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Abstract 

This thesis contains a study of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions during the Iron Age 

and Viking Age from a phenomenological and comparative perspective and includes 

three discussion chapters, each with its own main topic: the world-tree; trees as people 

and vice versa; and real living trees. It has been conducted in order to clarify certain issues 

regarding how ancient Scandinavians might have perceived the world and then in 

particular trees, metaphysical trees and real trees. In the discussion chapters, the thesis 

reflects upon narratives in the extant written source material which would have been 

part of the phenomenology of trees, in the light of the ever-growing bulk of 

archaeological material reflecting remnants of symbolic and ritualistic behaviour relating 

to trees. The project argues that we need to sidestep with our modern perception of the 

world if we wish to understand how trees might have been understood in a religious 

sense in the Old Nordic world. It argues also that we need to make a clear distinction 

between emic and etic terms, underlining the need to be aware of the implications of the 

terms that we use in each case. Building on recent anthropological ethnographies, it 

argues furthermore that we need to reconsider aspects of animism in Old Nordic religions 

with regard to trees, and that some trees appear to have been seen by the Iron-Age and 

Viking-Age Scandinavians as doorways to the world of death and intermediaries of 

knowledge. 

  



 

 

Útdráttur 

Þessi ritgerð er rannsókn á hlutverki trjáa í norrænni trú á járn- og víkingaöld frá 

sjónarhorni fyrirbærafræða og samanburðarannsókna. Í ritgerðinni eru þrír 

umræðukaflar, hver um sig með sér umfjöllunarefni: Heimstréð, tré sem fólk og fólk sem 

tré og raunveruleg lifandi tré. Markmið rannsóknarinnar er að fá skýrari mynd af því 

hvernig norrænir menn skynjuðu heiminn og þá sérstaklega tré, hugræn tré og 

raunveruleg tré. Í umræðuköflunum eru skoðaðar sögur, sem finna má í heimildum, sögur 

sem hafa verið hluti af fyrirbærafræði trjáa, í ljósi sístækkandi efniviðs úr 

fornleifarannsóknum sem endurspeglar táknræna hegðun og helgisiði sem tengjast 

trjám. Í ritgerðinni eru færð rök fyrir því að nauðsynlegt er að endurskoða nútíma skynjun 

á heiminum ef vilji er til að skilja hvernig tré voru skynjuð í trúfræðilegu samhengi í hinum 

norræna heimi á járn- og víkingaöld. Ennfremur eru rök færð fyrir mikilvægi þess að 

aðgreina með skýrum hætti milli hugtakanna emic og etic og þeim afleiðingum sem fylgja 

notkun hugtakanna. Í ritgerðinni eru notaðar nýlegar etnógrafíur til að færa rök fyrir því 

að endurskoða þurfi þætti varðandi andatrú í norrænni trú, varðandi tré og einnig að sum 

tré í Skandinavíu á járn- og víkingaöld virðast hafa verið skynjuð sem gátt í heim dauðans 

og sem milliliður að vitneskju.  
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1 Introduction 

The people who lived during the northern European Iron Age and the Viking Age1 in what 

we today call the Nordic countries,2 experienced the landscape around them in a 

markedly different way to the way in which modern Nordic people experience their 

environment (Wells, 2012: 12 and 35-40). Such differences are largely due to the way in 

which people in the past understood their own place in the world, a sense that was 

induced by means of, among other things, the narratives they told each other about the 

natural and the cultural landscapes that surrounded them and the way they interacted 

with them. Significant features in the Nordic landscapes of the Iron Age and Viking Age 

would have been trees. 

Standing in front of a hollow oak today in the Jægerspris forest on the Danish 

island of Sjælland or resting down by a rowan in a birch thicket in Aðaldalshraun in 

northeastern Iceland, our perception of the trees as modern Nordic people even today is 

largely moulded by the stories we were told as children, whether these stories were 

folktales, fairy-tales by H. C. Andersen, or the story of Treebeard in Tolkien’s Lord of the 

Rings. However, as we grow older and start to attend school, other accounts essentially 

dealing with botanical, biological and plant-physiological issues are emphasised and 

naturally alter our perception of the very same trees, changing them from magical to 

scientific entities. The people in the pagan past would have known different stories, many 

of which were closely connected to living mythology, and they would naturally have 

perceived trees quite differently from us. If we wish to understand this earlier, more 

religious role of trees in past societies we naturally have to sidestep our modern 

perceptions, drawing on a wide range of different sources and scholarly methodologies 

to try and open up past perceptions.  

                         
1 The exact dates for these two time-periods are somewhat disputed (see, for example, Jesch, 
2015: 8-10, Price, 2015: 323). Roughly speaking, the Iron Age covers the time period from 500 BC 
to 750 AD and the Viking Age refers to the following time period which lasted until 1050 AD. 
2 The Nordic region consists of the countries Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway, and Iceland, as 
well as the Faeroe Islands (Denmark), Greenland (Denmark), and Åland (Finland) (Facts about the 
Nordic region, 2018). The term “Scandinavian” will equally be used in this thesis to refer to this 
northern European area despite the fact other categorisations are widely used (Scandinavia, 
2018). Note that this form (Italics, 2018) will be used in the thesis to indicate when the reference 
is a webpage. 
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 As noted above, it is evident that trees not only formed a significant part of the 

Nordic environment, they also played a significant part in the material world of Iron-Age 

and Viking-Age people (many objects, such as ships, houses, tools and so forth were, of 

course, made from trees). Over and above this, the sources suggest they also played a 

key role in the people’s mental and religious outlook on the world. It is this mental and 

religious outlook that will form the basis for the inquiry of this thesis.  

In short, in this thesis I mean to look at the role of trees in Old Nordic religions 

from a phenomenological perspective. As will be outlined in Chapter 2.4, attempts to 

apply phenomenological approaches to issues dealing with Old Nordic religions can be 

occasionally recognised in the works of some earlier scholars (the works by Axel Olrik, 

Vilhelm Grønbech and Leopold Fredrik Läffler are somewhat unique in using this 

approach: see Chapter 2.4). Most works dealing with the Scandinavian sacred trees 

nonetheless seem to have refrained from addressing phenomenological issues for some 

reason. While there is definitely a strong tradition within the scholarly milieu of Old 

Nordic religions of drawing on comparative mythology to its study, this thesis will take a 

somewhat different approach to comparison, making use in particular of anthropological 

ethnographies as sources of both information and methodology, not least because many 

recent ethnographies have made use of phenomenology as part of their main 

methodology. The comparative approach in this thesis will thus be more on a 

phenomenological level rather than focusing on the comparison of myths. In short, while 

the main emphasis will be on trees in Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavia, the thesis will 

constantly reach out both spatially and temporally to other cultures in order to attempt 

to understand what trees might have meant to Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavians 

and why they were so important. 

The main aim of the thesis is to examine the religious relations that seem to have 

existed between the people in question and the various trees that surrounded them. The 

body of the thesis will include three main discussion chapters, each with its own central 

research question. The overall research question of the thesis that lies behind these 

chapters is simply: What can be said about Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavians’ 

perception of the meta-physical trees, tree representations and real trees in the 

landscape and in which ways were these perceptions actively connected to each other? 

This main research question will be approached first by means of a discussion of the main 



 

3 

sub-research question that lies behind the first discussion chapter which is: What images 

exist of the so-called Nordic world-tree and what properties seem to have been 

connected to these images? The second discussion chapter then revolves around the 

question of the ways in which trees (unlike other plants) seem to have been perceived as 

humans and vice versa. The third and final discussion then has at its centre the research 

question: What possibilities and what problems do we encounter when the mythological 

sources are shown to be reflected in the local environment in connection with different 

tree species and their ecology? As noted above, I mean to shed light on all of these 

questions by applying an essentially phenomenological approach to the extant Nordic 

medieval sources, the foreign sources, and the archaeological remains. 

In terms of structuring the thesis, I will start by providing a thorough account of 

the previous research history of trees in Old Nordic religions noting the main approaches 

and the main shifts in discourse that have taken place over time. In addition, I will give a 

brief account of the approaches that have been applied to trees in general comparative 

religion studies. Furthermore, because comparison with anthropological ethnographies 

forms an essential part of the methodology of the thesis, I will go on to introduce several 

key anthropological works in which trees form the focal point of discussion. Following on 

from this, I will outline the methodology I have chosen to use in this thesis. There I will 

start by addressing issues regarding the problems and benefits of using emic and etic 

terms in the scholarly analysis of Old Nordic religions, and from there move on to explain 

the concept of phenomenology. Because the phenomenological approach used in this 

thesis cannot stand alone, I will also briefly outline two other scholarly concepts which 

help to shed light on issues regarding perception, namely of symbolism and ritual. Finally, 

I will describe and explain the benefits of comparing the Old Nordic source material to 

anthropological ethnographies. I will also give an evaluative critique of the different 

categories of Old Nordic source material used to provide insight into Old Nordic religions 

in chronological order moving from Bronze-Age archaeology to Iron-Age foreign 

accounts, Iron-Age and Viking-Age archaeology, ecological considerations of the 

environment, place-names, and finally medieval literature.  

On the basis on these four chapters (making up Chapters 2-5) I will go on to 

provide three distinct discussion chapters each of which will deal with its own research 

question, as noted in the above. The first discussion chapter will deal with the image of 
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the world-tree. In this discussion two different phenomenological aspects of the world-

tree will be addressed, in other words those of the “tree of knowledge” and the “tree of 

life”. Among other things, the chapter will argue that these two images of the world-tree 

were reflected in material form in many different ways. The second discussion chapter 

will consider issues regarding the idea of human origin in relation to trees. For logical 

reasons aspects relating to animism, which played a significant part in some early studies 

of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions, will also be addressed here. As will be seen, 

the chapter concludes, among other things, with the suggestion that we might need to 

reconsider some of our presumptions regarding the nature of trees in an Old Nordic 

religious context. The third and final discussion chapter deals with the role of five 

different tree species which on the basis of the source material can be identified as having 

played a central role in Old Nordic religions. The chapter will address the ecology of these 

particular tree species, showing that issues related to the ideas of sacred trees in the 

North might to some degree directly correlate with the nature and features of the 

immediate environment.  

In the concluding chapter, the conclusions arrived at in the preceding discussion 

chapters will be considered in terms of the anthropological ethnographies that have been 

referred to alongside the Nordic material in footnotes, hopefully shedding further light 

on the ways in which sacred trees seem to have existed in Scandinavia during the Iron 

Age and the Viking Age. It will be suggested that the choice of tree for such roles was 

probably as much controlled by the immediate environments in which people lived as 

they were by the complex ideas of exactly what a tree was seen as representing, these 

ideas taking shape in various forms. As noted at the end, it is hoped that this thesis will 

add to the existing understanding of what such trees might have meant to people and 

how and why the people of the Nordic countries in pre-Christian times seem to have 

interacted with trees through ritual. 

While it should become evident that particular types of trees played a key role in 

Old Nordic religious thought, largely because of their potential age, individual nature and 

connection to the earth, it will hopefully also become apparent that the images and ideas 

of trees found in the Old Nordic belief systems reflected in the sources point to a complex 

and dynamic understanding that was quite different to ours today. Like many other 
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aspects of Old Nordic religions, it is difficult to pin this understanding down to a single 

consistent, coherent and close-knit idea, but several recurring themes seem to stand out. 
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2 The History of Research into Trees in Old Nordic Religions 

2.1 Introduction 

In this part of the thesis, I will chronologically go through some of the most significant 

works that have touched on the role of trees in Old Nordic and Germanic mythology and 

religions. Indeed, it is difficult to find any work about Old Nordic mythology and religions 

that does not mention and deal with trees to some extent. For that reason, in this 

historical overview the works by scholars that other scholars have recognised as being 

major contributors to the field of Old Nordic religions (for example those mentioned in 

Simek, 2007: ix-xii; Andrén, 2011: 847; Näsström, 2014: 177-185; and Rood, 2016: 28-31), 

will form the point of departure. From there, I will go on to locate and explicitly look at 

those works that represent a change in the scholarly discourse with regard to the role of 

trees in the Old Nordic religions. In addition, I will assess some of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the works taken into consideration and clarify how these works are 

interlinked and how they influence one another. 

