Sweden’s 
first Christian church, see Roesdahl, 1998: 156-158. 
692 Fyrkat is a circular fortress-like enclosure in Jylland, Denmark, which served administrative and/or military 
purposes during the reign of Haraldr blátand, but was abandoned shortly after 987, its cemetery contained a 
broad range of Old Norse and Christian graves both male and female, see Roesdahl, 1998: 136-140. 
693 Staecker, 2005: 479; and Gräslund, 1997: 313-329; 1999: 55-61; and 2005: 485-487. 
694 Gräslund, 2005: 485. 
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uncertainty.695 On a larger social, scale Birgit Sawyer proposes that such religious and social 

needs may have been met with the erection of commemorative rune-stones.696 She argues 

that because the new Christian emphasis on the individual and the insistence on a humble 

burial in nothing more than a shroud clashed greatly with the grave mounds, ship burials and 

inhumations of the earlier pre-Christian pagan period, a moderation between the two was 

needed which the large and elaborate rune-stones provided.697  

Sawyer explains that although the rune stones vary in shape, size and design the 

content of the inscriptions seems to conform to a certain standard or basic commemorating 

formula which names the sponsor of the stone and his/her relation to the deceased, that is 

to say: “X raised this stone in memory of Y.” This, she believes, indicates a widespread 

acknowledgement of their purpose and acceptance of their contents.698 Sawyer further 

suggests that the inscriptions: “reflected customs of inheritance understood in a wide sense, 

involving not only land and/or goods, but also status in society, rights, and duties.”699 On the 

basis of the fact that the most common type of inscription is that of a son who raised the 

stone in memory of his father, Sawyer argues that they served as claims to inheritance 

revealing the relation between the people mentioned in the inscriptions. Women, 

nevertheless, feature frequently in the inscriptions, particularly those which suggest their 

public support of the Christian faith.  

                                                
695 Staecker, 2005: 480. 
696 Several thousand Viking and Early Middle Age rune stones, primarily found in Sweden, which roughly span 
the period of conversion in the country have been studied by scholars such as Anne-Sofie Gräslund (1989), and 
Birgit Sawyer (2000).  
697 Sawyer, 2000: 18, 124. 
698 According to Sawyer, the custom of erecting commemorative stones for dead family members with runic 
inscriptions was standardised by the Danish nobility of Jutland around 950 AD when the old pagan religions and 
the new Christian religion were simultaneously active in the Scandinavian countries. The tradition spread over 
the next 200 years, reaching as far as the British Isles, see further in Sawyer, 2000: 7-11. 
699 Sawyer, 2000: 2. 
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The stones in question are often elaborately 

decorated with Christian images, such as the eleventh-

century Dynna stone (N68) from southern Norway, 

which was commissioned by a Christian mother who 

had apparently erected a bridge in memory of her 

daughter.700 It is particularly interesting because the 

pictures on the stone show not only Christ ascended, 

but also aspects of the Nativity scene from the Gospel 

of Luke such as the star, the three wise men, the stable 

with the crib and what may be an image of Mary 

holding a swaddled infant.  

Ann-Sofie Gräslund has commented that: “As 

the vast majority of the stones either contain a prayer 

in the text or are decorated with a cross, there is an 

obvious link between the fashion for raising them and 

the introduction of Christianity to Sweden.”701  

Gräslund notes that the most common prayers 

for the souls of the dead recorded on the stones are 

based on funeral liturgy of the Christian church and 

name either “God,” or “God’s Mother,” but never the 

“Father” or the “Holy Ghost.”702 The phrasing is 

particularly relevant to this discussion as it suggests 

that a heavy emphasis may have been placed on the 

role of Mary as the Mother of God within the Christian 

communities of the time, an emphasis which may have been particularly appealing to women. 

Indeed, according to Gräslund the most common prayers are “May God and God’s Mother 

help his soul,” 47% of which are dedicated by or two women, and “May God help his/her 

soul/spirit,” 31% of which are either dedicated by or to women. In addition, she has noted 

                                                
700 According to Gräslund, the Dynna stone: “is decorated in a classical Ringerike style and can therefore be dated 
to the first half of the eleventh-century”: Gräslund, 2005: 491. 
701 Gräslund, 2005: 490. 
702 Sawyer, 2000: 140. 

Figure 4-1: The eleventh-century Dynna 
rune-stone depicting the Nativity scene, 
with the Virgin Mary holding the baby Jesus. 
 
Image from the Kulturhistorisk museum of 
Oslo. 
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that the female component of the texts with the prayer “May God and God’s mother help 

his/her soul” is much larger than for the prayer “May God help his/her soul” leading Gräslund 

to theorise that such inscriptions “provide the basis for an assumption that worship of the 

Virgin attracted women in particular.”703  

It is worth noting, as Sawyer does, that Mary is never referred to as “virgin” on these 

inscriptions, only as “God’s mother.”704 The discrepancy might be considered somewhat 

surprising, given the central importance of the unique virginal state of Mary in Christian 

doctrine at the time. On the other hand, it may also serve to indicate that the early 

missionaries of the North did not stress the virginal purity of Mary, but rather her overall 

sanctity and role as the mother of God and Intercessor.  

On the basis of the argument which sees the rune-stones representing a public claim 

to inheritance, Birgit Sawyer has theorised that the reasons for the high occurrence of female 

names on rune stones may be due to the traditional inheritance system, which, while it 

acknowledged the rights of women, greatly favoured the male.705 She suggests that women 

had a stronger incentive than males to make their claim to inheritance public as this may have 

increased their chances of securing it. Furthermore, by declaring their Christian faith which, 

as previous chapters have noted, encouraged women to refrain from marrying, or remarrying 

in the case of widows, wealthier women asserted their right to manage their wealth without 

interference from male relatives or a new family-in-law. O course, the account of Frideburg 

and her daughter Catla suggests just this: according to Rimbert, Catla is instructed by her 

mother to go to Dorstadt, contact members of the Christian community there, and distribute 

her wealth amongst their poor as “there are here but few poor.” Birgit and Peter Sawyer have 

suggested that the underlying reason for Frideburg’s request that Catla distribute her wealth 

in Dorstadt, not Birka, may have been connected to the fact that in breaking the social norms 

of inheritance, the female adherents of the new religion likely faced animosity in their 

homeland where they may have been “vulnerable to pressure from relatives who did not 

                                                
703 Gräslund, 1987: 92. 
704 Sawyer, 2000: 140. 
705 Within the Scandinavian kinship system women, particularly those of noble descent, were not only expected 
to marry to produce heirs, but also, to secure a blood bond between influential families. It is noteworthy that 
the laws governing inheritance did not exclude females from inheriting the wealth of their own families, 
although their rights were limited compared to that of males, and as a result women could inherit great wealth 
and land, often by simply outliving their male relatives. See further in Sawyer, 2000: 47-51, 111-116, as well as 
Sawyer and Sawyer, 1993: 166-188. 
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share her enthusiasm for the new religion and were, more likely, hostile to it.”706 They 

therefore argue that Catla would have been more likely to be able to fulfill her mother’s wish 

without interference by travelling abroad.707 

There is also some evidence to suggest that women found a sense of individual worth 

in raising stones. Both Sawyer and Gräslund have shown that throughout the eleventh-

century, women often sponsored the building of bridges, roads, churches or church towers in 

Sweden, Denmark and Norway. In return for their donations, sponsors might expect 

intercession for either their own soul or that of a relative, and/or absolution for their sins. 

Gräslund points out that such actions had by this time long been incorporated by the Church 

of Rome in the system of indulgence and were considered to be comparable to almsgiving or 

going on a pilgrimage.708 At least one woman erected her own memorial stone when she 

planned to go on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. It reads: “Ingerun, Hård’s daughter, who had 

these runes carved for herself. She wanted to go eastwards, out to Jerusalem.”709 The 

existence of this stone has prompted Gräslund to exclaim: “Really, it is a fascinating thought 

that a woman in the middle of the eleventh-century would plan such a journey!”710 

Nevertheless, according to Grænlendinga saga, Guðríðr Þorbjarnardóttir also travelled to 

Rome before returning to Iceland and becoming a nun,711 and Grettis saga similarly reveals 

that Spes encourages her husband, Þorsteinn drómundr, to raise rune stones commemorating 

their pilgrimage to Rome before they too retire, to live out the remainder of their lives in 

chastity and seclusion.712 

Another stone, (U808) this one dating from the first half of the eleventh-century, 

implies that women favoured the Christian religion even when their husbands did not. 

According to Gräslund, the stone reads: “Gisl and Ingemund, good young men, had this stone 

raised in memory of Halvdan, their father, and Ödis, their mother. May God help her soul.”713 

Gräslund notes that: “Normally, if a stone is raised in memory of more than one person the 

                                                
706 Sawyer and Sawyer, 1993: 199. 
707 In the context of social rejection, Peter and Birgit Sawyer add that two of the most popular female saints in 
Scandinavia, the early twelfth-century St Helena of Skövde in Sweden and the late twelfth-century St Margaret 
of Roskilde in Denmark, were martyred by their relatives, perhaps, as they suggest, to prevent them from 
distributing their wealth in support of the Christian cause as Catla did. See Sawyer and Sawyer, 1993: 199-200. 
708 Sawyer, 2000: 115, 134-136; and Gräslund, 2005: 490-491. 
709 Gräslund, 2005: 492.  
710 Gräslund, 2005: 492.  
711 Grænlendinga saga (ch. 9), 1935: 269. 
712 Grettis saga (ch. 92), 1936: 288-9. 
713 Gräslund, 2005: 492. 
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prayer should be “May God help their souls.” In this case I get the impression that the sons 

and their mother were Christians, but that the father was not.”714 The inscription on this stone 

is particularly interesting when considered in relation to the discussion in the previous 

chapter which suggested that the position of women within the home as caretakers enabled 

them to influence the religious affiliations of other members of their families such as their 

daughters or, perhaps more importantly for the formal acceptance and integration of the 

religion into all levels of society, their sons. An example of the acceptance of Christianity by 

the wife alone is found in Eiríks saga rauða which states that: 

 
Eiríkr tók því máli seint, at láta sið sinn, en Þjóðhildr gekk skjótt undir ok lét gera 
kirkju eigi allnær húsunum. Þat hús var kallat Þjóðhildarkirkja. Hafði hon þar 
fram bænir sínar ok þeir men, sem við kristni tóku. Þjóðhildr vildi ekki samræði 
við Eirík, síðan hon tók trú, en honum var þat mjǫk móti skapi.715  

 

It is, of course, particularly interesting to note here that Þjóðhildr is specifically said to 

have practised celibacy after her conversion, much to the dismay of her husband.  

To conclude, it is not unlikely, based on the evidence of written sources and rune 

stones discussed above, that during both the informal and formal phases of the conversion of 

the North, the women of the North, and in particular those who belonged to powerful houses, 

or influential families, would have been introduced to a religion which revered and 

emphasised the central importance of a strong mother figure whose perpetual virginity not 

only defied nature and ruled in the heavens but, who, in her role as Intercessor, was far more 

approachable than the mysterious threefold God.  

These women would have been told that the sanctity of this Mother figure inspired 

both men and women throughout the Christian territories to commit to a life of chastity and 

pure living in monasteries and convents and that in the name of the Virgin Mary they should 

refrain from marrying once widowed and dedicate themselves to chastity and prayer. The 

evidence further suggests that the Christian emphasis on the individual and his or her soul, 

rather than the family or communal group, might provide women, whose roles in life were 

otherwise limited by their position and gender, with a secular incentive for conversion. As 

widows, these women would certainly have been encouraged by the missionaries to retain 

control over their estates and their wealth which they might then use to support the ongoing 

                                                
714 Gräslund, 2005: 492. 
715 Eiríks saga rauða (ch. 5), 1935: 212. 
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missionary work of the Christian church through generous donations of both coin and land. 

Stories of women such as Frideburg and Catla may also have encouraged them to donate large 

sums of their money to the Church, build roads or raise bridges as in an effort to secure a 

place in Heaven for them or their loved ones. Bearing these facts in mind, Gräslund has 

commented that it should come as no surprise to find evidence suggesting that “the new 

belief would bear fruit among women.”716 

As noted in the introduction to this chapter there is very little evidence connecting 

Icelandic women directly with the conversion process in the country. However, there are 

some indications that the Old Norse goddesses, spearheaded by Freyja, may have been 

targeted by the first Christian missionaries and their adherents in Iceland. The conversion of 

Iceland will therefore be briefly reviewed from the point of view of the feminine in the next 

chapter. 

4.4 Women and the Formal Conversion of Iceland 

Despite the initial dominance of the Old Norse religions, adherents of the new Christian 

religion appear to have been, for the most part, respected within Iceland during the 

settlement era.717 An example of such respect and tolerance is seen the Landnámabók 

account of the Christian Auðr djúpúðga who continued her Christian practices throughout her 

life in Iceland: “Hon hafði bænahald sitt á Krosshólum; þar lét hon reisa krossa, því at hon var 

skírð ok vel trúuð. Þar hǫfðu frændr hennar síðan átrúnað mikinn á hólana. Var (þar) þá gǫr 

hǫrg, er blót tóku til; trúðu þeir því, at þeir dæi í hólana.”718 This short extract highlights the 

fact, noted in the previous chapter with regards to rune stones, that during the 

Christianisation of the North members of the same family did not necessarily worship the 

same gods.  