 

2.2 Pre-Modern Scholars  

Several scholars place the onset of the modern study of Old Nordic and Germanic 

religions to the first decades of the nineteenth century (for example, Ingunn 

Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 20; and Andrén, 2011: 847) when it formed a distinct part of the 

Romantic Nationalism movement which had roots in the work of German scholar Johann 

Gottfried Herder (1744-1803). Thereafter other scholars, in particular Jacob Grimm 

(1785-1863) (see further Wilson, 1989: 21-38) and the Icelander Finnur Magnússon 

(1781-1847), to whom I will return in detail later in this chapter, took over, setting the 

course for the future. As the Icelandic scholar of Old Nordic religions Ingunn Ásdísardóttir 

states however, the research history of Old Nordic religions could actually just as easily 

and logically be placed in the thirteenth century with the work of Snorri Sturluson (1179-

1241) and his Edda and Heimskringla, even though, as Ingunn rightly observes, the work 

of Snorri and other medieval sources are often regarded as primary sources (Ingunn 

Ásdísardóttir, 2007: 20). One can, however, go further. If what Ingunn proposes with 

regard to the work of Snorri can be justified to some degree, then there is good reason 
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to go even further back in time, in other words to the ethnographic3 work Germania 

written by the Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus (c. 56-120 AD) which also contains some 

elements of representation and interpretation of critical sources. I will therefore include 

Snorri, Tacitus, and others in the initial section of this chapter on the history of research 

because they, and Tacitus in particular (in his ethnography), are actually essential to part 

of the methodology of this thesis (see Chapter 4). 

Tacitus wrote his ethnographic monograph Germania in 98 AD. Here he describes 

various aspects of the culture and organisation of the tribes living beyond the northern 

boundaries of the Roman Empire. These tribes included among others the Anglii and 

Cimbre who are thought to have lived in present day Denmark, and the Suiones who 

probably lived somewhere in southern Sweden (Rives, 2009a: 68-69). A significant 

amount of information regarding religious behaviour and rituals are found in Tacitusʼ 

account. Of special interest in relation to the topic of this thesis is the information 

provided concerning sacred groves. According to Tacitus, the various tribes consecrated 

woods and groves, foretold the future by the means of “virgam frugiferae arbori4” 

(Tacitus, 1914: 276-277), kept figures, emblems and consecrated carts in the sacred 

groves (Tacitus, 1914: 275 and 321), and hung traitors on trees (Tacitus, 1914: 281). 

Furthermore, the Semnones, who presumably lived near the borders of present day 

Germany and Poland (Rives, 2009a: 68-69), apparently believed that their nation had its 

birth in their sacred grove (Tacitus, 1914: 319). Nothing in Germania reveals Tacitusʼ 

incentives for writing the book and the account contains no preface nor conclusion. As 

the American scholar of Roman religion James B. Rives puts it “he [Tacitus] begins by 

plunging right into the topic and ends when he has exhausted it” (Rives, 2009b: xxxv). 

The account is for the most part solely descriptive but Tacitus cannot avoid falling into 

one of the classic traps encounted when writing anthropological ethnographies, in other 

words that of passing judgment on others on the basis of his own cultural perspective 

and stereotyping the people under discussion and their culture. This tendency has been 

                         
3 James B. Rives explicitly emphasises in his introduction to Germania that “Germania is what 
scholars conventionally call an ethnography” (Rives, 2009b: xxxvi). 
4 Sliced fruit tree branches (All translations in this thesis are, unless otherwise noted, those of the 
author). 
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termed orientalism5 in modern anthropological theory. As Rives correctly argues, the 

Graeco-Roman ancient ethnographic tradition reflected a significant amount of cultural 

prejudices (Rives, 2009b: xxxvii), a tendency which naturally provides space for potential 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations. Another weakness of Tacitusʼ account is the 

fact that most, if not all, of the information that Tacitus provides is second-hand 

(Gudemand, 1900: 94-95; and Aalders, 1967: 175-178) meaning that Tacitus only heard 

about these Germanic people from others but did not experience any of this himself. A 

third and final weakness, especially with regard to the topic of this thesis, is the fact that 

Tacitus was, for the most part, describing people living outside the Nordic countries, the 

main exceptions being the above-mentioned Anglii, Cimbre and Suiones. At the same 

time, the natural strength of his account is that it is contemporary to the practices and 

rituals it is describing. The credibility of the account is strengthened still further by 

plausible interpretive connections which have been made between the account and a 

variety of archaeological finds, for example the bog bodies (see Chapter 5.4) and weapon 

deposits, and the two rich decorated wagons from Dejbjerg Mose in Denmark, dated to 

the period just before the birth of Christ (for a description of the wagons, see Hansen, 

1985: 52-53). These wagons have been interpreted as being consecrated carts like that 

described in connection with the worship of Nerthus (Tacitus, 1914: 321). Furthermore, 

wooden figures have been found over a large area in the Germanic and Nordic lands. 

Good examples are the larger-than-full-size figures from Braak in Germany (c. 300 BC), 

the Spangerholm phallus from Denmark (c. 100 AD), and the wooden heads from Nydam, 

Denmark (200-500 AD) (van der Sanden, 2001: 62-68) which can be interpreted in 

connection to Tacitusʼ figures and emblems (Tacitus, 1914: 275). These finds justify using 

Tacitus in an attempt to understand aspects regarding Old Nordic religions.  

In this connection, it is also important briefly to introduce several other important 

early works that addresses the question of tree worship in pre-Christian northern Europe. 

                         
5 Due to the impact of the Palestinian American literary critic Edward Saidʼs book of that same 
name (Spencer, 2012a: 518-519), Orientalism has come to refer to the distinct body of academic 
work that was conducted in the nineteenth century during the period of European colonial 
domination in the world. In these works, of which anthropological ethnographies formed a 
sizeable part, the Orient and its people (and those of other colonies) were stereotyped and 
described in ways that reflected the interest of the colonial supremacy of the West. Saidʼs view 
has nonetheless been criticised for containing a fair measure of simplification and overstatement 
(Spencer, 2012a: 518-519). 
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The Life of Saint Boniface by Anglo-Saxon priest Willibald (who lived and worked during 

the eighth century) was written “within a few years of the saintʼs death, almost certainly 

not later than 768” (Robinson, 1916: 17). In this work Willibald tells how: 

 
Quorum consultu atque consilio roborem quendam mirae 

magnitudinis, qui prisco paganorum vocabulo appellatur robor Iobis, 

in loco qui dicitur Gaesmere, servis Dei secum adstantibus, succidere 

temptavit (Willibald, 1905: 31). 

 
With the advice and counsel of these last [people that had abandoned 

paganism], the saint attempted, in a place called Gaesmere,6 while the 

servants of God stood by his side, to fell, a certain oak of extraordinary 

size, which is called, by an old name of the pagans, the Oak of Jupiter7 

(Willibald, 1916: 63). 

 
Another equally important work regarding the worship of trees is Gesta 

Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum (History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen) 

written between 1073-1076 by the German historian Adam of Bremen (who lived and 

worked in the eleventh century). In book four of History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-

Bremen, Adam mentions a large evergreen tree which stood near the pagan temple in 

Gamla Uppsala in Sweden (Adam of Bremen, 1959: 207). He also describes rituals which 

took place every ninth year, during which nine males of every living thing were sacrificed 

and hung from trees in the sacred grove which adjoined the temple (Adam of Bremen, 

1959: 208).  

As with Tacitus, it is unlikely either Willibald or Adam of Bremen had any personal 

experiences of the events and persons they were describing. The English scholar of early 

medieval history Ian W. Wood certainly argues that Willibald “appears […] not to have 

been personally acquainted with Boniface” (Wood, 2001: 61), and according to the 

American historian Francis J. Tschan, Adam of Bremen often draws “upon earlier writers, 

                         
6 George W. Robinson the translator and editor of the first English translation of The Life of Saint 
Boniface from 1916 states that the exact location of Gaesmere is uncertain but that “there are in 
Hesse [Germany] several places named Geismar” (Willibald, 1916: 63). 
7 Jove (Iobis) is a Latin rendering of the Teutonic Thor (see, for example, Ælfric, Abbot of Eynsham, 
2018; and Willibald, 1916: 63). 
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the archives of the see, and conversations with important persons” (Tschan, 1956: xxiv-

xxv). At least one of Adam’s sources for his history was an eyewitness8 however, to the 

rituals at Gamla Uppsala. I will return to these works in the discussion chapters. 

As noted above, as with the work of Tacitus, Willibald and Adam, there is good 

reason to include Snorri Sturlusonʼs works written during the first half of the thirteenth 

century as part of the corpus of scholarly work on Old Nordic religions. Snorri Sturluson 

was born 1179 and died in 1241. At a young age, he became the foster son of one of the 

mightiest chieftains in Iceland at the time, Jón Loftsson in Oddi, where he received one 

of the best educations available in Iceland at the time. Later in life, Snorri travelled, 

among other countries, to Norway and parts of western Sweden, where he befriended 

various kings and jarls (Óskar Guðmundsson, 2009: 9-47 and 171-183). These are events 

that are significant for understanding Snorriʼs work and the incentives behind the two 

main works that have be attributed to him, Snorra-Edda and the chronicle of the kings of 

Norway, Heimskringla9 (Heimir Pálsson, 2006: vii-xi; and Bjarni Aðalbjarnarson, 1941-

1951: I, vii-viii). Snorra-Edda was written around 1222 to 1225 (Heimir Pálsson, 2013: 84). 

The final Háttatal section, based on a poem written for the Norwegian King Hákon gamli 

(1204-1263) and Earl Skúli Bárðarson (1189-1240) (Heimir Pálsson, 2006: x), was intended 

to be a manual for poets of the dróttkvæði tradition, but as the Swedish linguist Elias 

Wessén (1889-1981) notes, “while writing the commentary on Háttatal it became clear 

to him [Snorri] that there was much more that a skald should know” (Wessén, 1940: 32). 

Subsequently, according to Wessén, Snorri fostered the idea of adding the explanatory 

prose works Skáldskaparmál and Gylfaginning to his book (Wessén, 1940: 32). The 

dróttkvæði genre that lie behind Háttatal and Skáldskaparmál was tightly connected to 

royal power in Norway, emerging in the late ninth century, and later fading “into the 

popular ballads and rhymed romances of an urbane Europe” (Frank, 1978: 23) in the 

fourteenth century. In the light of the above, it seems fair to assume that one of Snorriʼs 

main incentives for writing Snorra-Edda was that he felt that the tradition of dróttkvæði 

                         
8 The American historian, William North, argues that the Danish King Sven II Estridsen (1019-1076) 
was an eyewitness and “one of Adam’s principal informants on the people of […] Scandinavia” 
(North, 2006: 5). 
9 The Icelandic historian Árni Daníel Júlíusson argues that both Snorra-Edda and Heimskringla 
should be understood as part of the political play eventually leading to the annexation of Iceland 
under the Norwegian king in 1262 (Árni Daníel Júlíusson, 2005: 76-77). 
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was slowly sliding into oblivion, and he felt the need to preserve some details of the 

religious beliefs that lay behind it.  

In his Edda, Snorri explains many of the myths concerning trees, which can be 

found in his own source material, the Eddukvæði10 collection of eddic poems which deals 

with, among other things, the old Nordic gods and cosmology. Snorri makes, for example, 

significant reference to the trees mentioned in the Eddic poems (the goðakvæði: the 

mythological poems) Völuspá11 and Grímnismál, and especially the world-tree Yggdrasill 

and other cited connections between humans and trees, throughout his Edda. In 

addition, Snorri provides one new story relevant to this study which is found in no other 

source. This is the story of the Nordic god Þórr being saved from the river Vimur by 

grasping a rowan (Snorri Sturluson, 2007: 25) (I will discuss issues with regard to this story 

later in this thesis), an account presumably reflected in a saying12 known at the time that 

Snorri wrote his Edda (Turville-Petre, 1975: 98).  