                                                
716 Gräslund, 1984: 117. 
717 That said, it must of course be acknowledged that the development of a system of government involving the 
selection of so called goði (plural goðar), a position which in all probability held a combination of religious and 
secular power, and the founding of a general assembly known as the Alþingi at Þingvellir based on a Scandinavian 
example indicates that, at least during the period of settlement and for some time afterwards, the Old Norse 
religions seem to have been favoured above Christianity by those in authority. The men selected for the position 
of the goði were expected to settle both personal and political disputes as well as publically performing pagan 
sacrifices, and controlling religious rites, see further Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 2009: 68.  
718 Landnámabók (S 97) 1968: 139-140. 
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The passage also shows that Auðr’s pagan kin drew on the sanctity created by the 

Christian crosses for their own pagan worship, raising a “hörgr” for their “blót,” and believing, 

like Þórleifr Mostraskegg’s family further west, that they would become part of the hills when 

they died.719 On a larger scale, the quote serves to underline the personal nature of religious 

practice in Iceland and echoes to some extent the material discussed in Chapter 4.3.720  

Regrettably, little or no detail of the form of Christian worship is given in any of the 

descriptions of Christians settling Iceland and bearing in mind the variety of early-Christian 

beliefs in Western Europe at the time, it is difficult, if not impossible to assert the exact type 

of Christianity that would have found its way to the island during the Settlement Period. The 

written sources tentatively point towards the emphasis having been on some form of the Irish 

tradition,721 although this can, of course, hardly be considered more than an educated 

guess.722 It is, nonetheless, not too great a leap, given the integral nature of the role of Mary 

in Christian doctrine in Ireland, Anglo-Saxon England and Western Europe during this period, 

to suggest that Auðr and other settlement-era Christians recognised the power and 

importance of the Mother of God and that perhaps, they prayed to her as Intercessor. On the 

whole, however, the extant Icelandic medieval written sources suggest that while some 

settlers may have been nominally Christian, the country was fully heathen within the scope 

of one generation after its settlement.  

Towards the end of the tenth-century, the two first formal attempts made by the 

Christian kings of Norway to convert the pagan population of Iceland to Christianity were 

clearly met with some resistance from the pagan inhabitants who doubted the power of the 

                                                
719 Landnámabók describes how Þórólfur Mostraskegg: “hafði svá mikinn átrúnað á fjall þat, er stóð í nesinu, er 
hann kallaði Helgafell, at þangat skyldi engi maðr óþveginn líta, ok þar var svá mikil friðhelgi, at øngu skyldi 
granda í fjallinu, hvárki fé né mǫnnum, nema sjálft gengi á braut. Þat var trúa þeira Þórólfs frænda, at þeir dæi 
allir í fjallit.”: Landnámabók, (S 85) 1968: 125. 
720 As noted in Chapter 4.3, the account of Frideburg and Catla reveals that, much like Auðr, some of the first 
Christian women in Sweden appear to have remained true to the new faith even after the first missionaries had 
died and they were left stranded like Auðr on their own private island of faith surrounded by a sea of paganism. 
The account of Auðr, quoted above, also harmonises with the evidence of rune-stones reviewed in the same 
chapter which shows that Christian women expressed a sense of individuality and self-worth by going on 
pilgrimages, that is to say, to venture into the unknown. They also attempted to make their own social mark 
through the sponsorship of bridges and roads to save their souls and the souls of those they loved. 
721 As discussed in previous chapters, the Irish tradition had favoured monasticism and assigned greater value 
to chaste and secluded living than to the traditional hierarchical structure of the Christian church ruled by the 
Popes of Rome, see Hughes, 1977: 71-72; and discussion in Chapter 3.3.2.  
722 Jón Hnefill, 2009: 59-77. 
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Christian god and his aggressive missionaries.723 It is interesting to observe that, although 

rarely mentioned, both women and the feminine divine are depicted as representatives of 

the Old Norse religions in the written material describing these events: 

In Brennu-Njáls saga, Þangbrandr, a missionary priest sent from Norway,724 

encounters a female poet called Steinunn who aggressively confronts the priest and, 

emphasising the might of Þórr, calls into question the power of his Christian god. Steinunn 

apparently continued to taunt the priest and constructed a poem drawing attention to the 

inability of the Christian god to protect the ship of his missionary against the maritime 

prowess of the mighty Þórr.725 Her words were not ignored by Þangbrandr who is said to have 

responded at length before he, and his supporters, left the vicinity. Although his response to 

Steinunn is not recounted in detail, it is clear that her words carried enough weight to merit 

a heated verbal exchange with the priest.  

Shortly after his encounter with Steinunn, Íslendingabók describes how Þangbrandr’s 

Christian company then moved to the Alþingi where one of his main supporters, Hjalti 

Skeggjason, constructed a short poem disgracing the Vanir goddess Freyja:  

 
Vil ek eigi goð geyja; 

 grey þykir mér Freyja.726  
 

Presumably Hjalti, as a recently converted Christian would have been aware of the 

attributes associated not only with Freyja but with the feminine divine of the Old Norse 

religions in general.727 By calling Freyja a “grey,” a derogative term meaning a bitch, Hjalti 

                                                
723 Although largely unsuccessful, Þorvaldr and his companion, a priest called Friðrekr, apparently managed to 
convert several prominent farmers but were ultimately driven out of the country by the pagans after Þorvaldr 
murdered two poets for composing a níð about them and they departed for Norway. See further Þorvalds þáttr 
víðfǫrla I (ch. 3-9), 2003: 60-88; and Þorvalds þáttr víðfǫrla II (chs. 1-3), 2003: 93-98. 
724 The account of Þangbrandrr stretches over four chapters in Brennu Njáls saga where he holds mass, blesses 
fires, baptises men and performs miraculous deeds, see Brennu-Njáls saga (chs. 100-104), 1954: 255-270. In 
Kristni saga the account of Þangbrandr describes many of the same events (Kristni saga, (chs. 8-9) 2003: 13-27), 
as does Kristniboð Þangbrands, 2003: 129-145. Snorri Sturluson likewise recounts the attempt made by 
Þangbrandr in Heimskringla and describes the priest as: “ofstopamaðr mikill ok vígamaðr, en klerkr góðr ok maðr 
vaskr.”: Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar (ch. 73), 1941: 319.  
725 The account of the meeting between Steinunn and Þangbrandur is found with little variants in Brennu-Njáls 

saga (ch. 102), 1954: 265-267; Kristni saga (ch. 9), 2003: 24; and Kristniboð Þangbrands, 2003: 137-139.  
726 Íslendingabók (Ch. 7), 1968: 15. The poem is preserved in this form in all sources: Kristni saga (ch. 5), 2003: 
14; Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar (ch. 75), 1941: 321 and with slight additions in Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 102), 1954: 
264, where it states: „Spari ek eigi goð geyja! / Grey þykir mér Freyja; / æ mun annat tveggja / Óðinn grey eða 
Freyja.“  
727 The attributes specifically associated with the Old Norse feminine were discussed in some detail in Chapter 
2.4, the subchapters of which discuss fertility, death, fate and foreknowledge. 
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singled out this particular Vanir goddess and forced attention on aspects which the Christians 

would have perceived as distinctly unfeminine and immoral such as her widely-acknowledged 

sexual promiscuity, present for example in Lokasenna, and her persistent refusal to marry.728 

These aspects, and by extension the goddess who embodied them would clearly have been 

perceived by Christians during the period in question as being immoral and an obvious subject 

for condemnation.729 Furthermore, speaking as a Christian and presumably aware of the role 

and attributes of the Virgin Mother Mary, the intentions of Hjalti may have been to shame 

the followers of the Old Norse religions by countering the powerful pagan goddess with a 

powerful Christian female figure who, in sexual matters as in most others, was beyond 

reproach. Doubtless many similar verbal assaults, aggressive discussions and disagreements 

took place between the representatives of the two competing religions.  

Of particular interest here is the fact that the two accounts noted above suggest that 

while Þórr is presented as the mighty opponent of the Christian god from the point of view of 

the pagans, the representatives of Christianity aim their insults at the goddess Freyja and are 

severely reprimanded for it.730 It may well be that the serious response of the pagans, who 

promptly accused Hjalti of sacrilegious behaviour and sentenced him to exile from the 

country, reveals, as Ingunn Ásdísardóttir believes, the significance of the goddess Freyja 

within the religious and cultural environment of the period.731 On a larger scale, the response 

may also represent an aggressive rebuttal of the official royally-sponsored Christianisation 

attempts by the pagan population of Iceland.  

                                                
728 In contrast to the otherwise recognisable female roles of wife and mother more generally associated with 
the æsir goddesses such as Frigg and Sif, Freyja was both promiscuous and independent of male influence. 
However, it is interesting to note that while, as discussed in Chapter 2.4.1, the marital union between the right 
partners was clearly perceived as important within the Old Norse mythological material, the words of Njörðr as 
he defends Freyja against Loki’s insults in Lokasenna imply that sexual fidelity, of either party, may not have 
been: “Það er válítið/ þótt sér varðir vers fái/ hós eða hvors”: see Lokasenna, 2014: 127. (DuBois is certain that 
because of its derogatory nature the poem was composed under Christian influence: see DuBois, 1999: 55. 
However McKinnell has explained that poems which fall under the genre of senna, or abuse contest, allow unfair 
abuse but not actual lies. See McKinnell, 1987-8: 234-237.)  
729 It is worth noting also that McKinnell argues that both Skírnismál and the account of the failed marriage 
between Njörðr and Skaði given by Snorri appear to depict the Vanir gods in a negative moral light which may 
have been done in an effort to conform the mythological material to preconceived ideological theories based, 
in part, on Christian ethical and moral standards: see McKinnell, 2005: 62-67. DuBois has likewise stated that 
“At every turn within his texts [...] Snorri depicts the Vanir as ambiguous figures: powerful and even essential to 
the proper functioning of the cosmos, but dubious as role models”: see DuBois, 1999: 55. 
730 Gunnell, 2017b: forthcoming.  
731 Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 180-181 
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When reading the sagas, it is clear that despite some setbacks the royal missionaries 

were somewhat successful as major characters and families in the sagas declare their 

allegiance to the Christian religion over the Old Norse one culminating in a breach of 

confidence at the Alþingi in 999/ 1000 AD. To prevent civil war, both parties agree to have 

the pagan Þorgeir Ljósvetningagoði, a goði and lögsögumaðr, decide which religion the 

country should abide by. He allegedly spent a day and a night under a cloak,732 before 

declaring to the Alþingi that, with some exceptions, the people of Iceland should follow the 

example of their Norwegian and Danish neighbours and accept the Christian faith.733 As the 

formal acceptance of Christianity in Iceland was ultimately the result of a pagan goði, 

apparently performing a religious rite and receiving instructions from his pagan gods to accept 

the new faith, Jón Hnefill humorously concludes: “Íslendingar einir þjóða tóku kristni á 

heiðnum forsendum.”734  

In reality, as several scholars have pointed out the actual religious conversion of the 

population from the Old Norse religions to Christianity was most certainly a lengthy and 

complicated process which may have resulted in misunderstandings and misinterpretations 

of core concepts, ideology and symbolism.735 Indeed, according to Mytum: “Conversion would 

not have automatically brought about a real abandonment of the old ideology.”736 Instead, as 

Sanmark shows, a long transitional period during which the new ways gradually replaced the 

old, and the two religions merged on otherwise incompatible issues was inevitable.737 Sacred 

places,738 rituals and times of the year which were held in high esteem by pagans were re-

                                                
732 Scholars are far from unanimous in their interpretation of the prolonged period of time Þorgeir spent under 
a cloak fasting and alone. Dag Strömbäck (1975: 30-31) and Bo Almqvist (1974: 19) argue that Þorgeir received 
a bribe from the Christians which swayed his verdict. It is has also long been debated whether Þorgeir spent his 
time under the cloak deciding on what to say, (Einar Arnórsson, 1941: 101); plotting against his fellow pagans 
(Valtýr Guðmundsson, 1927: 122); debating the prospects of political and economical gain which the conversion 
might bring with it (Helga Kress, 1996: 17-24); or as Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson has convincingly argued, 
performing a pagan rite of shamanistic relation which, to all those present, justified the religious shift he was 
about to announce (see Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 1978: 123-130). 

733 See Íslendingabók (chs. 6-7), 1968: 14-18; Kristni saga (ch. 12 ), 2003: 30-36; Kristnitakan (ch. 1-2), 2003: 161-
172; and Brennu-Njáls saga (ch. 105), 1954: 270-272. 
734 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 2009: 231; and a followup article by Gunnell, 2013b. 
735 Helga Kress, 1996 (a): 17; Jón Hnefill Aðalseinsson, 1978: 123, 130. 
736 Mytum, 1992: 61. 
737 Sanmark, 2004: 14. Previous chapters have in this regard discussed the development of a missionary tradition 
on the continent which allowed for the recycling of religious material and the importance of Pope Gregory’s 
letter to Bishop Mellitus in England in 601 AD noted in Bede, 1969: 601, instructing missionaries not to burn or 
destroy heathen places of worship but rather, to convert them into Christian churches. 
738 Excavations of the area beneath the altar of the church on the island of Frösö in Jämtland, Sweden have 
revealed large deposits of animal bones which have settled around the remains of a birch tree. The original 
excavation and its results were documented and discussed by M. Hildebrandt (see Hildebrandt 1989 and 1985). 
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invented and re-sanctified in Christian terms, theoretically making the transition easier.739 

Nevertheless, despite the fact that Christianity had reached and “conquered” these remote 

areas they remained removed from the core of the church and its establishments and were 

condemned, as Brown phrases it: “by physical distance and the lack of “socialization,” to a 

substandard version of the same religion.”740 Indeed, it seems clear that to allow for a 

smoother transformation into the Christian religion, several exceptions to Christian morals, 

customs and laws were granted to the Icelandic pagan population. Íslendingabók reveals that 

both infanticide and the consumption of horse meat were considered acceptable and while 

sacrifices to honour the pagan gods were not strictly forbidden, if witnessed, the act 

nevertheless carried with it the threat of exile.741  

Despite these allowances, or perhaps in part, due to them, adherence to the Old Norse 

religions in Iceland likely persisted for some time, particularly in remote areas, as they did for 

example in Hálogaland in Norway.742 Iceland thus seems to some extent to have followed the 

pattern for conversion witnessed in Northern Europe, particularly the neighbouring 

Scandinavian countries.743 The geographical isolation of the country away from the mainland, 

the difficult terrain and the lack of a centralised hierarchical government would have 

contributed to the more serious lack of knowledge regarding canonical procedure and church 

protocol expressed in the written sources.744 A most serious problem was perhaps that, 

                                                
More recently Anders Andrén has discussed the results of the Frösö archaeological excavation in an Old Norse 
mythological context, linking it with the myth of Yggdrasill. See Andrén, 2014.  
739 In Chapter 13 of Hákonar saga góða Snorri describes how the early tenth-century Christian king of Norway, 
King Hákon Haraldsson known as Hákon Aðalsteinsfóstri, applied both his power and influence to further the 
Christian cause in his lands. The king “setti þat í lǫgum at hefja jólahald þann tíma sem kristnir menn, ok skyldi 
þá hverr maðr eiga mælis ǫl, en gjalda fé ella, ok halda heilagt meðan ǫl ynnisk. En áðr var jólahald hafit hǫkunótt, 
þat var miðsvetrarnótt, ok haldin þriggja nátta jól. Hann ætlaði svá, er hann festisk í landinu ok hann hefði 
frjálsliga undir sik lagt allt land, at hafa þá fram kristniboð. Hann gerði svá fyrst, at hann lokkaði þá menn, er 
honum váru kærstir, til kristni. Kom svá með vinsæld hans, at margir létu skírask, en sumir létu af blótum”: 
Hákonar saga góða (ch. 14), 1941: 166-167.  
740 Brown, 1981:124. 
741 “of barnaútburð skyldu standa en fornu lǫg ok of hrossakjǫtsát. Skyldu menn blóta á laun, ef vildu, en varða 
fjǫrbaugsgarðr ef váttum kæmi við.”: Íslendingabók (ch.7), 1968: 16-17. 
742 Hermann Pálsson (ed.), 1994: xvi. 
743 Rimbert’s account of Ansgar’s mission to the North gives a detailed account of the work of missionaries in 
the North and provides useful strategic information which might have aided later missionaries in their work, see 
Adam of Bremen, 1959: 19-34; and Gunnell, 2010: 105-106. 
744 For example, lacking the guidance of trained clergy to explain the symbolic act of baptism, for most people 
this would likely have been little more than a quick bath, particularly if it was undertaken in the hot springs as 
suggested in Kristni saga: “Allir Norðlendingar ok Sunnlendingar áru skírðir í Reykjalaug í Larugardal er þeir riðu 
af þingi því at þeir vildu eigi fara í kalt vatn,” and “Flestir Vestanmenn váru skírðir í Reykjalaugu í syðra Reykadal”: 
Kristni saga (ch. 12.), 2003: 36; see also Kristnitakan: “Váru þá allir menn prímsignaðir, þeir er þar váru á þinginu, 
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according to Jón Hnefill, the pagan goðar seem to have maintained their religious positions 

during the first years of Christianity, communicating directly with the Christian God in place 

of the old god, taking on a role which was officially exclusively reserved for the Christian 

clergy.745 They may also have been encouraged to build Christian churches on their lands 

under the mistaken impression that this gave them and their followers access to Heaven.746  

Bearing in mind the evidence from Ireland discussed in Chapter 3.3.2 showing how 

women like Brigid of Kildare founded and ran double monasteries, or that from Chapter 4.3, 

about the pious matron Frideburg who attempted to sanctify wine for her vitaticum, one 

might perhaps argue that if the pagan goðar maintained their religious roles after the 

conversion due to a lack of priests to provide religious instruction, there is a possibility that 

the roles of professionally religious women, such as the hofgyðjur noted in Chapter 2.5.3, 

might also have lingered within the country for some time. This possibility is of course difficult 

if not impossible to assess with any certainty as the written evidence neither confirms nor 

denies it.  

The role of religious women, Christian and pagan, in the evidence describing the 

period surrounding the conversion of Iceland is most notable in the sagas and various þættir 

many of which were of course written by Christians. As the often complex and intertwined 

storylines of these written sources unfold, they also subtly introduce the power of the new 

Christian faith. Its moral superiority over the receding Old Norse religions is strongly hinted 

at and the inevitability of a religious shift favouring the new Christian religion becomes 

apparent. The success of Christianity is then finally confirmed when all major characters, male 

and female, are either dead, converted to Christianity or both. As in the case of Guðrún 

Ósvífrsdóttir, discussed in the next chapter, the religious affiliation of lead female characters 

contributes to the essence of their fictional beings, developing and changing as the stories 

move towards, and sometimes beyond, the Christian conversion. Less prominent pagan 

female characters such as the völur also play a subtle yet important part in an underlying plot 

                                                
ok margir skírðir þeir er áðr váru heiðnir. En því eigi þar allir, at Norðlendingar og Austfirðingar vildu eigi fara í 
kalt vatn, ok váru þeir margir skírðir við laug at Reykjum í Laugardal.”: Kristnitakan (ch. 2), 2003: 172).  
745 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 2009: 73.  
746 “Ok hvatti menn þat mjǫk til kirkjugjørðar, at þat var fyrirheit kennimanna, at maðr skyldi jafnmǫrgum 
mǫnnum eiga eimilt rúm í himnaríki, sem standa mætti í krirkju þeiri, er hann léti gera.”: see Eyrbyggja saga (ch. 
49), 1935: 136.  
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revealing the inevitability of the conversion of Iceland to Christianity. These female saga 

characters, great and small, will be considered next. 

4.5 Female Saga Characters and the Conversion of Iceland 

In very general terms, it can be assumed that in the opening chapters of most of the sagas, 

þættir and other written accounts describing the culture and society in Iceland from the time 

of the settlement to the acceptance of Christianity by the Alþingi in 999/1000 AD, all 

characters are pagan unless specifically described as being either primsigned747 or baptised 

Christians. All in all, these sources suggest that during the pagan period religion was an 

accepted and integral part of life in general. However, while the reader is told on various 

occasions that as pagans the characters conduct or attend seiðr rituals, perform blót (blood 

sacrifices), hold winter night celebrations and bury their dead in mounds or ships according 

to pagan customs,748 the Medieval Christian authors very rarely give any details of these 

obviously pagan religious practices, and there is very little mention of the deities themselves 

in these works, other than declarations of a character’s affiliation with a specific god or 

goddess.749 In fact, these pagan religious actions are not presented in a particularly negative 

moral light as one might expect from the clearly Christian authors.750 Instead, they are 

recognised as having a role within the context of the pre-Christian setting of the stories and 

as part of an ongoing narrative. To understand this a little better, it is helpful to recall the 

work of several scholars who have considered these sources in great detail.  

                                                
747 The term “primsigned” was used to describe pagans who had received the sign of the cross from a priest, and 
were thus eligible to engage in trade and negotiations with Christians, but had not yet been baptised nor 
received the necessary catechesis. The term “catechesis” is derived from the Greek word “Katecheo” meaning 
“to teach.” It refers to the instruction of new converts in the proper meaning of Christian teaching, ritual and 
practice. Some moral content and biblical history were also included in the catechumenate from the fifth-century 
onwards and was intended to provide a framework for liturgical instruction, (see further Encyclopedia of Early 
Christianity, 1990: 185-186). A reference to prímsigning can, for example, be found in Egils saga: “Þeir Þórólfr 
ok Egill gerðu þat eptir bæn konungs ok létu prímsignask báðir“: Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar (ch. 50), 1933: 
128-129. 
748 For seiðr, see discussion on völur in Chapter 2.5.2; for the performance of blót or blood sacrifices, see 
Landnámabók (S 7, H 7), 1968: 42; for winter nights celebrations see, Þiðranda þáttr ok Þórhalls, 1987: 2253-
2256 and Af Þiðranda ok dísunum, 2003: 121-125; for mention of pagan mound and ship burials see, for example, 
the account in Laxdæla saga (ch.7), 1934: 13, noted in Chapter 2.5.4. 
749 The most popular seem to have been Þórr, see several examples in Landnámabók, such as Þórólfr 
Mostraskegg who dedicated land to Þórr: “þat heitir nú Þórsnes,“ and he “gerði þar hof mikit ok helgaði Þór; þar 
heita nú Hofstaðir.“: Landnámabók (S 85), 1968: 126; Landnámabók also notes that his son, Hallsteinn, also 
followed Þórr, see Landnámabók (S 123), 1968: 163-164; and there is at least one occasion where a woman 
clearly follows Freyja, see Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar (78), 1933: 244.  
750 See discussion in Chapter 1.3. 
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McKinnell notes that: “medieval Icelandic literature is generally more vernacular and 

more secular in its outlook than the literatures of European nations where learning was 

heavily dominated by monastic institutions.”751 This was a development which he believes 

provided a context for the survival of Eddic poetry on mythological subjects for two reasons: 

first because: “it provided examples of accomplished rhetoric and verse-composition for the 

pupils of Christian schools to imitate” and secondly because: “its fables concealed a series of 

allegorical or moral truths.”752 Like the poetic material McKinnell describes, those prose 

narratives which referenced historical and religious material likewise contained multiple 

levels of meaning intended for the Medieval audience. In this context Richard North has 

shown that: “Overall where paganism was concerned, the tendency was first to cast off a way 

of life, then later, when that life was lost forever, to reinvent it for the imagination.”753 In an 

examination of the saga material as a genre Clover applied the concepts of cultural-memory 

and considered the possibility of viewing the works as an expression of an imagined past 

collectively, if somewhat unconsciously, ascribed to by the medieval Icelandic authors who 

created a reality or: “some imaginative version of their pagan past.”754 She explains that: 

 

The sagas seem not to favor simple structure, but lean toward compound forms 
and bipartite forms in particular. They are characterized not by simplicity and 
“one action” but by multiplicity and plot proliferation. A large proportion of 
their material is included not for its actual plot value, but for its reflexive or 
anticipatory value. The idea of natural order is violated regularly and 
deliberately in the interweaving of stories. The sagas lack fixed beginning and 
ending points, but accumulate preludes and sequels. Moreover, for all their 
individual “completeness,” the sagas share characters, dovetail matter, and 
refer and defer to one another in a way that suggests that they were not 
conceived as self-contained wholes but as interrelated or interdependent 
members of a larger undertaking-the dramatic chronicle of the Icelandic 
settlement period in the case of the family sagas [...].755 
 

                                                
751 McKinnell, 2007: 49. 
752 McKinnell, 2007: 33-50. 
753 North, 1991: 2. For this reason, North does not trust descriptions given by Christian authors of the pre-
Christian pagan beliefs and advises caution when relying upon the evidence contained therein. While it is worth 
keeping in mind that the description of the conversion of Iceland to Christianity, as it is presented in various 
extant manuscripts, may to some extent have been an attempt by the Icelandic literati to reinvent the countries 
pagan-infused past as Richard North suggests, these sources nonetheless remain the most accurate written 
material available to study. The way these texts portray religion, women, and religious women should therefore 
not be wholly ignored, but rather, be considered, and applied, with caution. 
754 Clover, 1989: 290. 
755 Clover, 1982: 41. 
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If this is so, there may be some reason to consider the possibility of an underlying, 

long-winding plot behind the literary stories recounted in the Icelandic written sources. 