It is worth bearing in mind that while Tacitus was contemporary to his topics of 

inquiry, and separated only in space, Snorri was separated in time, writing more than 200 

years after the Icelandic conversion to Christianity. Moreover, he had an obvious 

Christian outlook on the world. Nonetheless, unlike Tacitus, Snorri can hardly be accused 

of orientalism in my view. Indeed, while Snorri can be understood as working with the 

tree images found in the remnants of the pagan lore from a Christian perspective, his 

primary mission was to explain the poetic language of the skálds. He was thus not aiming 

to make stereotypes of the pagan past. Indeed, with regard to the significance and extent 

of Christian influence on Nordic pagan lore (in connection to trees or the mythology as a 

whole) both pagan – Christian sides of the spectrum (admittedly far from extreme) can 

be found within the scholarly discourse even today (see, for example, discussions by Torfi 

Tulinius, 2009b and Murphy, 2013, both of whom discuss the role of trees and to whom 

I will return later in this thesis). All the same, as the Swedish historian of religion Anders 

Hultgård has stated in an article in the anthology Old Norse Religion in Long-Term 

                         
10 In this thesis, I will make use of 2014 edition of Eddukvæði published in two volumes by Hið 
íslenzka fornritafélag and edited by Jónas Kristjánsson, Vésteinn Ólason and Þórður Ingi 
Guðjónsson. I will refer to poems in this edition by stanza number. 
11 Unless otherwise noted, all references with regard to Völuspá are made to the Konungsbók 
version in the 2014 edition of the Eddic poems. 
12 “Reynir er björg Þórs” (Snorri Sturluson, 2007: 25). 
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Perspectives from 2006 “the imagination of Snorri in shaping the text cannot entirely be 

ruled out” (Hultgård, 2006: 59). Here Hultgård is explicitly underlining the old and well-

known scholarly discussion regarding the influence of oral tradition on authenticity (see, 

for example, Lord, 1981: 13-138; Sims, 2005: 84-87; and Gísli Sigurðsson, 2002a: 1-53). 

It is evident that after Snorri, in the centuries prior to the earlier-noted onset of 

the modern study of Old Nordic and Germanic religions, a prodigious interest in the Old 

Nordic world and especially the medieval Icelandic manuscripts developed, in particular 

in Denmark and Sweden. The interest was, to a large extent, political and nationalistic, 

and not least in the seventeenth century when Denmark and Sweden fought ferocious 

wars, using the stories contained in the manuscripts to “að sanna að þeir væru […] 

náskyldastir hinum fornu Gautum - sem í fyrndinni höfðu kúgað hið volduga Rómarríki” 

(Malm, 2002: 101). It is during this period that we find the first return to considerations 

of the Old Norse interest in trees, along with other useful ethnographical considerations. 

Shortly before the large-scale outbreak of these wars in full, the archbishop of 

Uppsala in Sweden, Olaus Magnus (1490-1557)13 had written his Historia De Gentibus 

Septentrionalibus,14 published in 1555 in Rome. At that time Olaus, a Catholic, had been 

living as a political refugee in Italy for almost 20 years, as a result of persecution by the 

Lutheran Swedish king Gustav Wasa (1496-1560) (Rehnberg, 2001: 1). Olausʼ 

monumental book about the history of the Nordic people covers many aspects of their 

lives, and among other things contains substantial information about their view of trees 

and religions past and present. Olausʼ history of the Nordic people can be best 

understood as part of the Renaissance (c. 1300-1650) zeitgeist with its emphasis on 

Humanism and “den pædagogiske formidling til den øvrige befolkning [af] 

menneskehedens samlede viden” (Ulff-Møller, 2007a: 285; and Ulff-Møller, 2007b: 559). 

Contrary to both Tacitus and Snorri however, Olaus is aware of previous scholarship and 

mentions many earlier works (both ancient Roman writers and contemporary writers) to 

whom he makes multiple references in the book. In Chapter 6, among other things, he 

describes the pagan temple in Gamla Uppsala. It is quite obvious here that he is drawing 

                         
13 Olaus Magnus was only a bishop in name and not in fact. He was appointed bishop by the Pope 
in 1544 while he was living in exile in Italy and never returned to Sweden (Rehnberg, 2001: 1). 
14 In this thesis, I will make use of the Swedish translation of Historia De Gentibus 
Septentrionalibus by Olaus Magnus, Historia om de nordiska folken which was published by 
Michaelisgildet between 1909 and 1925. The book used was printed in 2001. 
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heavily on the writings of Adam of Bremen, mentioned above, especially when he is 

describing the gold-covered building and the evergreen tree by the temple (see Adam of 

Bremen, 1959: 207).  

In the text itself however, Olaus Magnus only mentions his brother Johannes 

Magnus (1488-1544) and his Historia de omnibus Gothorum regibus (History of all Kings 

of Goths and Swedes) as his source here, adding comparative references to myrtle trees 

that, according to Pliny (Pliny the Elder, 1855: 328-330), were planted next to the temple 

of Venus (Olaus Magnus, 2001: 141). In the first part of the book, Olaus also provides 

valuable information about his views on other issues that are relevant to the topic of this 

thesis, among other things tree worship in Lithuania15 (Olaus Magnus, 2001: 130) and the 

belief in forest virgins in Sweden (Olaus Magnus, 2001: 147). In the original Latin text, 

Olaus refers to these female forest beings as “de fatalibus sororibus”16 and “in quoddam 

syluestrium virginum”17 (Olaus Magnus, 1558: 90), while the Swedish translation uses 

skogsjungfrur which is another Swedish name for skogsrået18 (Skogs-jungfru, 2018). 

Nevertheless, like Tacitus, Olaus Magnus can be accused of some degree of orientalism 

with regard to the practices of his own people, as one might expect from a Catholic bishop 

from the sixteenth century writing about the pagan past of his countrymen. The part of 

the book which is outlined above is, in fact, named “Om vidskepelse och afgudadyrkan 

hos de nordiska” (Olaus Magnus, 2001: 129). 

 To summarise, all of the above have contributed in some degree to the later 

understanding of the Old Nordic and Germanic world-view, and the role of trees within 

that world-view. They are nonetheless also qualified representatives of the kind of 

scholarly work that was carried out prior to the recognised onset of the modern study of 

                         
15 Olaus states that the Lithuanians worshipped three divine powers, fire, snakes, and the forest. 
They would hang their dead kings and chieftains in golden chains in the forests and groves, as 
well as sacrifices (Olaus Magnus, 2001: 130-131). 
16 Sisters of fate. 
17 Certain forest virgins. 
18 Skogsrået (lit. forest ruler over the wild animals: Häll, 2013: 113) is a catch-all term for the 
woodland spirits (mostly female beings) of the forest in Scandinavian folklore (Granberg, 1933: 
147 and 153). Several other names are used to refer to these beings, for example, skogfrun, hulte 
and skogsnuvan (Granberg, 1933: 153-155). These different names are because of regional 
differences within Scandinavia (Granberg, 1933: 145-185). Of most importance to this thesis, is 
the common idea that skogsrået “är av ett träds längd” (Granberg, 1933: 159), and that skogsrået 
“baktill liknar en urmultnad trädstam” (Granberg, 1933: 161: Italics original). 
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Old Nordic and Germanic religions in the nineteenth century. It is noteworthy that while 

Tacitus, Adam of Bremen and Olaus Magnus mainly deal with issues regarding human 

interaction with living trees as part of the material world, Snorri Sturlusonʼs account also 

considers the metaphysical trees in the mythology that might lie behind some of these 

rituals. These two distinct approaches to the religious role of trees are still in evidence in 

scholarly work to this day as will become clear below. It is also notable that Tacitus, Adam, 

Snorri and Olaus all clearly position themselves outside the subject matter of their 

inquiry, taking what modern methodology would call an etic approach (see Chapter 4.3). 

They nonetheless all approach their subject matter very differently as has been 

demonstrated.  

 

2.3 Romantic Nationalism 

Having addressed some of the key pre-modern scholars working with trees in Old Nordic 

and Germanic religions, I will turn to the most significant pioneers discussing Old Nordic 

and Germanic religions during the onset of the modern study and their preliminary 

considerations of mythological trees. In the early nineteenth century, following the 

Romantic Nationalism movement which had swept across Europe, permeated almost all 

aspects of the society, from the artistic to the political and social at the end of the 

eighteenth century. The movement represented a break with the foreign-influenced 

traditions of the Renaissance and Enlightenment, and an attempt to regain the lost 

traditions that had existed during the Middle Ages (Wilson, 1989: 27). The foremost 

pioneer of the movement was Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) who, according to 

American folklorist William A. Wilson, felt it time for the Germans to return to the 

language, principles and goals of their forefathers and cherish their legacy (Wilson, 1989: 

21). In his writings from 1779, Herder expressed a hope that he had accomplished saving 

some of this legacy for posterity, in his collection of folk poetry: 

 
O wäre mirs gelungen, von diesen goldnen Gaben und Gerüchten der 

Vorzeit, als den edelsten Volksgesängen etwas in unsre Sprache zu 

übertragen, daß sie noch einigermassen, was sie sind, blieben! 

(Herder, 1871: 66).  

 



 

15 

Oh, if I have succeeded in passing on from these golden gifts and 

rumours of the past, as the noblest folksongs, into our own language, 

that they to some extent can remain what they still are. 

 
Numerous scholars in Germany and elsewhere were inspired by the writings of 

Herder, among others, and not least, the Grimm brothers who during the second decade 

of the eighteenth century published numerous books on German folktales and ancient 

lore, the key works being Kinder-und-Hausmärchen published from 1812 to 1815, and 

Deutsche Sagen published from 1816 to 1818 (Wilson, 1989: 31). Wilhelm Grimm (1786-

1859) was the poet of the two brothers, while Jacob Grimm (1785-1863) was the scholar 

(Dundes, 1999a: 2), and indeed it was Jacob that produced the exhaustive study in 

comparative mythology and religion, Deutsche Mythologie, which was published in 1835. 

As the Swedish historian of religion Andreas Nordberg states, comparative mythology 

“hade sin starkaste hemvist i Tyskland, där den också kom att integreras i de 

nationalromantiska och naturmytologiska strömningar som hade fäste bland tyska 

intellektuella” (Nordberg, 2013: 112). However, before examining this work in any more 

detail, it is important to address the work of a contemporary of the Grimm brothers, the 

Icelander Finnur Magnússon, who also made use of comparative mythology and religion 

in the scholarly material in Eddalæren og dens oprindelse, which was published in four 

volumes between 1824 and 1826, following his Danish translation of the Eddic poems, 

Den ældre Edda (1821-1823). Many of Finnurʼs ideas found in Eddalæren og dens 

oprindelse also appeared in his Latin publications, among others in his comprehensive 

lexicon of Old Nordic mythology, Priscae veterum borealium mythologicae lexicon (1828), 

which contains a number of speculations about the Indo-European19 background of the 

                         
19 The term “Indo-European” was first coined in the eighteenth century to describe a group of 
extinct and living languages found in areas reaching from western Europe to western China and 
down into northern India (Indo-European languages, 2018). Significant similarities between the 
languages prompted the British philologist Sir William Jones (1746-1794) to argue that these 
languages must have come from a common source which probably did not exist anymore 
(Bellwood, 2013:157). The common consensus in earlier time was that Indo-European people first 
entered Europe came from Anatolia somewhere around the beginning of the Neolithic period 
(approx. 6500 BC) (Bellwood, 2013: 160). Today, archaeogenetics point to the Pontic steppe north 
of the Black and Caspian Seas as having been the homeland from whence a massive migration of 
Yamnaya people took place into Europe during the end of the Neolithic and the beginning of the 
early Bronze Age (approx. 2500 BC) (Reich et al., 2015: 211; and Willerslev et al., 2015:170-171). 
Like many of his contemporaries, Finnur does not use term the “Indo-European” despite making 
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Nordic myths. This Latin publication naturally ensured that these ideas reached a larger 

scholarly audience and indeed Finnur was one of the main scholars of northern 

mythology on whom Jacob Grimm depended in his own later work regarding Germanic 

mythology (Halink, 2015: 244). 