Certainly, as Glauser, taking his que from Clover, has pointed out these narratives almost 

inevitably culminate in the acceptance of Christianity in Iceland, a fact which has prompted 

him to argue that the extant medieval Icelandic texts and poems which deal with the pre-

Christian era combine to create a “foundation myth” for the nation: “a great narration.”756 As 

a whole, the narratives of the sagas and þættir can thus arguably be considered as 

multilayered, intertwining accounts which in the minds of their Christian medieval authors 

coalesce to recreate an overarching history of the Icelandic nation from its near mythic origins 

in pagan times through its peaceful, almost passive, acceptance of the Christian religion and 

onwards to eventually reveal its ultimate inclusion in the wider, just and moral, Christian 

world.  

Considering such a profound and wide-ranging interpretation of the source material, 

it might then be said that the various religious roles, pagan and Christian, attributed to female 

characters during the decades surrounding the Christianisation of the country become 

difficult to assess in any trustworthy fashion because, recalling the words of Richard North 

quoted above, these roles must to some extent be understood to reflect the perceptions of 

thirteenth-century authors describing a long-forgotten era in a way which best befitted 

them.757 Indeed, it has been pointed out that contemporary concerns about the roles of 

women could have been projected onto the Viking age characters as representations of what 

was thought about women, what they stood for, fantasies and ideas, but not impartial 

historical facts.758  

Clearly, as Orri Vésteinsson points out, the creation of the narrative is likely to have 

been affected by the differences between the time in which they were written and the times 

in which the stories are set.759 One must also bear in mind that the medieval conceptualisation 

of history was not the same then as it is now.760 In fact, as Margaret Clunies Ross explains it 

                                                
756 Glauser, 2000: 211-212. 
757 The difficulty of determining whether or not the religious shift favouring Christianity affected the roles of 
pagan women as as they are described in the texts, lies primarily in the presumed biased nature of the Christian 
source material which produced these very roles. See Chapter 1.2.3. 
758 See Jesch, 1991: 182-202; and Helga Kress, 1996 (a): 15-16.  
759 Orri Vésteinsson, 2007: 23. 
760 Icelandic medieval historians, such as Ari fróði, apply methods which were known and used within the 
academic circles of Europe, particularly that of the school of Chartres, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 
For example, the author of the Prologue to Prose Edda (who may or may not have been Snorri Sturluson: see 
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allowed for the combination of historical subject matter and mythological elements to create 

an account of events which resonated with the medieval reader on social, cultural and 

religious levels:  

 
Those elements of myths and rites that we find used in in Icelandic sagas [...] 
themselves represent a reuse of mythic material in a new historical or 
historicised context. They cannot be used [...] as bald historical facts. They seek 
always to explain, not to describe.761  

 

Consequently, the actions assigned to female characters within the extant narratives, 

if they reflect the historical roles of women at all, must always be considered in a wider social, 

cultural and religious context if they are to be even partially understood. On this subject, 

Pernille Hermann has suggested that: 

 
A medieval text treating real events does not always primarily intend to 
represent an event as it happened in its factual context. Instead of being 
situated within factual events and social life, an event may be more closely 
related to a transcendent system of meaning. So when a medieval author 
chooses some events to include in his historical record and leaves others out, it 
is not necessarily the inherent character of the events themselves or their 
factual context which determine whether they are included, but rather the 
recognition that the events have meaning within a transcendent system.762  

 

Jesch has pointed out that women are often portrayed as the guardians of their 

families standing and honour in the sagas, factors which were of central concern in Viking Age 

society.763 Bearing the above discussion in mind, it might be argued that in such roles, the 

female saga characters actually do more than vocally express social expectations in that they 

physically embody those norms. It is also worth taking note of the fact that as the final 

chapters of the various sagas approaches lead strong female characters are portrayed as 

morally applaudable Christian women. This certainly applies to the self-professed Christian 

                                                
Faulkes, 2005: XIV) gives two varying explanations for the existence of pre-Christian religions: according to the 
so-called ‘natural religions’ model, the people of the north are said to have lost or forgotten the spiritual wisdom 
found in the word of the one true God and had resorted to primitive interpretations of God’s presence visible in 
the miracle of nature. According to the Euhemeristic approach on the other hand, the Æsir were mortals, 
originating from Troy, who deceived the people of the north into thinking that they were gods: see Clunies Ross, 
1987 and 2005: 174-177; see also the discussion in Dronke and Dronke, 1977.  
761 Clunies Ross, 1994: 86. 
762 Hermann, 2007: 22.  
763 Jesch, 1991: 189-191. 



 
 
Ólöf Bjarnadóttir  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
Kennitala: 100682-4789  Spring 2017 

199 

 

Guðríðr Þorbjarnardóttir whose singing during a thoroughly pagan ritual in Eiríks saga rauða, 

attracts the vættir of the Old Norse religions, and who according to Grænlendinga saga 

ultimately travels to Rome before becoming a nun in Iceland;764 the initially pagan Guðrún 

Ósvífrsdóttir in Laxdæla saga who ultimately becomes a Christian nun and the first woman in 

Iceland to study the Psalter;765 and the headstrong Spes in Grettis saga who travels to Rome, 

raises a memorial stone for herself and retires as a nun in penance for her adulterous life.766 

These are just some of the more noteworthy examples of such lead characters. All of these 

women are presented by the saga authors as exhibiting both strength and stubborn 

determination to achieve their various goals in life. They are intricately involved in the plots 

of the sagas and their voices are heard. Yet, after living a full life, they all retire to live a 

secluded and chaste life of prayer. It might be said that these female characters may represent 

an attempt by the thirteenth-century authors to provide Icelandic women with a model for 

the conversion of the individual. The motif certainly echoes the feminine devotion to 

Christianity found in the account of Frideburg and Catla noted in Chapter 4.3.  

Less prominent female characters such as the Old Norse völur, who are generally 

depicted as wise and powerful in the written sources are also worth considering here.767 Given 

their connection to the pre-Christian religion and supernatural forces, the fact that the pagan 

völur are depicted as wise and powerful may seem strange. Less surprising is the fact that, 

although clearly respected for their knowledge of the supernatural and their ability to predict 

the future, the völur appear as marginalised by the very society which seeks their guidance. 

On the rare occasions when such women invoke the power of their pagan religion, as Þorbjörg 

lítilvölva does in Eiríks saga rauða, or Heiðr in Ǫrvar-Odds saga, or Finna in Vatnsdæla saga, 

all of which were discussed in Chapter 2.5.3, their prophecies tend to either set the scene or 

further the plot of the stories. Therefore, it is tempting to view both the völur and their 

prophecies as a literary device in the sagas rather than any attempt by the authors to explain 

or preserve any aspects of the ancient religion. Indeed, Simek has remarked that the literary 

                                                
764 For her role in Eiríks saga rauða, see discussion in Chapter 2.5.3; for her travels to Rome see discussion on 
female pilgrimage in Chapter 4.3. 
765 Laxdæla saga (ch. 76), 1934: 223. 
766 Grettis saga (ch. 92), 1936: 288-9. 
767 In his discussion of the female saga characters, McKinnell notes that the völur are never depicted as main 
characters. See McKinnell, 2005: 100-108.  
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accounts of the magical art of seiðr have turned the völur in particular into representatives of 

the Old Norse religion.768  

When considered in light of the above discussion, it can certainly be argued that the 

overarching role of these subtle yet important female characters and their Sybelline-like 

prophesies commonly serves to confirm for the medieval audience both the inevitability of 

the religious shift and its long-lasting success in Iceland. These pagan professional religious 

women often predict or foresee the conversion and are largely depicted as accepting the 

ultimate dominance of the Christian god over their own with what might be described as stoic 

ease. The account noted in Chapter 2.5.3, of Þorbjörg lítilvölva in Eiríks saga rauða, is a good 

example of this.769 There Þorbjörg foretells the fate of the Christian Guðríðr as payment for 

her help during the pagan seiðr ritual noting in particular the future of her lineage in Iceland: 

“yfir þínum kynkvíslum skína bjartari geislar en ek hafa megin til at geta slíkt vandlliga sét.”770 

Another example is found in Þorvalds þáttur víðförla, in which the story’s protagonist is 

fostered by a woman called Þórdís spákona and encouraged by her to seek his fortune abroad 

after she has prophesied that he would come to do great things for the Christian religion.771 

Finally in this context, it is worth considering the events of Laxdæla saga, ch. 76, which takes 

place just after Christianity was formally accepted. As noted above, a main female character 

of the story, Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir, having survived four husbands and produced a number of 

male heirs, has become a devout and chaste Christian. She reportedly spends long hours 

praying in a Christian church constructed on her land, Helgafell.772 One night, the spirit of a 

dark-clad woman appears to Guðrún’s granddaughter, Herdís Bolladóttir. The account 

continues as follows:  

 

                                                
768 Simek, 1992: 279, 367-368.  
769 It is interesting to note that Þorbjörg lítilvölva is described as an old woman and it is noted that: “Hon hafði 
átt sér níu systr, ok váru allar spákonur, en hon ein var þá á lífi.”: Eiríks saga rauða (ch. 4), 1935: 206. Her old age 
alone might be intended to represent the failing might of the Old Norse religion. 
770 Eiríks saga rauða (ch. 5), 1935: 212. 
771 The fate of Þorvaldr and his great deeds were apparently foreseen by Þórdís spákona, a wise-woman or 
prophetess who lived at Spákonufell, see Þorvalds þáttr víðfǫrla I (ch. 2), 2003: 52-26; and Þorvalds þáttr víðfǫrla 
II (ch. 1), 2003: 93. As noted in chapter 4.4, Þorvaldr goes on to become the first officially-sponsored Christian 
missionary in Iceland. 
772 “Guðrún gerðisk trúkona mikil. Hon nam fyrst kvenna saltara á Íslandi. Hon var lǫngum um nætr at kirkju á 
bænum sínum.”: Laxdæla saga (ch. 76), 1934: 223. The sanctity of this site has been noted in Chapter 1.3.2, 
where it is noted that Margret Cormac has discussed the possibility of interpreting this account as a foundation 
myth for a later monastic establishment at Helgafell. 
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Hon tók til orða: „Seg þú þat ǫmmu þinni, at mér hugnar illa við hana, því at hon 
brǫltir allar nætr á mér ok fellir á mik dropa svá heita, at ek brenn af ǫll. En því 
segi ek þér til þessa, at mér líkar til þín nǫkkuru betr, en þó svífr enn nǫkkut 
kynligt yfir þik; en þó mynda ek við þik semja, ef mér þætti eigi meiri bóta vant, 
þar sem Guðrún er.”  
Síðan vaknaði Herdís ok sagði Guðrúnu drauminn. Guðrúnu þótti góðr 
fyrirburðrinn. Um morguninn eptir lét Guðrún taka upp fjalar ór kirkjugólfinu, 
þar sem hon var vǫn at falla á knébeð; Hon lét grafa þar niðr í jǫrð. Þar fundusk 
undir bein; Þau váru blá ok illilig; Þar fannst ok kinga ok seiðstafr mikill. Þóttusk 
menn þá vita, at þar mundi verit hafa vǫluleiði nǫkkurt. Váru þau bein færð langt 
í brott, þar sem sízt var manna vegr.773  

 

According to the account, the characters find the grave of an Old Norse völva on the 

spot where Guðrún prays. The reaction of the recently converted community, which appears 

to be led by Guðrún, is to move the bones away from the settlement. In other words, the 

völva is moved far into the wild where people are least likely to pass by. Nevertheless, the 

fact remains that in its extant form Laxdæla saga squarely places the body of a pagan völva 

within the body of the Christian church during a period of great religious change.  

The most logical reason for this overlap may be, as Price suspects, that the grave of a 

völva held some spiritual significance for the local community prior to the official Christian 

conversion. The location, he reasons, either had supernatural ties before the body was placed 

there, or it acquired them, meaning that both it and the völva may in death have been 

believed to continue to provide a service similar to that which she would have done in life.774 

Following this line of thought it is right to consider the placement of a Christian church above 

a pagan sacred place in a wider religio-historical context. This written account is an 

undeniable echo of the archaeological findings from the island of Frösö in Jämtland, Sweden 

noted briefly in Chapter 4.4, where excavations beneath the altar of a Christian church have 

revealed large deposits of animal bones which have settled around the remains of a birch 

tree. Both the account in Laxdæla and the excavation at Frösö then resonate with the 

instructions found in the earlier-noted letter of Pope Gregory to Bishop Mellitus, which 

encourages missionaries to sanctify known holy locations and local places of worship and 

place them in a Christian context rather than condemn their use. If the inevitable unregulated 

period of adaptation between the pagan and Christian religious rules and practices noted in 

                                                
773 Laxdæla saga (ch. 76), 1934: 223-324.  
774 Price, 2000: 176. 
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the previous chapter is also taken into account, Price’s theory becomes more than plausible. 

It is in fact possible to argue that to the recently converted people of Iceland such a location 

would have seemed like an ideal place to construct a Christian church, a building of spiritual 

significance specifically intended for communion with the divine. 

Even if this is the case, it is, of course, unlikely that an account such as this would have 

survived to be written down, and preserved by Christian scribes without good reason. As 

noted above, this reason is likely to have been allegorical, the passage, like so many others, 

intended to be interpreted in light of the overarching emphasis on the Christianisation of the 

country:775 It might be said that if the völur are a literary device generally understood to 

embody the Old Norse religions, and by extension the country’s pagan past, they were 

arguably countered to some extent by the numerous Christian nuns who in turn might be 

seen to embody the country’s Christian future. Certainly, the fact that the pious Guðrún, the 

first woman in Iceland to study the Psalter, interprets the dream as a good omen is perhaps 

an indication that this is how the medieval Icelandic authors intended the account to be read. 

The presence of a völva on sacred Christian ground clearly stands in conflict with the country’s 

Christian future. By removing her from the sacred place and re-burying her outside the 

periphery of the Christian community, the narrative shows how the last remnants of a pagan 

past are taken out of civilisation with her and cast into the wild. It is hard to see the account 

as being anything other than an allegorical representation of the final days of the conversion 

of Iceland to Christianity subconsciously represented by religious female saga characters. 

4.6 Summary of Chapter 4 

The aim of Chapter 4 has been to discuss the ways in which women may have participated in 

the spread of the Christian religion to the North and in particular to assess to what extent 

they may have been involved in the conversion of Iceland.  

In her research into the process of Christianisation in Scandinavia, Alexandra Sanmark 

divided the conversion process into two stages: the first involved missionary efforts with little 

or no secular support which could last for an undetermined period of time, while the second, 

                                                
775 It may also be worth considering this account of the völva in light of the Christian cult of the saints. However, 
there is neither the time nor space to do this here. 
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lasting up to 150 years, began with the involvement of a secular ruler and ended with the 

emergence of a defined and organized ecclesiastical network.776  

Sanmark explains that during the first stage of conversion, the new religion of 

Christianity was introduced to non-Christian cultures through a variety of informal sources. 

Though the Christian religion rarely established firm roots in the otherwise completely pagan 

areas during this stage, Sanmark reasons that this initial informal introduction to the Christian 

faith, its customs and ethics provided the later formal missionary efforts with a much-needed 

foundation upon which to build. In this context, Chapter 4.2 argues that the private home 

should be counted among the the primary spaces in which the subtle and informal missionary 

activity of Christian women would have occurred.777 There, Christian women would have been 

in a position to influence their husbands on a personal level and sway them towards a more 

positive attitude of the new religion as well as installing Christian virtues and morals in their 

children at an early age. The chapter shows that the informal and subtle missionary marriages 

of Christian noblewomen to pagan Kings should be carefully considered in this regard.  

When discussing the first, informal stage of conversion Sanmark regards the tactic of 

Christians living among non-Christians as having been a particularly effective way to lay the 

groundwork for the introduction of a new religion. Examples of this stage of the conversion 

can be found in medieval Icelandic texts which describe the Settlement era of Icelandic 

history. As discussed in Chapter 4.4, the Old Norse and Christian religious systems appear to 

have coexisted during this period in an environment largely defined by mutual respect.778 

Focusing on the possible role of women in the first stages of the conversion process it is 

pointed out in the chapter that although some of the more influential female settlers are 

named in written sources, the majority of women who first settled in Iceland are remain 

unknown. Recent research into modern Icelandic mitochondrial DNA has revealed a large 

percentage of these unknown women likely arrived via the British Isles, an area which, as 

discussed in Chapter 3.3 had become thoroughly Christian as early as the eighth-century. 

These first Icelandic Christian women, most of whom were in all probability slaves stranded 

in a foreign country, may have at least attempted to continue to worship the Christian God, 

                                                
776 Sanmark, 2004: 14. 
777 See Chapters 4.2 and 4.3.  
778 Jón Hnefill has noted that: “Norræn trú var í eðli sínu umburðarlynd og trúarafstaða mun ekki hafa skipt 
verulegu máli”: Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, 2009: 68. 
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as Landnámabók suggests Auðr djúpauðga did (see discussion in Chapter 4.4). Given the 

importance of the Virgin Mary in the British Isles and Western Europe during this time 

(discussed in Chapter 3.2.4), it is perhaps also possible to deduce that in their plight these 

Christian women would have offered prayers to Mary as the merciful and powerful Mother 

of God. Applying Sanmark’s reasoning it might be argued that these first Christian women in 

Iceland would have been likely to have at least attempted to explain some elements of their 

religion to their fellow settlers and although the sources describe the country as fully heathen 

by the end of the Settlement period the possibility that the first Christians may have laid the 

cognitive groundwork for the later, formal introduction of the religion in the country should 

not be ignored.  

A final aspect of the first, largely undocumented, stage of Christianisation which 

Sanmark draws attention to is the work of Christian missionaries who, despite little or no 

support from local nobility or ruling factions, sought to spread the faith among pagans. An 

example of the effect of such missionary work can be found in Rimbert’s ninth-century 

account describing the pious Swedish matron Frideburg and her daughter Catla discussed in 

Chapter 4.3. As has been shown, the two women appear to have been converted to 

Christianity by an early missionary priest who died leaving them to practise what was in effect 

an unsupervised version of the Christian faith. The chapter shows that additional 

contemporary evidence of active female acceptance and sponsorship of the conversion of 

Sweden can be found on rune stones erected between the eighth and twelfth centuries which 

reveal that women sponsored church and bridge building, went on pilgrimages and raised 

commemorative stones both for themselves and family members. The aim of these women, 

according to Sawyer, appears to have been to help both their own immortal souls and those 

of their still pagan relatives.779 Both written and archaeological evidence from Sweden thus 

underlines the active involvement of women in the introduction of Christianity to the area, 

something which in turn suggests that some aspect of the type of Christian religion that found 

its way to northern Europe and Scandinavia during this time must have appealed to women, 

perhaps more than it did men.  

According to Sanmark’s model, the cognitive groundwork of Christianisation was 

already present in parts of Scandinavia and possibly also in Iceland before formal missionary 

                                                
779 Sawyer, 2000: 115, 134- 136. 
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activity began in each area. It should, of course, be emphasised that because of its 

unsupervised spread, this first stage of the conversion would almost certainly have resulted 

in a variety of misunderstandings and misinterpretations of the Christian message and its core 

concepts which in some cases would not have been completely corrected during the second 

stage.  

As Chapter 4 shows, during Sanmark’s second stage of conversion, the early Christian 

missionaries of the North received support both from the heads of the Christian church and, 

more crucially, the ruling classes of the pagan territories. Christian kings and powerful secular 

leaders encouraged, sometimes forcefully, both the nobility and other subjects alike to follow 

their example and convert to Christianity. The formal conversion of Iceland at the Alþingi 

during the summer of 999/1000, discussed in Chapter 4.4 is an example of such a nation-wide 

approach. As noted in the chapter, the role of women in this stage of the process in Iceland 

was virtually non-existent. Nevertheless, the malicious verbal assault of Hjalti Skeggjason on 

the Vanir goddess Freyja has been discussed and it has been suggested that if the account can 

be trusted his intent may have been to draw attention to the perceived moral superiority of 

the powerful Christian Virgin Mother Mary in comparison to the widely-known promiscuous, 

and therefore immoral Old Norse goddess Freyja, thereby proving the moral superiority of 

the followers of the Christian religion over the pagans. The fact that the insult in question was 

met with a sentence of exile proves the volatile nature of the political and religious tension in 

which it was uttered, while also demonstrating that the goddess Freyja still commanded 

respect during those times.  

It seems clear that in Iceland as elsewhere in Scandinavia, during this formal second 

stage of conversion, the receding pagan religious practices, local customs and folk beliefs 

were often adapted in some form to the new religion. An example of this can be found in the 

account dealing with Þorbjörg lítilvölva in Eríks saga rauða, noted in Chapter 2.5.3, which 

reveals that adherence to the Christian religion did not necessarily exclude the Christian 

Guðríðr from participating in an obviously pagan religious ritual. A perfect example of the 

merge between the pagan and Christian religions on a conceptual level can also be seen in 

Þiðranda þáttur ok Þórhalls, briefly noted in Chapter 2.4.3, where the new religion is literally 

represented by a Christianised version of the Old Norse feminine supernatural beings known 

as dísir and fylgjur. In the account, two groups of nine sword-wielding, horse-riding women 

appear during the pagan festival of winter nights held in their honour. The host of the 
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festivities, Þiðrandi, is killed by black clad women riding from the North representing the Old 

Norse religions who are described as being fully aware of their inevitable fall from power. 

Meanwhile the white clad “betri dísir” riding from the South representing the Christian faith 

are unable to prevent his death.780 It is most striking that recognised and respected 

supernatural female figures with extremely strong ties to the Old Norse religious and 

mythological universe are assimilated with such ease by the Christian authors of the account.  

The assimilation of Christian morals, virtues, imagery and religious practice in Iceland 

clearly took place on various different levels over a long period of time. The most severe 

breach of otherwise firmly established, synchronized and strictly observed Christian practices 

which took place in Iceland may have been that the pagan goðar continued to serve as 

religious leaders after the formal conversion of the country communing directly with the 

Christian God, a role otherwise strictly reserved for trained and inaugurated clergy. It is 

argued in Chapter 4.4, that by extension the women attested to in some of the written 

sources as bearing the feminine title of hofgyðja, may also have continued to fulfill their 

religious roles in post-conversion Iceland for some indeterminable length of time.  

The close of the second stage of Sanmark’s conversion model involves the inclusion of 

the new territory into the Christian ecclesiastical network headed by Rome, by which time 

the religion must be considered to have been firmly established and the elimination of the 

final remnants of the old religious ideology already underway.  

Regarding Iceland in particular, it is clear that some elements of the old pagan religion 

lingered on in the hearts, minds and memories of the now Christian people, passed on in the 

form of legend and adapted in the written sagas. In this context, Chapter 4.5 discusses the 

role of women within the sagas as a literary genre. The overarching aim of the sagas, 

according to Glauser, was to present the conversion of the Icelandic nation to Christianity and 

the subsequent inclusion of the country into the wider Christian world as an inevitability, 

thereby creating a Christian “foundation myth” for the Icelandic people. With such a reading 

in mind one notes that the two main religious roles ascribed to women in the sagas can be 

seen as very strong literary metaphors representing the conversion. It is pointed out that over 

the course of the sagas several leading female figures, such as Guðrún in Laxdæla saga, 

Guðríðr in Eiríks saga rauða and Grænlendinga saga and Spes in Grettis saga, who are 

                                                
780 Þiðranda þáttur ok Þórhalls (ch. 3), 1983: 2255; and Af Þiðranda ok dísunum, 2003: 124. 
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presented as willful, even vengeful, not only convert to Christianity towards the end of their 

lives but do so with great religious zeal, becoming nuns in their old age. Recalling the 

discussion in Chapters 3.3.2 and 3.3.3, where the attributes primarily associated with the role 

of the Christian nun are shown to be those of chastity and meekness, both of which are 

modeled on the Virgin Mother Mary herself, it becomes difficult to describe the internal, 

mental change reflected in these characters as anything other than miraculous.781 There is 

good reson to suggest that these female characters might be considered to be Icelandic 

versions of the Swedish Frideburg and Catla, noted in Chapter 4.3. Figures whose piety and 

faith were presented as an example to all who read or heard their stories. In short, the 

Icelandic women seem to embody the Christian future of the Icelandic nation. 

Chapter 4.5 also discussed the very obviously pagan völur of the sagas, who are 

portrayed as Nordic sybils and may be seen to represent the receding pagan religion. As 

prophetesses, the völur tend to appear near the beginning of the narratives where they are 

largely given subtle yet influential Sybelline roles. These women often reveal the ultimate 

superiority of the Christian faith over the Old Norse religions as an inevitability which they 

accept with surprising calm and, in at least one case, encourage. As Chapter 2.5.3 has shown, 

the power and supernatural connections of the völur are not doubted within the context of 

the sagas, where they appear for the most part to command the respect of the people among 

whom they perform the pagan art of seiðr. A craft which, as shown in Chapter 2.5.2, is closely 

tied to the powers specifically identified in Chapter 2.4 and its subchapters to be connected 

to the Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural entities. It is also pointed out in Chapter 

4.5 that although powerful and respected, these women are rarely depicted in the narratives 

as belonging to the communities they serve. Rather, they are shown as skirting the periphery 

of civilisation. These female characters might thus be considered as embodying the fading 

pagan past of the Icelandic nation just as the Christian figures were presented as the past.  

In sum, as noted above, the aim of Chapter 4 has been to discuss the ways in which 

women may have participated in the spread of the Christian religion to the North and in 

particular to assess to what extent they may have been involved in the conversion of Iceland. 