Finnur Magnússon, often written in Danish as Finn Magnusen,20 was born in 

Iceland but lived most of his scholarly life in Copenhagen. It is of interest that in the 

introduction to Eddalærens og dens oprindelse it is proclaimed that the book is written in 

consequence of an announcement from Kongl. danske Videnskabers-selskab from 1816 

that:  

 

Da de österlandske Folkeslags Sprog, Religion og Indretning, ere, især 

i de nyere Tider, ved Manges agtværdige Bestræbelser, blevne mere 

bekjendte og opklarede end hidtil; og da flere Lærde have med Grund 

formodet, at de nordiske Oldsager kunne fra denne Side love sig 

megen Oplysning (Magnusen, 1824-1826: I, v). 

 
In following this announcement, Finnur to some extent was following in the 

footsteps of Olaus Magnus not least when he makes comparison to the ancient world’s 

mythologies (especially those from the Indo-European area.)  

The subtitle to the four volumes, Nöjagtig Fremstilling af de gamle Nordboers 

Digninger og Meninger om Verdens, Gudernes, Aandernes og Menneskenes Tilblivelse, 

Natur og Skjæbne, explicitly underlines the mission that Finnur was undertaking in his 

work. In short, he aimed to give his readers a complete and consummate picture of the 

Old Nordic cosmology and its creation. In the opening chapter in the first volume, Finnur 

immediately stresses that two different pagan cosmologies can be found in the extant 

medieval material. One version focuses on the story of Ymir while the other tells the story 

of the world-tree Yggdrasill. Clearly Finnur found no contradiction in this fact (Magnusen, 

                         

plenty of references to mythologies from areas that we today would term as the Indo-European. 
In a footnote in volume 3 of Eddalæren og dens oprindelse, he does nonetheless mention the 
German geographer Carl Ritterʼs (1779-1859) term “Indo-Germansk” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: III, 
106). 
20 In the text of this thesis I will use the Icelandic version of his name, Finnur Magnússon. However 
as his books are written under the name Finn Magnusen, this Danish version will be used in the 
references to the books and in the bibliography. 
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1824-1826: I, 1-2). As a matter of fact, he found it hard to envision any cosmological 

system that was solely built upon the myths regarding Yggdrasill (Magnusen, 1824-1826: 

I, 58).  

As noted above, a large number of explanatory notes on comparative material 

can found in Finnur’s work. This also relates to his discussions of mythological trees in the 

Nordic world. For example, with regard to the myths of Yggdrasill found in the Eddas, 

Finnur notes Jewish and Persian parallels, arguing among other things that a perception 

of a world -tree standing in the middle of the Earth must have formed a central part of 

the pagan Nordic cosmology (Magnusen, 1824-1826: I, 115-118). In this context, he also 

points to comparative studies on gods living on or in trees, and on trees functioning as 

oracles or mediators of knowledge. For example, Finnur notes how the Greek god Zeus 

was said to have had his abode in the holy oak in Dondona from where he “mentes at 

give sine Orakelsvar” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 159). With regard to direct parallels to 

Old Nordic mythology, Finnur finds it noteworthy that particular this tree carries Zeus 

“ligesom Navnet Yggdrasill antyder om det nordiske Verdenstræ” (Magnusen, 1824-

1826: II, 159). On the basis of another story in Greek mythology whereby “Zeus skabte 

Menneskene af Æsketræer” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 66), Finnur also argues for a 

similar potential Nordic understanding of humans having originated from the ash 

Yggdrasill (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 66-67). He also points to the strong resemblance 

between the Norse world-tree and the tree in the Bible, stating that “de rabbinske 

Fortolkere have dannet sig lignende Ideer om det bibelske Livets Træ som Nordboerne 

over Yggdrasill”(Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 174: Italics original), his conclusion being that, 

in addition to being the world-tree, Yggdrasill could also be perceived as the tree of life 

“da den Vædske der drypper fra dets Grene, opholder alle levende Væsener” and 

furthermore that it is possible that “bar den og de Guldæbler som efter Edda gave 

Guderne Udödelighed” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 193-194: Italics original). He also 

underlines that Yggdrasill could potentially also be named the tree of knowledge 

“forsaavidt Visdommens Kilde udvælder under dets rod” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 194).  

In his introduction to the third volume of Eddalærens og dens oprindelse, Finnur 

reemphasises his mission and underlines that throughout the preceding two volumes he 

has tried to “fremstille vore nordiske Forfædres forskjellige vigtigste Forstillinger om 

Verdens Bygning og Indretning” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: III, iv), adding that as a 
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consequence of his own difficulties in trying to grasp and maintain a coherent picture of 

the Old Nordic cosmology, he has decided to include two coloured pictures of 

“Verdenstræet Yggdrasill” and “De ni verdener” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: III, 339 and 341) 

in this third volume. As Finnur humbly puts it: 

 
Jeg haaber at de ommeldte Afridsninger ikke ville være Læserne 

ukjærkomne, da jeg selv best veed hvor megen Umage jeg i 

Begyndelsen maatte anvende for at orientere mig i vore hedenske 

Forfædres mythiske Verdensbetragtning (Magnusen, 1824-1826: III, 

vi). 

 

 
 

Image 2.1: The world-tree Yggdrasill. 
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Image 2.2: The nine worlds. 

 

The images (see images 2.1 and 2.2) underline both the duality and the ambiguity 

of the Old Nordic world view as it is expressed in the medieval literature corpus of Iceland. 

Undeniably the idea of the world-tree is predominant in the first image (fig. 1) something 

that might also be said to apply to, for example, Snorra Edda and Völuspá. Naturally, 

Finnur was making an attempt to recreate something that was long gone and was 

possibly creating something that might actually never have been.21 In addition to 

addressing the idea of the metaphysical world-tree, it is interesting to note that Finnur 

nonetheless also touches on issues connected to phenomenology (see further Chapter 

                         
21 This is a recognised tendency that can be commonly observed in the scholarly milieu that 
existed during the time of the Romantic Nationalism movement (see, for example, Alan Dundes: 
1999c: 37-39, on the collection work behind the Finnish epic poem Kalevala from c. 1828 to c. 
1831). 
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4.4), and the experiences people might have had of trees and their immediate 

environment, among other things arguing that “klimatets Forskjel og andre lokale 

Omstændigheder, vare naturligvis meget ofte Aarsag til Forandring i Træarternes 

Dyrkelse blandt udvandrede Folk” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 159-160). Finnur 

nonetheless makes no overall conclusion with regard to the world-tree and its meaning 

in the Old Nordic religions, apart from stressing its obvious importance. All the same, his 

comparative mythological discussions underline the apparent complexity of the 

metaphysical world-tree. He simultaneously stresses the need to consider a potential 

relationship between the mythological trees and real trees, stating that “Verdenstræets 

jordiske Efterligning var fölgelig at ansee for Guddommens Alter eller Throne, hvorpaa 

han usynligen nedlod sig” (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 159-160: Italics original). There is 

little question that Finnur’s Eddalæren og dens oprindelse is an exceptional scholarly work 

largely free of Romantic Nationalism, something that is contrary to the work of Jacob 

Grimm. 

While Finnur, through his emphasis on using the medieval Icelandic material in 

Eddalæren og dens oprindelse, was focusing on the Nordic countries, Jacob Grimm in 

Deutsche Mythologie, which came 10 years later, naturally enlarged that cultural area of 

inquiry to encompass Germany.22 As noted above Grimm, drew heavily on the work of 

Finnur Magnússon not least with regard to the Nordic material, and like Finnur, made 

regular comparisons with ancient works, not least from the Indo-European world. Since 

Grimmʼs point of departure is not the Eddas however, he goes deeper into other aspects 

of trees than just that of the “weltbaum” Yggdrasill. In the preface to the second edition 

from 1844, he states briefly that “Irmansul und Yggdrasill waren heilige bäume, die sich 

hoch in die lüfte streckten23” (Grimm, 1844: I, xliv), but goes little further with regard to 

the role of these trees. In addition to Yggdrasill, Grimm nonetheless also provides 

discussions of the Old Nordic god Þórrʼs connection to oaks (Grimm, 1882-1888: I, 119 

and 170-172) and gives a detailed account of sacred groves in the Germanic and Old 

                         
22 The name of the books in its 1882-1888 English translation is Teutonic Mythologies. According 
to Encyclopædia Britannica the term Teutonic encompasses any of the Indo-European speakers 
of Germanic languages (Germanic Peoples, 2018), including apart from the Scandinavian and 
German languages, English and the Netherlandic languages (Germanic Languages, 2018). 
23 Irminsul and Yggdrasill were sacred trees, rearing their heads into the breeze (Grimm, 1882-
1888: III, li). 
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Nordic world (Grimm, 1882-1888: I, 70-78). He also draws significant attention to the 

interaction between people and trees, drawing largely on the above-mentioned 

Germania by Tacitus (Grimm, 1882-1888: I, 57-58). As the British translator James Steven 

Stallybrass (1826-1888) recognises in the preface to his English translation of Deutsche 

Mythologie, Grimmʼs work also had immense significance for the study of folklore 

(Stallybrass, 1882-1888: I, vi) and indeed Grimm also makes references to interactions 

with trees found in the folk tradition. For example, he states in a discussion regarding 

sacrifice that “noch jetzt bei der obsternte bleiben in Holstein auf jedem baum fünf oder 

sechs äpel unberührt, dann nächste ernte24” (Grimm, 1875-1878: I, 47), making reference 

to Tacitusʼ earlier description of how the future was foretold with the aid of fruit trees 

(see Chapters 2.2 and 6.3). In addition, Grimm draws on his deep knowledge of the 

German märchen mentioning, among other things, several tales of speaking trees that 

are not to be cut down (Grimm, 1882-1888: II, 652), which bring to mind the story of 

Boniface and the oak at Gaesmere, mentioned earlier (see Chapter 2.2). Grimm thus 

suggests the need to have a long-term perspective when dealing with the Old Germanic 

religions, an approach which had played a substantial role in the Romantic Nationalism 

movement. Interestingly enough it still plays an important role for many in present 

scholarly discourse within Old Nordic religions studies (see, for example, the articles in 

the anthology Old Norse Religion in Long-term Perspectives from 2006; and the 

Retrospective Methods Network Newsletter which has been published continuously since 

2010). 