It is clear that women did not participate in the official decision making process which took 

                                                
781 It should also be noted that the secular as well as religious appeal of living a secluded life, was discussed in 
Chapter 2.4.2, and reveals that the decision assigned to these female characters to dedicate the remainder of 
their lives to the Christian religion may be seen as a reflection of a historical reality. 
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place at the Alþingi in 999/1000 which, with some allowances for adaptation, saw the formal 

acceptance of the Christian faith and its laws in Iceland. In spite of this, the chapter has shown 

that as a process the conversion of any territory is both long and complicated. It is influenced 

by a great many official, and especially, informal factors and plays out in many different ways 

over a range of social platforms. There is little question that women, as part of the fabric of 

Old Norse society were involved, to various degrees, in all of the realities of life. While their 

involvement may not always be reflected in the official documented accounts they were 

clearly present during the various stages of the conversion process described by Alexandra 

Sanmark. Indeed, it seems likely that their largely domestic, often pioneering, contributions 

effectively aided the official conversion process which followed close behind the initial 

introduction of the religion through informal channels. It might then be assumed that the 

subtle personal work of women may well have helped lay the mental foundations upon which 

the formal, nation-wide, conversion came to be built. Bearing this in mind it is little wonder 

that some of the key roles in the great overarching narrative that created the foundation myth 

of a Christian Icelandic nation came to be entrusted to its female characters.  

After having carefully reviewed a wide range of sources both written and 

archaeological, it is now possible to return once more to the questions posed at the beginning 

of this thesis and consider them in light of the material discussed in the previous chapters.  
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5. Conclusion 

“Language is power,” declares Helga Kress, and goes on to say that in a Christian context, 

language belongs to men and women are told to be silent.782 Due to what Fiorenza described 

as continuous “androcentric redactions and historical silence,”783 women throughout the 

ages have had few opportunities to write their own part in history, and even if they do, it has 

been the tendency of male critics and scholars to remove their voices.784 In fact, it has been 

argued by Lisa Bitel that women, as a distinct social group, do not have a history but have 

been made shadow puppets in the theatre of the male historian to be drawn into the light 

only when they rise above their very limited stations and enter the male world under very 

special circumstances as sovereigns, saints or, in certain cases, as rule-breakers and 

troublemakers whose actions force the literati into taking notice of them.785  

This thesis set out to shed some light on the participation of women in the acceptance 

of Christianity in Iceland around the turn of the first millennium, a process which, according 

to Alexandra Sanmark realistically spanned the period of at least two generations and which 

was, by all accounts, a turning point in the country’s history.786 It has sought not only to define 

the models of the feminine divine which the vastly different religious frameworks offered its 

female adherents but also, to understand how women’s participation in religious activities 

changed with the conversion. As a final note, an attempt was made to reveal the possible 

appeal of the new faith to de Beauvoir’s “second sex.”  

Charles Thomas has framed the complex collage of interlocking social, historical, 

philosophical, religious and artistic factors involved in any discussion of the period, saying: 

 
Christianity from Roman to Viking times, was not just a religion that happened 
to survive. It was a code of ethics, a way of life, literature, education, the 
commemoration of the dead, a major import customer, a tenurial power, a 

                                                
782 Helga Kress, 1996 (a): 21. 
783 Fiorenza, 2004:168. Although Fiorenza’s work focused on the women in the context of the early Christian 
church, her claim that “androcentric redactions and historical silence” has all but wiped out the role which 
women may have played during that time, is equally applicable to other periods in hisory, such as the one dealt 
with in this thesis, as Chapters 1.2.3; 4.3; and 4.4 in particular, have all discussed. 
784 Helga Kress, 1996 (b): 67-70. 
785 Bitel, 2002: 266-267. 
786 As has been noted regularly throughout this thesis the process of Christianisation in Iceland was a long a 
complex one: see especially Chapter 4.4 and references therein.  
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social system, a patron of pure and applied arts, a missionary society, and so 
much else beside.787 
 

In this compact cluster of words, the enormity of the task at hand becomes apparent: 

While one would be remiss to attempt to understand one aspect of the interlocking web of 

variables without also considering the surrounding strands, an in-depth analysis of each one 

would be equally irresponsible and logistically unmanageable. In addition, one must 

remember that virtually no evidence exists describing the events in question from the point 

of view of the people who experienced it, as the accounts describing them were only created 

after Christianity had become the dominant religion in Iceland and, as noted in Chapter 1.2, 

these extant written sources very rarely yield information which could be used to examine 

the events in question from the point of view of women specifically.788  

It remains undisputed here that due to Fiorenza’s “androcentric redactions and 

historical silence,”789 any attempt to define women as a specific group within the wider 

population of the Nordic countries and single out the history of their acceptance of the 

Christian faith is near impossible. It is, however, argued that a careful review of the available 

evidence, both written and archaeological, in an effort to better understand the role that 

women might logically have taken in the conversion process of the Nordic countries can be 

seen as a realistic, if difficult, endeavour.  

As has been noted in Chapter 4.4, the extant medieval Icelandic written sources 

suggest that during the settlement period some of the named settlers probably identified as 

Christians, having encountered and even accepted the religion in the then fully Christianised 

British Isles. It is also probable that a large number of Irish and Celtic slaves brought to Iceland 

from the British Isles were Christians. There thus seems little question that both the Old Norse 

pagan religions and the new Christian religion were practised simultaneously by men and 

women in Iceland during the Settlement period.790 Lacking access to holy places, written 

works and the guidance of trained clergy, these first Icelandic Christians were not only 

                                                
787 Thomas, 1971: 71. 
788 Chapter 1.2.3 addresses the problems inherent in the extant Medieval Icelandic written accounts. 
789 Fiorenza, 2004: 168.  
790 The type of Christianity in question would most likely have been that which was known and practised in 
Ireland and Scotland during the ninth-century. Chapters 3.2.4, 3.3.2 and 3.3.3, discuss the role of women within 
the Western Church of that period and the effect of the Virgin Mary on the development of the role of the 
Christian nun.  
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isolated in their worship, they may also have fostered a skewed understanding of the Christian 

message, eventually leading to the what Landnámabók describes as the elimination of 

Christian religious practice in the country.791 The new millennium then saw a declaration of 

formal acceptance of Christianity in Iceland, when the decision to accept the new faith was 

taken by the pagan Alþingi after a short period of royally-sponsored missionary work from 

Norway.  

 The evidence of Marian worship in post-conversion Iceland, reviewed in Chapter 1.3, 

suggests that once Christian, the Icelanders followed their continental neighbours relatively 

closely with regard to the adaptation and application of liturgical practice. While later written 

works underline that particular attention was paid to the veneration of the Virgin Mary in 

post-conversion Iceland, there it seems to have peaked slightly later than it did on the 

continent, that is to say, during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The delay may have been 

due to the inevitable period of adjustment and adaptation of Christian laws, morals and 

religious structure by the indigenous culture, and perhaps not least the time it took for the 

country to acquire the necessary number of native-speaking priests.792 Although no written 

evidence of Marian veneration exists from the conversion period in Iceland, the central role 

and importance of Mary in Christian doctrine and devotional life in the Germanic and Nordic 

countries by the tenth-century and in the British Isles as early as the eighth means that it is 

difficult to imagine that the first West European missionaries to the North would not have at 

least noted her importance and role when introducing the women of Scandinavia and Iceland 

to the Christian religion. 

                                                
791 For the difficulties facing the first Christians in the North see discussion in Chapter 4.3; and for Iceland see 
Chapter 4.4. See also Chapter 3.3.2, for a discussion on how limited access to the core overstructure of the 
Christian Church might have affected womens religious participation in recently converted territories. 
792 It is acknowledged that due to a lack of written material dating from the initial period of Christianisation in 
Iceland, Mary’s position in early Icelandic Christian devotional practice is difficult, if not impossible, to assess 
with any certainty, and there is no direct evidence indicating her presence in the country before the conversion. 
Chapter 1.3.1, however, briefly discusses Marian veneration in post-conversion Iceland. This reveals evidence 
suggesting that by the close of the eleventh-century, the heads of the Icelandic clergy based at the Bishopric of 
Skálholt had established a close scholarly relationship with their continental counterparts, while also establishing 
an independent tradition with regard to the interpretation of church doctrine. This was most notable in the 
composition of indigenous Christian poetry which seems to have become infused with pre-Christian poetic 
techniques very early on. It is also seen in the early thirteenth-century production of Maríu saga, which was 
largely influenced by widely distributed apocryphal texts (see also Carroll, 1986: 5, 84 and Maríukver, 1996: x, 
xii and xxvi). This later time period, of course, falls outside the scope of this work. Nevertheless, as the chapter 
shows, it does provide some indication of the religious environment out of which it originally developed.  
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It seems clear from the extant evidence from continental Europe that, at the time of 

the Icelandic conversion, the Virgin Mother Mary in all her glory was already soaring above 

other honoured saints whose relics were being preserved in the network of holy pilgrimage 

sites that covered western Europe as early as the late ninth to early tenth centuries.793 In the 

larger cities, such as Hamburg and Bremen, bishops ruled over what Brown effectively 

describes as “ceremonial centers, carefully maintained oases of the holy.”794 Their role was 

to award divine and secular patronage and protection to those they deemed worthy; to 

maintain the correct, synchronized practice of religious rites; and to oversee and support the 

work of the missionaries who, inspired by the great success of Irish monks in Celtic and Anglo 

Saxon England during the sixth and seventh centuries, were spreading the faith ever further 

into the pagan territories of the North.795  

The appeal of political and military alliances as well as access to new trade 

opportunities may have drawn secular pagan rulers to the new Christian religion. However, 

conversion to Christianity also gave them personal access to the power and might of Christ 

and his Virgin Mother, who as early as the sixth-century, had in both word and image been 

depicted as the King and Queen of Heaven: powerful, victorious and regal.796 Brown rightly 

observes that through an association with them, earthly power came to be justified by divine 

strength: “For Christians and pagans alike, successful warrior-kingship and a demonstrative 

relationship with victory-bringing deities went hand in hand.”797  

This psychological factor of religious power in general and its appeal to both the 

governing elite and the governed public can, and should not be ignored. Indeed, as a result of 

the natural yet subconscious effort and deep-rooted wish to emulate or reflect the divine, 

                                                
793 The power of saints and their relics has been briefly noted in Chapters 3.3.1 and 3.3.2, which focused in 
particular on the veneration of Mary, who, in her role of Divine Mother, Perpetual Virgin and Intercessor may 
rightly be called the most influential and important Christian saint. Certainly, during the fourth to tenth centuries 
a variety of other local saints, both male and female, started to emerge in large numbers, and this was to 
continue in Iceland. There has, however, been neither the time nor space here to do justice to these figures 
here. For a discussion of the cult of saints in Western Europe, see Glad, 2004: 16, 127-135, 185; Jones, 2007: 60; 
and especially Brown, 1997 throughout. For the North see DuBois (ed.), 2008; and Wolf, (ed.) 2003.  
794 Brown, 1997:104-105. 
795 Among the more influential Irish missionaries were Columbanus who worked primarily in continental Europe; 
Dyfrig (Dubricius) of Caldey Island; Illtyd described as a “druid” and a “fore knower of future events”; and his 
pupils, Samson founder of the Breton Church, Gildas, and Dewi Sant, the patron saint of Wales. For more 
information on these figures, see also Richter 1999, 102-108; Charles-Edwards, 2003: 104, 116-117; Berresford 
Ellis, 1993: 124, and McGrath, 1998: 98.  
796 This development is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.2 and its subchapters which focused in particular 
on the developing figure of Mary and her role within Christian doctrine and liturgical practice. 
797 Brown, 1997: 199. 
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mankind has throughout its history sought in its religious endeavours to project onto its 

chosen divinity those qualities which, at any given time, are perceived to be of the highest 

value. In other words, we see in the gods we worship that which we seek most in ourselves. 

The divine thus comes to represent the highest form of perfection achievable. It becomes an 

image against which we measure and judge ourselves and others. It logically follows that the 

attributes assigned to the feminine divine at any given time should be seen as idealised forms 

of the femininity that is held in highest regard by the society that practises that religion. There 

is thus good reason to consider what qualities were seen as being distinctly feminine within 

the Christian religion at the time of the conversion, and to consider how they might have been 

received by the heathen women of the north who were naturally accustomed to the qualities 

assigned to the feminine within their own, Old Norse religious systems. 

As stated in the Chapter 1, the main queries outlined at the beginning of this work 

were fourfold: First, to identify the roles and attributes specifically associated with the female 

divine and the feminine supernatural forces known and worshipped as part of the Old Norse 

religions; secondly, to consider to what extent, if any, it can be argued that the Christian Virgin 

Mary can be said to have replaced the Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural forces as 

a female model of the divine; thirdly, to discuss the changing involvement of women in 

religious practice as the Christianisation of Scandinavia and Iceland became a reality during 

the years surrounding the turn of the first millennium; and finally, to consider what elements, 

if any, may have attracted women to the new, apparently male-centred, religion of 

Christianity, encouraging them to turn away from the Old Norse religions which had included 

powerful female divinities, and leading roles for women in the practice of the religions in 

question. 

As we know well, religion is a notoriously difficult term to define, not least because 

throughout human history it has acquired so many different facets.798 Within this thesis, the 

term has been understood to include the rituals associated with a system of beliefs while also 

encompassing the socially-constructed parameters which shape both the personal interaction 

and communal response to any perceived supernatural being, beings or realm within that 

system, and affect an individual’s perception of, and relationship with, the divine. This wide-

ranging definition has enabled the discussion to include an equally wide range of cultural and 

                                                
798 See short discussion and definition of the term as it has been understood in this thesis in Chapter 1.1. 
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philosophical aspects, as well as allowing, even requiring, the application of archaeological 

evidence and art in in order to better grasp the subject matter.  

In Chapter 2, various sources, both archaeological and textual, revealing evidence for 

the long-standing development of indigenous Scandinavian religious beliefs involving 

feminine divinities have been collected and reviewed. A careful assessment of the most 

ancient material in Chapter 2.2 shows that as early as the Bronze Age, the worship of the 

feminine had come to be associated with water, and by extension, the underworld, allowing 

for the drawing of a tentative conclusion that their sphere of influence was initially centred 

on fertility and death. This observation was followed up in Chapter 2.3.1 with a discussion of 

the earliest-documented mentions of named goddesses worshipped by Germanic tribes in 

the first century AD.799 The material in question appears to support the aforementioned 

connection with water and fertility, while also revealing that a localised, fertility-oriented 

veneration of a death-related goddess seems to have been practised by some of the 

indigenous people at specific times during the ritual year. The lack of first-hand descriptions 

of ritual activity by practising devotees then forced us to make an unavoidable leap from pre-

Christian to Christian sources on the feminine divine in Chapter 2.4.800  

A study of factors specifically associated with the various Old Norse feminine divine 

and supernatural entities preserved in oral memory and described in the mythological 

material (preserved largely in later medieval Icelandic texts), suggests that, in general terms, 

fertility seems to have been a field that the feminine divine shared with their masculine 

counterparts and should therefore not be considered a uniquely feminine trait. On the other 

hand, support is given for the idea that the underground, wetland locations and death, were 

all common elements which, to varying degrees, seem to have been specifically associated 

with the feminine divine and supernatural entities.801 It has been additionally noted that while 

goddesses were depicted as ruling over various realms of the afterlife, and as having the skill 

of accessing knowledge of future events (possibly obtained through the distinctly feminine 

                                                
799 Particular attention was paid here to Tacitus’s unparalleled account of the goddess Nerthus. The possibility 
of a potential connection between this goddess and the later Old Norse Vanir family of gods was discussed in 
some detail in the same chapter.  
800 The need for careful critical assessment of all works produced and preserved by the medieval class of 
predominantly male Christian literati was noted in Chapter 1.2.3, and has been emphasised and applied to the 
best of my ability throughout this thesis. 
801 With regard to fertility, see further Chapter 2.4.1 and footnotes; for the underground, wetland locations and 
death, see Chapter 2.4.2 and footnotes. 
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art of seiðr), they appear to have been near-powerless to actively affect the fate of individuals, 

human and divine. This ability appears to have been exclusively attributed to female fate-

shaping supernatural forces such as the nornir, dísir and fylgjur who the accounts suggest 

were actively worshipped, especially during the early winter sacrificial festivals.  

While their spheres of influence touched on the major aspects of human life, it seems 

that the Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural beings were primarily associated with 

death and the afterlife, sharing the power of fertility with their masculine counterparts. 

Within the mythological universe which belonged to the Old Norse religious systems the 

association with death, fate and foreknowledge must therefore logically be determined a 

uniquely female quality.  

As noted above, a second goal of this thesis was to consider to what extent, if any, it 

can be argued that the Christian Virgin Mary actively replaced these Old Norse feminine divine 

and supernatural forces as a female model of the divine. As has been argued above, it has 

been clearly shown that the goddesses of the Old Norse religions (like the gods) were to a 

greater or lesser degree the product of an indigenous development of religious thought and 

tradition. There seems little question that the Christian religion somehow countered these 

beings primarily with the figure of Mary, and that properly understanding the image and role 

of this glorified Christian woman as she was seen by both the Church and the laity during the 

time in question is key to any attempt at a comparison of the role of the feminine within these 

two religious systems, and at understanding why heathen women might have wished to adopt 

the new faith.  

Before any comparison is possible, however, it must first be made clear that even 

though various elements within the Christian religion continued to develop after it first 

reached Northern Europe, the core teachings upon which the Christian faith was built were 

firmly in place well before the conversion of Scandinavia and Iceland was formally initiated, a 

process which, depending on the area, took place roughly between the eighth and twelfth 

centuries.  

To a large extent, the main developments of the concepts embedded within the image 

and role of Mary as they were portrayed within Christian doctrine, and understood in 

Christian devotional life, had largely taken place during the first four centuries of the Christian 

era. They had evolved amongst the adherents of a multifaceted, ever-expanding, diverse and 

often persecuted early Christian religion and were affected by various cultural, philosophical 
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and religious trends present in the social environments within which the early Christian 

theologians and commentators found themselves. Bearing this in mind, considerable effort 

has been spent in Chapter 3 of this thesis on trying to understand this development and 

identify the factors already present in the image and role of Mary by the time the women of 

Scandinavia first encountered Christianity. 

As Chapter 3.2.1 reveals, there is scant information about Mary to be found in the 

oldest preserved Christian texts which form the Christian Bible. Nonetheless, it is clear that 

these few references ensured that Mary’s role in Christian doctrine slowly acquired greater 

importance. Chapter 3.2.2 follows up on this, discussing how the decisions made at 

Ecumenical Councils regarding the nature of Christ and the exclusion of various heretical 

groups within the early Church necessitated the confirmation of the perfection of Mary as the 

chosen vessel for the Incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. From the material discussed, it is clear 

that formal doctrinal acceptance of Mary’s role and function contributed to her popularity 

amongst both the heads of the Christian church and the laity.  

Chapter 3.2.3 then reviews several other factors which seem to have greatly 

influenced the increasing popular devotion to, and veneration of, Mary, and not least the 

influence of the contemporary Mediterranean cultural and religious environments within 

which the young Christian religion developed. It also reveals how a public need for more 

detailed accounts of Mary’s life resulted in the creation of apocryphal texts which 

supplemented the otherwise scant canonical information available about her, and supported 

belief in her powers of intercession in this life and the next. As has been noted here, it seems 

clear that from the fifth-century onwards the figure of Mary had come to personify a range 

of different aspects of the feminine within the Christian tradition. This is well summed up by 

Cameron who explains how: “slowly, the cult of the Virgin Mother gave an overwhelmingly 

complete validation for the Christian woman in terms of the ‘female’ virtues of purity, 

gentleness, and motherhood.”802  

 Bearing this in mind it must be pointed out that through Mary’s Divine Motherhood, 

the natural biological function of childbirth, to which the vast majority of women can relate, 

acquired religious meaning. The process of conception, gestation and delivery became hailed 

as a miraculous sequence of events which mirrored the that of an exceptionally powerful and 

                                                
802 Cameron, 1980: 65. 
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unique member of the female sex. Furthermore, according to the Christian theological 

interpretation of Scripture, the traumatic and life-threatening experience of giving birth all 

but secured women a place in God’s Heaven. It is safe to say that for the women of the North, 

these elements of the Christian religion which focused specifically on the role of women in 

society would have been a particularly attractive novelty.  

There is also little question that Mary would have been offered to women as a form 

of replacement for the old Nordic goddesses. Just as the Old Norse divinities were clearly 

associated with death and the various afterworlds, Mary was Queen of Heaven, reigning over 

the Kingdom of Mercy. Just as the Old Norse feminine supernatural forces influenced all 

aspects of an individual’s pre-determined life, Mary, as intercessor would have been seen as 

having the power to do much the same. There were thus obvious superficial similarities 

between the two manifestations of the feminine divine.  

In short, as Chapter 3.2 concludes, there can be little doubt that missionaries in the 

tenth-century North would have presented Mary to women, both in image and word, as a 

powerful female, who, while not acknowledged as divine herself, nonetheless commanded 

great religious power largely attributed to her eternal virginal nature and role as the 

Intercessor, Mother of God and Queen of Heaven.803  

Nevertheless, other factors must also be considered. As Ellington points out, in any 

discussion of the Christian divine and its earthly representatives, it is important to keep in 

mind that church hierarchy and Christian theology from the start consistently emphasised the 

masculine over the feminine. This inevitably prevented Mary from ever reaching levels 

independent of, or equal to, that of the Godhead and limited the extent to which Mary could 

have been perceived as working wholly independently of the Trinity. To quote Ellington: “to 

suppose that Mary was seen as fully autonomous in the minds of the people is perhaps to 

introduce a mental dichotomy that did not exist at the time [...].”804 Instead, she suggests, by 

the tenth-century, Mary would have been generally understood as “approaching equality 

with Christ, participating alongside him in the ongoing salvation of sinners.”805 This was 

somewhat different to the apparent state of affairs in the Old Nordic religions. Like mortal 

                                                
803 The Virgin Mary is, to this day, the only saint recognised by the Catholic church capable of saving both lives 
and the souls of the dead, see further Brown, 1981: 61; Clayton, 1990: 23; and Maríukver, 1996: xxx- xxxi. 
804 Ellington, 2001: 44. 
805 Ellington, 2001: 44. 
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women, the Old Norse goddesses were flawed and weak, but so too were their male 

counterparts. Christ, despite his full and proclaimed divinity, was admittedly flawed in his 

inherent humanity: The Redeemer had cried out to His Divine Father to free him from the 

inevitable burden of the Passover.806 Mary was a slightly different matter. In the Virgin 

Mother, man had attempted to personify not only the perfect woman, but the perfect human. 

According to the Gospels, Mary had never doubted, she had never wavered, and she had 

never resisted what she knew in her heart to be the will of God. Throughout her life, she 

apparently defied nature. She was an Eternal Virgin yet she was also a Mother, and popular 

opinion held that even the single most identifiable human experience of all, death, had not 

defeated her. In glorifying Mary’s submissiveness while excluding her from the all-male 

Trinity, the Christian church not only prevented women from being able to identify with a part 

of the divine, but effectively created a standard of humanity which no mortal man, and 

especially no mortal woman, could ever hope to live up to. Despite her strength, the fact 

remains that with Mary, the exclusion of the feminine from the figure of the divine was made 

complete.  

 It is easy to see how the average woman of the North, whose role in life was primarily 

that of wife and mother, would have found ample reason to accept Christianity and its “Divine 

Mother.” This may of course be part of the reason why, as shown in Chapter 4.3, Scandinavian 

women actively embraced and supported the new Christian religion and the new feminine 

divine, preferring it to the indigenous Old Norse religions to which they would have been 

accustomed. Less easy to understand is why these same women would have been so willing 

to abandon a religion which, as Chapter 2 shows, clearly contained some important and 

respected female religious roles. In an effort to discern whether or not women would have 

perceived the Christian religion as offering their gender a more attractive religious role than 

the pre-existing ones, a third objective of this work has been to evaluate the changes that 

might have occurred over the course of the Conversion with regard to the active roles that 

women played in religious rites. For this to be possible, the potential professional religious 

                                                
806 Luke 22: 41-44: “And he was withdrawn from them about a stone’s cast, and kneeled down, and prayed; 
Saying, Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done. And 
there appeared an angel unto him from heaven, strengthening him. And being in an agony he prayed more 
earnestly: and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground.” Matthew 26: 38-42, 
tells a similar story, as does Mark 14: 34-37, ending with verse 38: “Watch ye and pray, lest ye enter into 
temptation. The spirit truly is ready, but the flesh is weak.”  
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roles that women might have played within the Old Norse religious systems had to first be 

identified before they could be compared to the roles that became available to them after 

the conversion.  

As the material reviewed in Chapter 2.2 shows, only limited evidence exists of religious 

activity from the Bronze Age in general and it is mostly limited to Bronze Age rock carvings. 

The works of later Iron-Age non-Scandinavian writers, reviewed in Chapter 2.3.2 nonetheless 

suggests that noble women of first-century Germania held stations of considerable influence 

within their societies which were specifically attributed to a belief in the ability of the female 

gender to foresee the future. Similarly, in what is regrettably a stand-alone-description of a 

possible Viking Age funeral, the Arabic writer Ibn-Fadlan clearly attributes the role of funeral-

director and/or communicator with the supernatural realm to a woman. Bearing this in mind, 

it is then interesting to consider, as has been done in Chapter 2.5, the degree to which the 

later medieval material recorded in Iceland portrays the religious involvement of women, 

especially at specific times within the ritual year.807  

Most notable in this regard, are the völur, noted above and reviewed in Chapter 2.5.3 

and 2.4.3, who, while assigned influential roles in the sagas and Eddic poems, are never main 

characters themselves. Based on conclusions drawn from an assessment of the available 

mythological material, briefly noted above, it has been argued that a long-standing 

indigenous belief seems to have existed amongst the Nordic and Germanic tribes in the 

inherent ability of the female sex to mirror to various degrees the power and attributes 

associated with the Old Norse feminine divine and supernatural female beings. This was 

expressed most clearly by the later medieval saga writers in the figures of the völur,808 who, 

like their otherworldly counterparts, seem to have been closely associated with the practice 

of seiðr. Admittedly, there is little evidence in the extant written works to imply that the 

earlier political power of women such as Tacitus’ Veleda survived in the later religious roles 

of the völur of Scandinavia. Nonetheless, the sources seem to portray these women as having 

been respected, if marginalised members of their communities.  