The next scholar to be considered with regard to research into trees in Old Nordic 

religions is the German folklorist Wilhelm Mannhardt (1831-1880) who had been a 

student of Jacob Grimm. Despite poor health (Mannhardt, Johann Wilhelm, 2018), in 

addition to collecting thousands of folk beliefs and customs in Germany, Scandinavia, and 

other countries by letting common people complete questionnaires (Dundes, 1999b: 16), 

Mannhardt also carried out considerable field work in Germany (Dundes, 1999b: 15; and 

Ackerman, 2002: 48). Also influenced by the Romantic Nationalism movement, 

Mannhardt, like Grimm, had a firm belief that the popular traditions of his own time 

reflected ancient customs and beliefs (Dundes, 1999b: 16). His work was published in two 

                         
24 “To this day, at a fruit-gathering in Holstein, five to six apples are left hanging on each tree, and 
then the next crop will thrive” (Grimm, 1882-1888: I, 58). 
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volumes entitled Wald- und Feldkulte in 1875 and 1877. In these books Mannhardt places 

a significant emphasis on the role of “Baumseele” “Schutzgeist” and “Baumgeist”25 

(Mannhardt, 1875-1877: I, 5-71) in German and Nordic folk beliefs. This emphasis is 

clearly similar to the animistic approach found in the book Primitive Culture published a 

few years earlier in 1871 by the British anthropologist Edward B. Tylor (1832-1917), and 

would later be echoed in the work of Scottish anthropologist Sir James George Frazer 

(1854-1941) (Ackerman, 2002: 48). (I will return to Tylor and Frazer in Chapter 3.2). In his 

work, Mannhardt connects the idea of animate trees to, among other things, the revered 

so-called “village” and “farm trees” commonly found in many parts of Scandinavia 

(“Bosträd oder Boträ (Wohnsitzsbaum) […] Baum, der zur Wohnung des Menschen 

gehört”26: Mannhardt, 1875-1877, I: 59), trees which he also connects to the 

“Dorflinde”27 (Mannhardt, 1875-1877: I, 53), suggesting that “der Geist dieses Baumes ist 

Schutzgeist des Hauses”28 (Mannhardt, 1875-1877: I, 52).  

Like their predecessors, it must always be remembered that Finnur Magnússon 

and Jacob Grimm were both working with the material that was available to them, which 

was mainly textual — and naturally were influenced by the hegemonic discourse of their 

time. Mannhardtʼs main source, on the other hand, was customs and beliefs in the 

popular tradition of his own time. Archaeology, however was still in its infancy (Henson, 

2012: 21-26) and it is worth noting that none of the above make any significant use of 

the material culture of the period that they were researching when they discuss 

mythological and sacred trees. 

Mannhardt’s ideas about protective village and farm trees would later be found 

in, among other places, the work of the Danish folklorist Axel Olrik (1864-1917), whose 

work will be addressed later in this chapter. Mannhardtʼs overall conclusion however, is 

that it is most likely that “von dem Schutzbaume die idee von Yggdrasill ausging29” 

(Mannhardt, 1875-1877: I, 56).  

                         
25 Tree souls, guardian spirits, and tree spirits. 
26 Bosträd or Boträ (residence tree) a tree which belongs to the dwelling of people. 
27 Village lime (Tilia sp.). 
28 The spirit of these trees is the guardian spirit of the house. 
29 The idea of Yggdrasill grew out of that of the guardian tree. 
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Mannhardtʼs ideas however did not avoid criticism: in 1934, the Swedish folklorist 

Carl Wilhelm von Sydow (1878-1952) presented a detailed critique of Mannhardtʼs 

argument about tree spirits in the journal Folklore, stating among other things: 

 
One can […] occasionally find the idea that this guardian spirit dwells 

in or under the tree, but this connection is not common. It is quite 

secondary and has nothing to do with the original ideas either of the 

“vårdträd” or of the guardian spirit (von Sydow, 1934: 297). 

 
While scholars of Old Nordic religions in more recent times have tended to be in 

line with von Sydow and do not accept Mannhardtʼs ideas of the “Baumseele” and 

“Waldkulte”, his idea of a link between the guardian tree and the world-tree clearly had 

a great deal of influence in the past, and still lingers on among several Old Nordic religion 

scholars in recent times (see, for example, Ström, 1985: 97; and Andrén, 2014: 66). 

The influence of all the above is clear in the work of other scholars within the 

Scandinavian countries throughout the nineteenth century who followed in their 

footsteps. The Swedish writer and scholar Viktor Rydberg (1828-1895), who published his 

Undersökningar i Germanisk mythologi in 2 volumes in 1886-1889, was very much in line 

with the approaches of Finnur Magnússon and Grimm, regarding having a firm belief in 

the authenticity of the pagan past described in the medieval material. As opposed to 

Grimm, who drew heavily on folklore, Rydberg was more in accordance with Finnur’s 

notable emphasis on an Indo-European heritage. As a matter of fact, Rydberg found the 

use of folklore as a means to reconstruct lost myths being “behäftade med svåra 

betänkligheter” (Rydberg, 1886-1889: II, 5). Rydberg’s belief was that the cosmology and 

the myths found in the medieval written sources could and should be connected to the 

emerging scientific discipline of archaeology, arguing that in combination they could 

throw significant new light on the belief systems in pre-historic Scandinavia. In 

Undersökningar i Germanisk mythologi, Rydberg states: 

 
Till hvad archeologien och språkforskningen upptäckt med afseende 

på våra fäders kultur under den senare stenåldern kan nu äfven 

mythologien lägga sina upptäckter, som lyfta förlåten öfver deras 

själslif och lära oss känna deras föreställingsvärld, deras tro, deras 
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grubblande öfver världsgåtorna, deras till guda- och heroskepnader 

formade idealer (Rydberg, 1886-1889: II, 177). 

 
While he was wary of folklore, it is evident that in his work Rydberg recognised 

possible survivals of older ideas in Old Nordic religions. With respect to issues concerning 

trees, Rydberg describes and explains the world-tree essentially within an Old Nordic 

world-view from a comparative view-point, mainly drawing on the mythologies of the 

earlier Indo-European cultures (Rydberg, 1886-1889: II, 11-19), as already mentioned. In 

similar ways to Finnur however, Rydberg discusses the possibilities of producing a 

coherent cosmology based on the written sources. In a critique of the way the world-tree 

is described in Snorriʼs Gylfaginning, Rydberg argues that:  

 
Yggdrasel måste föreställas sem liggande horisontelt i världsrymden 

[despite] Gylfaginning forsäkrar […] att världsträdet står upprätt på 

sina tre rötter. Huru man då skall kunna föreställa sig dessa rötters 

förening sins emellan och med stammen, därom lämnar hon 

[Gylfaginning] oss, klokt nog, i okunnighet, ty det kan ingen mänsklig 

fantasi fatta (Rydberg, 1886-1889: I, 303). 

 
This is an intriguing observation that explicitly reveals the contradictions and 

ambiguities in the written material, which are indeed further underlined in the relatively 

few mentions Rydberg makes to the world-tree Yggdrasill (in comparison to the number 

made by Finnur). One also notes Rydbergʼs insinuations that the world-tree is in fact an 

apple-tree, based on Völsunga saga, where a queen was unable to give birth before she 

had eaten an apple “som Frigg sände henne från Valhall, hvaröfver ju världsträdet breder 

sina fruktbehängda grenar (Fjölsvinnsm.)” (Rydberg, 1886-1889: II, 19). The idea that the 

tree in Völsunga saga was an apple tree would later be echoed in the work by the English 

antiquarian Hilda R. Ellis Davidson (1914-2006) (see reference in Chapter 8.3). Even 

though Rydberg proposes different approaches than both Finnur Magnússon and Grimm 

to the Eddic material, it is worth noting that he ends up with similar ideas regarding the 

world-tree. In other words, that, as with both Finnur and Grimm, Rydberg’s key weakness 

is the way he makes uncritical use of the later written material as a source of the genuine 

pagan world-view. This was an approach to source material that was about to change. 
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2.4 Post-Romanticism 

The Norwegian philologist and scholar of Old Norse Sophus Bugge (1833-1907) published 

his edition of the Eddukvæði in 1867. In his Norræn fornkvæði: Islandsk samling af 

folkelige oldtidsdigte om Nordens guder og heroer, almindelig kaldet Sæmundar Edda 

hins fróða, Bugge makes use of various manuscripts in order to address issues regarding 

the structures of the individual stanzas (Bugge, 1965: lxxi) and the order of individual 

stanzas within a poem. Among other things, he makes suggestions for an alternative 

order of the stanzas of Völuspá (Bugge, 1965: 41-42). In his introduction to the book, 

Bugge outlines what could be expected from him in the future, regarding issues 

concerning the origin and the age of the Eddic poems. Bugge states: 

 
Jeg har søgt at vise, fra hvilken Kilder vi kjende de her udgivne Kvæder, 

og i Forbindelse dermed gjennemgaaet Digtsamingens Historie, 

derimod maa jeg her næsten aldeles forbigaa de enkelte Digtes ydre 

og indre Historie, forsaavidt denne er uafhængig af den skriftlige 

Optegnelse. Heri er Æmne til mangfoldige Undersøgelse, som tildels 

endnu saagodtsom ikke ere begyndt. Først fremtræder Spørsmaalet 

om de forskjellige Digtes Ælde, om deres oprindelige Hjem og 

Udbredelse, om hvorlænge de holdt sig i Folkemund (Bugge, 1965: 

lxx).  

 
Bugge is recognised by numerous scholars as being the pioneer of this new 

approach whereby the age and origin of the Eddic material was questioned, and most 

importantly in which the Eddic material was now approached from within a later 

medieval Christian framework (see, for example, Turville-Petre, 1975: 119; Näsström, 

2014: 178; and Andrén, 2014: 35). The Norwegian philologist John Ole Askedal states 

that, according to Bugge, the Eddic material was heavily influenced “av tradisjoner og 

tankegods fra kristendommen og senantikken, formidlet […] gjennom kulturmøter med 

den kristne befolkningen i England og Irland” (Askedal, 2012: 242). Of key significance for 

this thesis is Buggeʼs argument that the idea of the world-tree was introduced in the 

Nordic area with Christianity. Bugge states:  
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I den hellige Asks Navn Yggdrasill har vi fundet et, som jeg tror, 

fuldgyldigt Bevis for, at Forestillingerne om dette nordiske 

Verdenstræ er opstaaede under indflydelse af kristlige Meddelelser 

om korset (Bugge, 1881-1889: 399). 

 
Bugge’s conclusions show that he placed little reliance in the idea of pagan 

survivals, as Rydberg, for example, did. In an article on “Iduns Æbler” in Arkiv för Nordisk 

Filologi from 1889, Bugge states that: 

 
Og det turde vel endog være en almindelig Mening blandt Nutidens 

Mytheforskere, at Nordboerne i Fortællingen om Iduns Æbler har 

bevaret en urgammel Mythe, hvis Lighed med den græske Mythe om 

Hesperidernes Æbler skal forklares deraf, at Græker og Nordboer, der 

begge er indogermanske Folk, har bevaret en og samme Mythe hver i 

sin Form fra det fælles Urhjem. Men heller ikke denne Opfatning, som 

jeg flere Steder har seet antydet, men ingensteds bestemt fremsat og 

begrundet, kan holde Stand for en skarp Kritik. Det vilde for det förste 

være urimeligt at antage, at Nordboerne havde bevaret Mindet om og 

Navnet paa et forladt Hjems Frugter gjennem Aartusinder, i hvilke de 

havde boet i Egne som ingen velsmagende Æbler frembragte (Bugge, 

1889: 11). 

 
This is an interesting statement, especially concerning the question of 

phenomenology to which I will return to later in this thesis. Here however, one notes the 

way that, because Bugge found the wild apples of the north distasteful, he assumed that 

Norsemen during the Iron Age and Viking Age would have done the same, and that this 

should explain why the myth of Iðunnʼs apples is unlikely to have been preserved. Bugge’s 

work is best understood as a reaction to the uncritical approaches of the Romantic 

Nationalism movement and has a background within the rational discourse of modernity 

and positivism.30 Bugge’s main strength is his recognition of Christian influence on pagan 

                         
30 Modernity and positivism are schools of thought that played a leading role during the 
nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century. Their proponents had a firm belief in 
progress and the benefits of science and the modern society. Leading figures in these schools 
were Karl Marx (1818-1883), Charles Darwin (1823-1913) and the Danish scholar Georg Brandes 
(1842-1927) who played a crucial role in the so-called “moderne gennembrud” in Scandinavia 
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lore, preserved in medieval literature. This influence is natural, not only because the 

medieval texts were written down by Christians, but also because of the coexistence of 

the two religions within the Norse world for several centuries prior to the Christianisation 

of Scandinavia, which must have resulted in cultural influence, especially from Christian 

Europe into pagan Scandinavia. There is no doubt that Bugge is of the utmost importance 

to the study of Old Nordic religions even to this day, something that is exemplified in the 

work of the Icelandic Medieval studies scholar Torfi Tulinius, among others (see Chapters 

2.2 and 2.6).  

In Denmark a few decades later, however, other winds were blowing. Here the 

historian of religion Vilhelm Grønbech (1873-1948) and the folklorist Axel Olrik, 

mentioned earlier, were to a large extent still following in the footsteps of the earlier 

Romantic Nationalism scholars in their considerations of mythological trees.  

Olrik takes various approaches in his work regarding trees in the Old Nordic 

religions. In his article “Yggdrasil” published in Danske Studier (1917), Olrik takes an 

original natural history and botanical approach to Yggdrasill, stating that it was no 

coincidence that it was the ash that was chosen as Yggdrasill as this “svarer til udbredt 

tro i vor folkeæt” (Olrik, 1917: 50). Furthermore, because the ash tends to grow in 

wetlands, Olrik sees a logical connection between the natural environment of the ash and 

Urðarbrunnr mentioned in Völuspá (stanza 19) and Gylfaginning (Olrik, 1917: 50). In the 

same context, Olrik examines the various animals connected to Yggdrasill and compares 

this information to the natural habitats of these animals, going on to propose an origin 

for askr Yggdrasill myth in southwestern Norway (Olrik, 1917: 55). On the basis of the line 

“ynd GóanaR hösli”31 on the ninth-century Rök runestone in Sweden however, Olrik 

suggests that other tree species might perhaps have also been trees of worship, although 

in almost the same breath, he states that “hösli” might simply mean tree (Olrik, 1917: 

60). While Olrik’s natural history approach somewhat echoes the approach taken by the 

Swedish linguist Leopold Fredrik (Frits) Läffler (1847-1921) in his contribution “Det evigt 

grönskande trädet” to Festskrift til H. F. Feilberg (1911) in which he among other things 

                         

from the 1870s onwards (Jensen, 2007a: 541-542; Sørensen, 2007a: 75-76; and Sørensen, 2007b: 
459). 
31 Lit. “Under the Earth hazel” (Corylus avellana). For reference to the whole text on the Rök 
runestone (see Harris, 2006: 45-109). 
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argues that the sacred tree at Gamla Uppsala was a yew tree (Läffler, 1911: 655), such 

attempts to connect the natural environment to the mythologies have been to a large 

extent neglected in scholarly works ever since, which indeed seems odd considering 

Olik’s clarifying conclusion noted above with regard to askr Yggdrasill’s relation to specific 

ecologies. 

In an earlier article on Irminsul from 1910, Olrik takes a slightly different 

comparative approach to the same questions and argues for a close resemblance 

between Irminsul (the sacred pillars of the Saxons: see Chapter 5.3) and the öndvegissúlur 

(high-seat pillars) mentioned in the sagas (Olrik, 1910: 1-9). While accepting Saxon 

influence with regard to the trees and pillars referred to within the Nordic region, Olrik 

rejects any possibility of Saami influence. On the contrary, Olrik argues that “Lappernes 

religion i stort omfang har laant fra Nordboerne” (Olrik, 1910: 2). Today, this statement 

is naturally considered simplified and recognised as a part of the nineteenth-century idea 

of cultural evolution,32 most scholars recognising that the connections between Old 

Norse/Nordic religions and Saami religion were more complex than Olrik proposed. 

Indeed, as will be noted below, some scholars have even argued for a Saami origin of the 

Norse/Nordic world-tree or world pillar (see, for example, Palm, 1948: 121; and 

Hultkrantz, 2001: 412). 

The material included in the later wide-ranging and undervalued Nordens 

gudeverden was only to some degree collected by Olrik himself (Frifelt, 1966: 466-467), 

his student Hans Ellekilde (1891-1966) editing and publishing the two volumes in 1926 

and 1951, long after Olrikʼs death. However, as a dedicated student of Olrikʼs, it is clear 

that Ellekilde stayed as close as possible to his mentorʼs project, and indeed Olrikʼs name 

is the one that is mentioned first on the publications. It is thus natural to be included in a 

review of Olrikʼs research. Naturally, much of the material from the articles mentioned 

above is included in these books, which deal with Scandinavian paganism in connection 

to rituals, customs and festivals. What is perhaps most important in the approach taken, 

                         
32 Human culture and the changes it has undergone have been studied by the evolutionists since 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. Edward B. Tylor, in his book Primitive Culture (1871), 
was the first to try to describe and analyse the development of religion and religious concepts 
over time. These ideas have since been questioned. Indeed, today few scholars are adherents of 
the idea that human culture and religious ideas around the world follow similar recognisable 
patterns from simple beginnings into more complex systems (Claessen, 2012: 266-267). 
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however, is the comparison made to Nordic folklore, especially folk beliefs and folk 

rituals. Three chapters in the book deal explicitly with trees (“Hjemmets træ”, “Bygdens 

træ” og “Bygdens lund”) in a similar way that Mannhardt did (see Chapter 2.3). Detailed 

descriptions of later traditions showing continued respect for trees are included in the 

chapters, for example, with regard to the village trees, hultræer, found in Denmark, 

through which a sick child would be dragged in order to cure the child, and to which 

offerings of the childʼs clothing and even smoked pork were given (Olrik and Ellekilde, 

1926-1951: I, 358-359 and 402-403). These hultræer are connected by Olrik and Ellekilde 

to female deities (Olrik and Ellekilde, 1926-1951: I, 358), the forests and groves in general 

being connected to those female forest beings variously named slattenlangpatte on 

Sjælland in Denmark and skogsnufvan or skogsrå in parts of Sweden (Olrik and Ellekilde, 

1926-1951: I, 402-403; see also Granberg, 1933: 145-185). These female beings 

undeniably resemble Olaus Magnus’ skogsjungfrur, mentioned above in Chapter 2.2. 

Indeed, Olrik mentions a similar parallel in his earlier mentioned article on Yggdrasill, 

noting that it is a “skånsk skik at ofre til askfros (akse-fruen) ved at hælde drik over askens 

rødder under bön om at slippe for ondt” (Olrik, 1917: 54). 

Like Olrik, Vilhelm Grønbech, was caught up in the nineteenth-century discourse 

of the proponents of the idea of cultural evolution. This also applies to his approach to 

the world-tree. Grønbech begins his book Primitiv religion (1915) by stating that there 

“ligger i betegnelsen [primitiv] en anmasselse” (Grønbech, 1967: 7), but still uses the 

word “primitiv” in the title of his book. As someone who worked within the framework 

of an evolutionary discourse, Grønbech recognised the possibilities of survivals when 

studying Old Nordic religions, and just as Olrik, Mannhardt and Grimm had done, he 

markedly uses folklore in his work.  

In a discussion regarding the importance of individual tree species found in his 

publications Vor folkeæt i oldtiden (1909-1912) in four volumes, Grønbech stresses, for 

example, that we always need to consider the species of trees mentioned: 

 
Man vil sjælden i folkesproget høre tale om sådanne generelle 

begreber som træ og dyr. Jorden er bevokset med eg, bøg, ask, alm, 

fyr; den befolkes af ulv, bjørn, hjort, ørn, ravn, orm. Det store 
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verdenstræ hedder ikke Ygdrasilstræet, men Ygdrasilsasken 

(Grønbech, 1909-1912: II, 29-30). 

 
In this statement it is evident that Grønbech is in line with Olrikʼs botanical 

approach, mentioned above. To Grønbech, it is the experience of the tree that is of 

significance. In the enlarged English version of Vor folkeæt i oldtiden, called The Culture 

of the Teutons published in 1931, Grønbech expands on the earlier book and underlines 

that the sensual experience is always significant, stressing that “to understand what 

ancient eyes saw we must replace our geographically and spacially confined experience 

with the reality of primitive senses” (Grønbech, 1931: 108). 

Undeniably Grønbechʼs approach is in sharp contrast to scholars such as Bugge 

and his rejection of the possibility of the myth of Iðunn and her apples being handed 

down over thousands of years, even though this conclusion was partly based on his own 

sensual experience of the wild apples in Scandinavia. It might also be noted that 

Grønbech only refers to visual experience in the above quote.  

While the strength of the Romantic Nationalism movement may be said to lie in 

emotional expression and openmindedness, like that found in some of the earlier works 

noted above, both of these aspects may also be said to be its greatest pitfall, and there 

is little question that some its its proponents, such as Mannhardt, often got carried away. 

All the same, the negative reaction to Romantic Nationalism initially expressed by Bugge, 

and later reflected in the work of von Sydow, seems in its own way to be at times 

somewhat restricting. One needs to be aware of the fundamental strengths and 

weaknesses of both approaches, something I aim to do when constructing my own 

methodology for this thesis. 

 

2.5 Studies into Trees in Old Nordic Religions from the Inter-War-Period until around 

1990 

During the inter-war-period, contemporaries of Hans Ellekilde outside the Nordic 

countries considering Old Nordic mythology continued building on the Pan-Germanic 

foundations that had been laid by Jacob Grimm. One leading figure was the Dutch scholar 

of Germanic linguistics and Germanic mythology Jan de Vries (1890-1964). To de Vries, 

the concept of the world-tree was essential for understanding the Germanic world-view, 
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functioning in a similar way to the widespread “Baumkult” noted by Wilhelm Mannhardt 

(see Chapter 2.3). Similar to Olrik and Ellekilde, de Vries recognises the existence of 

Nordic forest spirits in later times, but he rejects that the trees were residences of such 

supernatural beings. Indeed, during the years 1933-1934, Ellekilde and de Vries hotly 

disputed the question of the nature of these forest and tree spirits, whether they were 

nature spirits or were actually more linked to general spirits and dead ancestors 

(Nordberg, 2013: 336-337) . To de Vries, the tree was holy in itself, essentially due to 

“symbolhaften Charakter des natürliche Wachstums”33 (de Vries, 1956-1957: I, 351). 

With regard to the worship of trees, and in particular the idea of the world-tree, de Vries 

is nonetheless generally in line with Rydberg, Olrik and Ellekilde in his argument that it is 

vorgermanisch and part of the indogermanische heritage (de Vries, 1956-1957: II, 392).  

As noted earlier, this comparative approach which had earlier been reflected in 

the work of Finnur Magnússon still plays a key role in the mid-twentieth century. Indeed, 

Indo-European considerations formed a significant part of the French comparative 

philologist Georges Dumézilʼs (1898-1986) approach, which was also influential on de 

Vries. Dumézil is, of course, most famous for his idea of the tripartite ideology.34 

According to Dumézil, this was something that emerged among the Proto-Indo-

Europeans and developed and spread as they migrated, lying at the heart of the Indo-

European world-view and life, so to speak (Littleton, 1964: 148). Dumézilʼs earlier 

applications of this to Nordic mythology first appeared in various articles and book 

chapters written in his native tongue which were translated into English and published in 

the book Gods of the Ancient Northmen in 1973 (Haugen, 1973: viii), a work which 

contains an interesting statement on the subject of trees. While few of the earlier-

mentioned scholars deal directly with the other named trees35 found in the Old Nordic 

mythology, Dumézil takes a different approach in Gods of the Ancient Northmen. While 

                         
33 The symbolic nature of natural growth. 
34 This ideology describes the hierarchical order in Indo-European societies which was divided 
into three social strata: a priestly stratum, a warrior stratum and a herder-cultivator stratum. 
Dumézil suggests that each social stratum was represented in myth and epic by a set of gods and 
heroes (Littleton, 1964: 148). 
35 In modern encyclopedias and dictionaries, three names found in the medieval poetic material, 
Yggdrasill, Læraðr and Mímameiðr which are understood as synonyms. Often the reference is 
made to Yggdrasill as this is the most well-known name (Simek, 2007: 185, 216 and 375, and 
Lindow, 2001: 207). 
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he sees Yggdrasill as the axis mundi,36 he suggests the tree Læraðr mentioned in 

Grímnismál (stanzas 25 and 26) might have had a different meaning. According to these 

stanzas, Læraðr is situated close to Valhöll, and this makes Dumézil suggest that “most 

likely this corresponds in mythology either to the village tree or to the tree that stands at 

the center of a house” (Dumézil, 1973: 141). There are slight parallels here to the work 

of Olrik, who earlier argued for a division of the mythological trees into two groups, “en 

Valhals-gruppe (Lærad og Glasir), og en verdentræ-gruppe (Yggdrasil og Mimetræet)” 

(Olrik, 1917: 57). Nonetheless Olrik concentrates solely on the concept of the world-tree 

in his article on Yggdrasill and provides no further thoughts about the nature of the 

“Valhals-gruppe”, except in connection to the world-tree. What is interesting in the 

present context is that Dumézil connects this mythological name to real trees, as 

mentioned in the quote noted above, and in this sense, to his mind Læraðr might be seen 

as the equivalent of Olrikʼs notion of “bygdens træ”, described in Nordens Gudeverden. 