                                                
807 It has been carefully suggested that the summer may have been the time of men and male gods, while women 
may have played a greater role in domestic ceremonies practised within the home during the long winter 
months. Among the winter celebrations mentioned are those festivals dedicated specifically to the dísir. See 
further Gunnell, 2005: 297-299.  
808 Also worth noting here are the occasional references to women bearing the title of hofgyðja, or similar titles, 
who were briefly discussed in Chapters 2.5.4 and 4.4, and who may have continued serving in their religious 
capacity even after the conversion to Christianity. 
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The survival of the völur in the later medieval texts certainly suggests that such women 

were a well-known feature among the Nordic people and that they had played an important, 

widely recognisable religious role in Viking Age society.809 We must nonetheless bear in mind 

the fact that these written sources (with roots in the oral tradition) have all passed through 

through the needle’s-eye of Christian criticism and sometimes centuries worth of editing by 

the elite male Christian literati. It is perhaps not too great a leap to assume that Christian 

scribes would have intentionally downplayed the power and/or influence of religious women 

in their works.  

All in all, it seems clear that there is enough evidence to show that certain women still 

held positions of power within Old Norse religious structure at the time Christian missionary 

activity to the North began, and to suggest that these women seem to have often played 

significant roles in specific religious rites. Whether or not these female roles were exclusively 

religious remains open to debate. That said, it should also be noted that the available material 

implies a very restricted need for the völur, limited mostly to specific functions involving 

prophecy at specific times of the ritual year. As a result, it seems likely that female 

professional religious roles were comparatively rare and difficult to come by in late tenth-

century Iceland. This was because although in praxis, potential for them to participate 

meaningfully and influentially in religious rites within the Old Norse religions did exist, there 

would likely have been very few professional openings available to women within the 

framework of the Old Norse religions, something which in turn would have greatly limited the 

participation of the gender in official religious ceremonies. It would therefore appear that the 

introduction of a new Christian religious system which centred on the masculine and excluded 

women from its official religious participation to an eclipsing degree, would not have greatly 

changed the ability of Scandinavian women in general to play a key role in religious rites at 

all. 

Bearing this in mind, it is interesting to note that the material in Chapter 4.2 shows 

that from the start, in spite of its emphasis on the masculine, women took an active part in 

the spread of Christianity. While their work was often subtle and limited to a domestic setting, 

this distinctly feminine form of missionary activity nevertheless served to push the boundaries 

of Christianity past the limits of the fallen Roman Empire and into Western and Northern 

                                                
809 Jochens, 1996: 48, 104. 
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Europe. There, as the evidence reviewed in Chapter 4.3 reveals, Scandinavian women were 

once again among the first to convert and support the Christian cause during both stages of 

Sanmark’s conversion model noted earlier in the thesis. Their enthusiastic involvement clearly 

indicates that the Christian religion, or at least the concepts inherent to it, must have held 

some appeal to the female gender from the very beginning.  

A fourth and final objective of this thesis was therefore to consider what elements 

may have attracted Nordic women to the new, male-centred, religion of Christianity, 

encouraging them to turn away from the Old Norse religions which, despite limitations 

nevertheless included powerful female divinities that they could identify with.  

Chapter 3.3.1 reveals that although, as noted above, women may have been active 

during the early Church, the organisational structure and religious emphasis of the Christian 

Church which favoured the masculine and excluded women from eschatological roles had 

been firmly set in place by the close of the fifth-century. As shown in Chapter 3.3.2, this was 

to some extent due to the patristic emphasis inherent to both the Jewish religious heritage 

from which the early Church grew, and the first-century Mediterranean social and cultural 

environment which fostered it. A second factor was the early Christian interpretation of 

contemporary philosophical and theological traditions which ultimately led to a negative 

interpretation of the role of women in the Fall of man from the Grace of God and firmly linked 

the attributes of the female gender to their physical bodies. The chapter illustrates how pious 

Christian women were from very early on left with two contradicting paths to salvation, that 

of wife/mother and that of the Virgin/nun, both of which mirror the attributes most clearly 

associated with Mary, the Virgin Mother of Jesus.  

Chapter 3.3.3 followed this up with a discussion of the professional religious role of 

the chaste nun and the subsequent development of the various monastic orders. It shows 

how, during an era of persecution, the emphasis on virginity as a primary virtue of the faithful 

was believed to enable virgin martyrs to acquire traits more often associated with the 

masculine. The chapter goes on to show how, when the persecution of Christians finally came 

to an end during the reign of Constantine the Great, a new type of lifelong martyrdom, in the 

form of lifelong ascetic and virginal living, was quickly adopted by both genders as a means of 

attaining spiritual enlightenment and increasing the chance of the individual to enter God’s 

Heaven.  
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The material reviewed in these chapters encourages one to believe that while the 

position of professional Christian nun did not offer women any active eschatological roles 

comparable with those available to men, the Christian emphasis on chastity and ascetic living 

inherent to the role of the nun may have held other, more secular, appeals for the female 

gender, in the sense that it enabled women to live their lives somewhat independently of 

men.  

Following this examination, an attempt was therefore made in Chapter 3.3.3 to discuss 

which of the core elements of the Christian religion present at the time Christianity was first 

introduced to the North may have appealed to women more than they did men. The chapter 

shows that one of the early Christian religious concepts which most affected, and possibly 

attracted, women to the new faith was the philosophical interpretation of Christ’s message 

of spiritual equality expressed in Galatians 3:28. By the first century, this message had 

acquired considerable theological significance because it made possible a clear cognitive 

distinction between the individual, who continued to exist in this world, and his or her 

spiritual self, who was destined to live on in God’s Heaven. The spiritual change, occurring on 

a personal level at baptism when the soul of an individual was dedicated to the Christian God, 

allowed Christians to continue living amongst non-Christians and follow the cultural norms of 

any given society. This world, this existence and all the limitations entailed in it were, for lack 

of a better word, a necessary evil, and one which Christian women, as well as men, were 

encouraged to endure.  

However, to baptised Christians, the eternal, internal, religious consciousness of the 

spiritual individual constantly struggled to relate and conform to the expectations of an 

external, temporary, socially constructed reality. For both sexes, chastity and ascetic living 

was believed to counteract the inherent sinfulness of humanity brought about through the 

weakness of the female sex and empower the dedicated individual to rise above the 

mundane, and to transcend the contemporary gender system. It is clear from the material 

reviewed in the thesis that by refusing to concede to the demands of what they perceived of 

as a temporary, worldly existence which traditionally placed the needs and survival of the 

group or family before the needs or wishes of the individual, Christians radically reconstructed 

the concept of the self on an individual basis. A concept which, it may be argued, could well 

have appealed to women living in a male-orientated world, no matter what their geographical 

locations were. Based on the material discussed, it has been concluded that because all 
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members of the Christian religion, regardless of gender, were encouraged to follow the Virgin 

Mother Mary and express their reborn spirituality in an a-sexual, chaste and secluded 

environment amongst like-minded members of the monastic third gender, all Christian 

women could, in theory, view themselves as equals to men in a spiritual context, even though 

they remained submissive to their authority in physical life.  

There is no doubt that, as stated above, the introduction of Christianity to the North 

caused far-reaching cultural, philosophical, theological and moral changes. It is also clear that 

although it offered a completely male Trinity, excluding the feminine from the image of the 

divine, the new religion’s inherent emphasis on the masculine did not change what was 

already a male-centred society, one which, like so many others, had favoured the power of 

men over women, counted the wife among the assets of the husband and above anything 

else, expected women to bear children.  

It has already been noted that the motherhood of Mary likely enabled the average 

pagan Scandinavian and Icelandic woman to view herself as a reflection of the Divine Mother 

and that this might have been seen as a particularly attractive novelty. In addition, we might 

also conclude that for many noble women and those with financial means, the Christian 

option of dedicated chastity after marriage meant, if nothing else, that they might maintain 

control of not only their inheritance, but also their independence after the deaths of their 

parents and/or husbands. Such women may have perceived an opportunity in the Christian 

religion to become influential members of society through their patronage of Christian 

missionary monks; their charitable works among the poor; and the building of churches, 

church towers, bridges and more. The financial and personal independence that this gave may 

therefore well have been among the factors which made the Christian religion particularly 

appealing in the eyes of the noble women of the North.  

As noted in Chapter 1, the nature of the available sources has nessecitated a focus on 

noble women and those of financial means, as these women belonged to the social groups 

predominantly alluded to in the written works. However, as this conclusion chapter has 

hopefully shown examining the extent to which the figure and role of Mary may have 

contributed to the acceptance of Christianity by women in general in more depth could prove 

a worthwhile line of enquiry. This could, for example, be done by considering how the less 

formal religious rituals and folk beliefs involving women in particular, such as those 

surrounding childbirth, and the importance of motherhood changed or developed as 
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Christianity became the dominant and finally the only accepted religion in the Nordic 

countries.  

It is, after all, clear from the material discussed in Chapter 3.2 and its subchapters that 

Mary’s motherhood was always a central, identifying feature of her image and that her 

veneration was, from the first century onwards, layered around her core role as the mother 

of the Incarnated God.810 It is also clear, as pointed out in Chapter 3.3.2, that Mary’s Divine 

Motherhood infused motherhood in general with a certain level of sanctity. As mothers, all 

Christian women could potentially reflect the powerful and Heavenly Mary. In contrast, it is 

clear from the material discussed in Chapter 2.4.1 that although most of the Old Norse 

goddesses, like the male gods, were assigned progeny in the mythological sources their roles 

were rarely directly affected by parenthood. Nor was the role of mother imbued with any 

specific authority among the deities.811 The same chapter show shows that the Old Norse 

goddesses were closely associated with fertility and may, in addition to the nornir and dísir, 

have been called upon for aid during childbirth. However, there is no evidence to suggest that 

in the pre-Christian Nordic countries mortal motherhood was attributed any formal religious 

worth. To put it crudely: even though the process of giving birth in pre-Christian Scandinavia 

and Iceland could possibly lead women to their deaths, this brutal and inescapable part of life 

was for most women considered to be nothing more than a mundane, predetermined 

occurrence. Bearing this in mind, it is easy, as pointed out above, to see how the concept of 

a powerful Divine Mother figure introduced in the image and role of the Virgin Mary would 

have been a novelty to the women of the North and an appealing one at that.  

Future researchers might, in this regard, consider how, in addition to the Blessed 

Virgin Mary, other female saints likewise lent their sanctity to the role of “mother.” An 

excellent starting point to this field can for example be found in the aptly titled article 

“Pregnancy and Childbirth in the Medieval North: A Topology of Sources and a Preliminary 

Study” from 1984 by Grethe Jakobsen who, amongst other things, points out that the 

evidence suggests that from as early as the tenth-century several saintly mothers have been 

called upon for aid during childbirth. Jacobsen notes a particularly good example of this which 

                                                
810 Although the Christian missionaries to the North would have focused on Christ, the Son of God, they would 
undoubtedly also have emphasised the importance of Mary as her purity made his Incarnation possible. 
811 The obvious exception is, of course, the Æsir goddess Frigg who, according to Snorri’s Gylfaginning ch. 49, 
made every attempt to protect her son, Baldr, and retrieve him from the realm of Hel. See further, Snorri 
Sturluson, 2005: 44-48.  
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can be found on an inscription on a Norwegian rune-stick which suggests that Mary and her 

cousin Elizabeth were seen as powerful and benevolent helpers of women giving birth. 

According to Jacobsen, the inscription reads: “Mary gave birth to Christ, Elizabeth gave birth 

to John the Baptist. Be delivered in their names. Come out child. The Lord is calling you into 

light!”812 Another article which touches on a similar subject and is worth noting is: “St 

Margaret, Patroness of Childbirth” by Ásdís Egilsdóttir (2002) in which she discusses the 

importance of the late fifth-century St Margaret, slayer of dragons, who in post-conversion 

Iceland in particular became widely venerated and called upon during childbirth.813  

Having considered in this thesis, the vibrant subject of woman’s relationship with the 

feminine divine during the centuries framing the Conversion of the North to Christianity from 

a multidisciplinary point of view, I am convinced that there remain ample ways in which to 

approach the very varied and surprisingly revealing evidence. As a final note, I would 

therefore like to suggest that future scholars consider an even broader approach and include 

elements from academic fields such as folkloristics and psychology to their evaluation of these 

sources.  

  

                                                
812 Jacobsen, 1984: 104-5. 
813 See further Ásdís Egilsdóttir, 2002.  
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