To this day, Patterns in Comparative Religion (1958) by the Romanian-born 

historian of religion Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) is still the primer for any student of the 

fundamentals of comparative religion, even though, as with Dumézil, some of Eliade’s 

key ideas have since been questioned (see, for example, McCutcheon, 1997: 74-100; and 

Dubuisson, 2003: 167-176). In this book Eliade emphasises the importance of all religious 

phenomena being studied on their own plane of reality, rather than on the basis of 

sociology, economics, linguistics and so forth,37 that is to say they need to be “studied as 

something religious” (Eliade, 1996: xvii). Eliade proposes the term hierophany38 to explain 

why features and objects in the environment come to be worshipped: 

 

                         
36 Axis mundi refers to the centre of the world, a point of communication between cosmic regions. 
Mountains are often understood as central points in the environment through which the axis 
mundi goes, but (cosmic) trees can also function as axis mundi (Eliade, 1996: 3,99 and 111). 
37 This point of view is in sharp contrast to the holistic approach that was predominant within 
anthropology at the time. The father of the participant-observation research strategy Polish-born 
anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942) wrote in Argonauts of the Western Pacific 
(1922) that “an Ethnographer who sets out to study only religion, or only technology, or only 
social organisation cuts out an artificial field for inquiry, and he will be seriously handicapped in 
his work” (Malinowski, 1984: 11). 
38 Eliade thought the term hierophany to be a suitable term as it does not imply anything more 
than the act of the manifestation of the sacred. Eliade states that “it [hierophany] expresses no 
more than is implicit in its etymological content, i.e., that something sacred shows itself to us 
(Eliade, 1987:11). 
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The sacred tree, the sacred stone are not adored as stone and tree; 

they are worshipped precisely because they are hierophanies, 

because they show something that is no longer stone or tree but the 

sacred, the ganz andere (Eliade, 1987, 12: Italics original). 

 
To a degree, Eliade is in line with de Vries’ “symbolic nature of natural growth,” 

mentioned above. Eliadeʼs approach to religion was truly that of the phenomenologist 

whereby reality comprises of objects and events that do not exist independently of the 

eyes of the beholder. It is an approach that emphasises and respects the significance of 

the individualʼs experience and in this sense also resembles Grønbechʼs “ancient eyes and 

reality of primitive senses,” noted above.  

The image of Yggdrasill39 as described in Völuspá is used by Eliade in the opening 

pages in his chapter “Vegetation: Rites and Symbols of Regeneration” in Patterns in 

Comparative Religion. There is no doubt in his mind that the image of is pre-Christian. He 

thus hotly disputes Sophus Buggeʼs earlier noted attempt to see Yggdrasill in a Christian 

framework, suggesting instead clear parallels to the world-trees of northern Asia (Eliade, 

1996: 277). 

In spite of this, other scholars at the time, such as the British scholar of Icelandic 

Literature and Antiquities, Gabriel Turville-Petre (1908-1978) tended to be more in line 

with Bugge regarding the Christian influence, especially with regard to elements related 

to the story of Baldrʼs death (Turville-Petre, 1975: 119). Nonetheless, Turville-Petre saw 

the mistletoe that killed Baldr as an image of both Yggdrasill and the evergreen tree that 

was worshipped in Uppsala according to Adam of Bremen (see Chapter 2.2). As he writes 

in Myth and Religion of the North (1967): 

 
Like the Yggdrasill and the tree venerated in Uppsala, the mistletoe is 

evergreen. Like the Yggdrasill, it grows from unknown roots, and 

seems to triumph over death and even over life (Turville-Petre, 1975: 

116). 

 

                         
39 Eliade only makes reference to Yggdrasill, with regard to the world-tree. There are no other 
mentions of any other Old Nordic mythological trees in Patterns in Comparative Religion. 
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The potential relationship between Yggdrasill and the Uppsala tree was also 

considered by the Swedish scholar Folke Ström (1907-1996) in his book Diser, nornor, 

valkyrjor from 1954. In a similar way to Olrik, Ström drew parallels between Yggdrasill 

and Mímameiðr40 and the “evig grönskande trädet” (Ström, 1954: 97-98), and the well 

where humans were sacrificed at Uppsala. Ström connects these rituals to Oðinʼs self 

sacrifice and his gaining of knowledge by the drinking at Mímirʼs well (Ström, 1954: 87-

92), writing: 

 
Nära förbundet med Mimers brunn och offerkällan i Uppsala står det 

med källan förbundna heliga trädet. Som redan framhållits ingick 

hängningsoffret i Uppsala vid tiden för Adams skildring med stor 

sannolikhet i den där florerande Odinkulten (Ström, 1954: 91). 

 
What is of most significance to this thesis is the fact that Ström regarded the tree, 

like the well, as a gateway to the world of the dead and hence to wisdom and knowledge 

(Ström, 1954: 88). In Nordisk hedendom (1961) Ström nonetheless follows the general 

pattern in his description of the world-tree. He nonetheless expands his interpretation 

with regard to the Uppsala tree when he says “att man vid denna plats sökt efterbilda 

den komiska topografin” (Ström, 1985: 98). There is, of course, nothing new about 

connecting these sources (Adam of Bremen and the Eddic poetry) (see, for example, 

Läffler, 1911: 619, 661, and 667), but what is of key interest here is Strömʼs attempt to 

use cosmology to throw light on the practices and rituals carried out within the sacred 

landscape, such as hanging from the tree.  

 

2.6 Studies into Trees in Old Nordic Religions from around 1990 until Today 

Over the last 30 years, a number of new approaches to Old Nordic myth and beliefs have 

been introduced, most significantly interdisciplinary approaches which have become 

                         
40 Mímameiðr is a tree mentioned in Fjölvinnsmál (stanzas 20 and 24). The Austrian Germanist 
and philologist Rudolf Simek argues that Mímameiðr “presupposes a name-form Mími, but 
nonetheless Mímir must be meant, whose well (Mímirʼs well) lies under the roots of the World-
Tree Yggdrasill […]. Therefore, Mímameiðr is probably another name for Yggdrasill” (Simek, 2007: 
216). Mímir (Mímrʼs head) is the name of Óðinnʼs wise friend (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 12-
13; Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 17 and 50; and Simek, 2007: 216). 
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predominant in many scholarly milieus as new archaeological finds and improved 

archaeological methods have broadened the interpretive framework.  

The idea of a tree forming central part of the sacred landscape, as proposed by 

Ström, also forms part of the understanding of the Norwegian scholar of medieval studies 

and history of religion Gro Steinsland with regard to the role of trees in the Old Nordic 

world. In her book Norrøn Religion from 2005 Steinsland echoes the earlier ideas of 

Mannhardt in her statement that “det er fristende å se gårdens tuntre som en lokal 

parallell til verdenstreet Yggdrasil” (Steinsland: 2005: 107). Almost two decades earlier, 

Steinsland had proposed that the tree in Völuspá was not simply a symbol of the cosmos 

and its development, for her: “alt vesentlig er samlet i visjonen av treets skjebne” 

(Steinsland, 1979: 149). However most important for this thesis is the connection she 

stresses between the tree and time in the poem. As she notes, the poet41 of Völuspá in 

stanza two portrays the tree as having had an existence prior to the beginning of time 

(Steinsland, 1979: 120), when the “miötviðr” was still “fyr mold neðan”. Steinsland 

emphasises that the time perspective is stressed here in the word “miötviðr”, “miöt” 

indicating a measuring of time.42 As she states, “miötviðr angir en størrelse som på ett 

eller andet vis utmåler tiden og dermed skjebnen” (Steinsland, 1979: 122). For Steinsland, 

such an interpretation is reflected in the order of the stanzas, and she rejects the 

traditional view within the scholarly discourse that stanza 19 (dealing with an 

introduction to Yggdrasill) is out of place (Steinsland, 1979: 123). She thus questions 

Buggeʼs attempt to rearrange the stanzas, noted above. Steinsland stresses the way in 

                         
41 Speaking of a poet in this context is, of course, misleading because Völuspá was, in the same 
way as the other Eddic poems, preserved in oral tradition for centuries before being written down 
in Iceland during the twelfth and thirteenth century (see, for example, Gunnell, 1995: 182-185; 
Gísli Sigurðsson, 1999a: xv-xxiii; and Clunies Ross, 2016: 12-21). 
42 In her article, Steinsland acknowledges that the measuring aspect of the miötviðr might also be 
connected to “mål i romlig mening” (Steinsland, 1979: 122). Neither the Icelandic literary scholar 
Gísli Sigurðsson, in his edition of Eddukvæði (1999), nor Gísliʼs fellow countrymen and literary 
scholars Jónas Kristjánson and Vésteinn Ólason, in their edition from 2014, elaborate on 
Steinslandʼs ideas regarding space or time in relation to miötviðr (Gísli Sigurðsson, 1999a-1999b: 
ix-lxiv and 3-5; and Jónas Kristjánson and Vésteinn Ólason, 2014: I 91-137 and 291). Gísli writes: 
“mjötviður: askur Yggdrasils sem afmarkar heiminn” (Gísli Sigurðsson, 1999b: 5), while Jónas and 
Vésteinn phrase it in this way: “mjötviðr: merkiviður, viður sem setur heiminum mörk” (Jónas 
Kristjánson and Vésteinn Ólason, 2014: I, 291). The Icelandic philologist Finnur Jónsson (1858-
1934) nonetheless recognised both aspects, writing in his Lexicon Poeticum (1931): “mjötviðr, […] 
det træ som betegner, bestemmer, verdens mål, alder, verdens livstræ” (Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 
410). 
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which the world-tree in various forms is connected to the progress of time throughout 

the poem, and proposes that ragnarök (triggered by Baldrʼs death) underlines yet 

another aspect of the world-tree in the shape of the mistletoe (Steinsland, 1979: 140-

141), argueing that “man har ikke vært oppmerksom på at mistelteinen og 

verdenstremotivet i Vsp hører sammen43” (Steinsland, 1979: 140). The final version of 

the tree that Steinsland recognises in Völuspá is the “hlautviðr”, which emerges after 

ragnarök in the new world in stanza 61, and according to Steinsland “er det nye 

verdenstreet” (Steinsland, 1979: 146; see also Chapter 6.2).  

In this way, Steinsland opens up a new perception of trees in the environment 

being connected to the seasons passing, and the passing of years and generations. For 

her, the tree is a central vehicle and symbol to understand the world, something also 

reflected in the village tree as the “tuntre”, which would have been ever present in both 

the daily Iron-Age and Viking-Age landscape, and in the sacred topography. 

Yet another angle is presented in the dissertation, Initiation, liminalitet og 

tilegnelse af numinous viden from 2003, in which the Danish historian of religion Jens 

Peter Schjødt discusses, among other things, the myth of Óðinnʼs hanging found in stanza 

138-141 of Hávamál. For Schjødt, this account, which again focuses on a tree, is basically 

an initiation myth, in which the initiand travels to other worlds. Schjødt is thus very much 

in line with Ström, who earlier saw trees as gateways to the world of wisdom and 

knowledge and of the dead, as noted above. In the anthology Ordning mot kaos from 

2004 in the chapter “Kosmologimodeller og mytekredse” Schjødt elaborates on his 

theory expressed earlier in 1990 concerning the horizontal and vertical axis in pre-

Christian cosmology. Here Schjødt argues, in line with his dissertation, that Óðinn is 

mainly connected to the vertical axis and travels along this axis to the underworld to 

obtain knowledge. At the same time, Schjødt proposes that Þórr is connected to the 

horizontal axis, on the basis of his regular travels to Útgarðr (Schjødt, 2004: 125). Here 

one might bear in mind the fact that Jacob Grimm associated Þórr directly with oaks, so 

while it might earlier have been seen as “mänsklig fantasi” (Rydberg, 1886-1889: I, 303), 

there might be some sense in the idea of a world-tree (an oak) “sem liggande horisontelt 

i världsrymden” (Rydberg, 1886-1889: I, 303; see also Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 17), an idea 

                         
43 Of course, this idea had been earlier suggested by Turville-Petre, as mentioned above in 
Chapter 2.5. 
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that was earlier rejected by Rydberg, as mentioned earlier in Chapter 2.3. Schjødt 

certainly sees no problems in the existence of two systems existing side by side, because 

“de to kosmossystemer [appear] som spatiale replikker på forskellige problematikker, 

som har eksisteret i samfundet” (Schjødt, 2004: 132). Despite being a structuralist,44 

Schjødtʼs approach has a phenomenological twist to it. Indeed, he has agitated for the 

use of phenomenology when using comparativism to throw further light on Old Nordic 

religions and mythology (Schjødt, 2012: 279-280). 

Yet another idea regarding the world-tree that has not yet been addressed in this 

historiography is the idea of the world-tree being associated with the Milky Way. In an 

article from 2006, the Estonian folklorist Andres Kuperjanov acknowledges that: 

 
it is very likely that a traditional sky map could have been used in these 

regions [Iceland] in the 13th century (and, of course, much earlier), on 

the basis of which constellations had been named/interpreted 

according to a given mythology (Kuperjanov, 2006: 56: My italics). 

 
He continues by addressing the ideas of Icelandic Canadian scholar Björn Jónsson 

(1920-1995) who at the outset in his book Stjarnvísi í Eddum (1989) states that “uppistaða 

goðsagnatúlkunar þeirra sem hér verður sett fram er sú að askur Yggdrasils sé 

Vetrarbrautin” (Björn Jónsson, 1989: 23). Kuperjanov is in agreement with Björn and 

states that “identifying the large ash tree Yggdrasil with the Milky Way is a logical 

solution” (Kuperjanov, 2006: 56). Indeed, the Icelandic literary scholar and folklorist Gísli 

Sigurðsson is in agreement with both Björn and Kuperjanov, arguing that “the idea of the 

Star Myths of the Eddas thus marks a new starting point for the study of Old Norse 

mythology” (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2014: 198). In addition to Snorra Edda, Gísli, like Björn, 

focuses, on Grímnismál in which the tree plays a central role (stanzas 25-26, 31-32, 34-

35, and 44). Both see this tree as reflecting the Milky Way, Gísli stating that “the gods and 

                         
44 Within anthropology and social sciences, the term structuralism is essentially linked to the ideas 
formulated by the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) (Bloch, 2012: 670). 
Lévi-Strauss sought inspiration in structural linguistics to describe, among other things, universal 
mythical human thought “in terms of relations of opposition, inversion, symmetry, substitution 
and permutation” (DʼAnglure, 2012: 426: My italics). Structural approaches to the Old Nordic 
world view are also applied by Danish anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup for example in her article 
“Cosmology and Society in Medieval Iceland” from 1981. They are also apparent in Margaret 
Clunies Ross’ Prolonged Echoes published in two volumes from 1994 and 1998. 
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their dwellings and the world tree [are] the stars, the planets, the sun and the moon, and 

the Milky Way” (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2014: 185). 

Similar ideas are reflected in the work of the Swedish ethnologist and historian of 

religion Åke Hultkrantz (1920-2006), who also recognised the potential of using 

comparative studies of religion, drawing on material from the circumpolar area in order 

to throw light on the Old Nordic religions. In his contribution to the anthology Shamanism 

and Northern Ecology (1996), Hultkrantz notes the perception of the Milky Way as the 

world-tree among some of the Siberian tribes (Hultkrantz, 1996: 42), although he himself 

makes no direct comparison between the Norse/Nordic world-tree and the Milky Way. 

Schjødt however, has raised doubts to this argument stating that it is only from Snorri 

that we get the idea that the gods are situated in the sky, none of the older sources ever 

talking about the gods (or trees) being situated there. As he notes, the gods and other 

beings might travel through the sky, but “derudover må den betragtes som tom” 

(Schjødt, 2004: 125).  

So far in this historiography of the study of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions 

has for the most part been based on literary sources, although archaeological material 

has been referred to by scholars addressing Old Nordic religions from quite an early point 

in time (for example, Ström in Nordisk Hedendom, 1961; and Turville-Petre, 1975: 241-

243). It is in the nature of things that differentiation between sacred trees and secular 

trees in the archaeological record can be very difficult to pinpoint. Indeed, it is often 

essential to discuss more subtle issues such as context and traces of practices if we want 

to assess whether a tree would have been considered sacred. The same applies to images 

of trees found in iconography in the material cultural which has received comparatively 

little attention from the scholars that have been addressed so far.  

Generally, in the recent past, Adam of Bremen’s account has been considered as 

being unreliable as a contemporary source on Viking-Age paganism45 (Sanmark, 2002: 

24). Indeed, scholars have questioned various issues in the account, among other things, 

with regard to the “templum” (Adam of Bremen, 1917: 257; see, for example, Olsen, 

1966: 116-166), and the tree (see, for example, the discussion in Läffler, 1911: 618-624). 

                         
45 Scholarly opinions about Adam of Bremen’s account are changing rapidly these years due to 
new finds at Gamla Uppsala, which lend support to Adam’s account (see, for example, Ljungkvist, 
2015: 21-45). 
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However, a find in 1984 during the renovation project of the Frösö church in Jämtland in 

Sweden led to an archaeological investigation which caused ground swells in the scholarly 

discourse regarding Old Nordic religions and trees. Underneath the church floor close to 

the altar a decomposed tree stump was found and “runt resterna av [the] förmultnad 

stubbe låg en mängd djurben” (Hildebrandt, 1985:10). The tree stump was later 

identified as a birch tree (Iregren, 1989: 120). The Swedish historian of religion Britt-Mari 

Näsström has used this find to conclude that: 

 
Offerträdets centrala plats i kulten accentueras genom parallellen till 

världsträdet Yggdrasil og skapelsen av kosmos vilket sker genom 

offret av Ymer […] offerfynden under Frösö kyrka kan således vittna 

om ett mycket dramatiskt skede i Jämtlands historia […] och framför 

allt om trädets centrala roll i kulten som sinnebild för den kosmiska 

ordningen (Näsström, 1996: 80-81). 

 
The Frösö finds have since been echoed by finds of bones around other trees, for 

example, lined along the processual route to Gamla Uppsala (Beronius Jörpeland, 2015: 

87-89 and 99-118; and Okänt monument upptäckt, 2018), and in “The Sacred Grove at 

Lunda” (Anderson, 2006: 195-199) in central Sweden. It is apparent now that archaeology 

has a great potential for providing a solid framework to reflect and explain the role of 

trees in the Old Nordic religions, especially as part of interdisciplinary scholarly discourse. 

One of the archaeologists who has worked closely with cosmology, beliefs and world view 

in recent years is the Swedish archaeologist Anders Andrén (see, for example, articles 

“Doors to other Worlds: Scandinavian Death Rituals in Gotlandic Perspectives” [1993] 

and “Behind Heathendom: Archaeological Studies of Old Norse Religion” [2005]). Andrén 

was one of the main scholars behind the interdisciplinary project Vägar till midgård which 

was launched in 2000 in Lund, Sweden, and which has been responsible for 16 

publications regarding the religions and beliefs of pre-Christian Scandinavia, beginning 

with Plats och praxis (2002) (edited by the Swedish archaeologist Kristina Jennbert, the 

Danish historian of religion Catharina Raudvere and Anders Andrén) and ending with 

Andrénʼs own Tracing Old Norse Cosmology: The World Tree, Middle Earth, and the Sun 

from Archaeological Perspectives from 2014. The projectʼs publications include the 

multidisciplinary anthology Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspectives: Origins, 
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Changes, and Interactions from 2006, which also was edited by Andrén, Jennbert and 

Raudvere, and when read in its entirety shows clearly the potential of bringing together 

many different scholarly disciplines to shed further light on Old Nordic religions. 

Chapter two of Tracing Old Norse Cosmology entitled “In the Shadow of 

Yggdrasill” is a summation of Andrénʼs previous work on aspects of trees in Old Nordic 

religions over the last decade, following the article “Doors to other Worlds” from 1993 

which set the tone for what followed. In this article Andrén follows in the footsteps of 

the earlier post-processualists46 when discussing the picture stones on the Swedish island 

Gotland, which he sees as providing insights into earlier mortuary practices, arguing that 

the stones should be understood in connection to graves, as a form of “materialised 

ideology” (Andrén, 1993: 33). This point of view opens up a new approach to the trees, 

wooden objects and tree representations found elsewhere in the archaeological record. 

The chapter in Tracing Old Norse Cosmology gives one of the most coherent accounts of 

the role of trees in Old Nordic religions, most importantly in its discussion of tree 

representations. Andrén argues, among other things, that the three-pointed stone 

settings often found in relation to burial sites, and especially to Iron-Age cremation 

customs in many areas in Scandinavia (Andrén, 2014: 52-53) should be understood as 

representations of trees, “based on the similarity in the shape of three-pointed stone 

settings and Yggdrasill” (Andrén, 2014: 51), which in Grímnismál (stanza 31) is described 

as having three roots. At the same time, however, Andrén recognises that archaeology at 

best can only demonstrate the complexity of ideas regarding the world-tree Yggdrasill 

“which cannot be reduced to a primordial and unchanging idea” (Andrén, 2014: 65). The 

complexity of the Old Nordic cosmology and the various tree names in medieval literature 

was earlier recognised by Andrén in 2004 when he stated that: 

 
I den norröna kosmologien framstår alltså trädet som en mycket tydlig 

men komplex tankefigur. Därför menar jag att vi inte bör uppfatta 

                         
46 Post-processual archaeology is in many ways in opposition to processual archaeology, although 
they do overlap (Hodder, 2012: 7). Processual archaeology reflected a break with the 
predominant archaeological discourse at the time. Its aim, when it emerged in the 1960ʼs, was to 
be scientific and objective. The post-processual archaeology of the 1980s was more concerned 
with exploring individual human experience (Henson, 2012: 54-57), meaning that the two 
approaches reflect a division “between universal rationalism and positivism, on the one hand, 
and contextual, critical reflexivity, on the other” (Hodder, 2012: 8). 
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Yggdrasil som det egentliga världsträdet, utan snarare bör se 

Yggdrasil, Mímameiðr, Læraðr och Völsungs träd, liksom möjligen “det 

vindiga trädet”, “mått-trädet” och “galgträdet”, som variationer på 

ett gemensamt trädtema (Andrén, 2004: 393). 

 
In this way, Andrén is in line with many other contemporary scholars who have 

emphasised aspects of regional, social and individual diversity within the Old Nordic 

religions (see, for example, Mckinnell, 1994; Wellendorf, 2006; Brink, 2007; and Gunnell, 

2011).  

Three other articles in the anthology Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspectives 

explicitly deal with aspects of trees in Old Nordic religions. In a comparative study, the 

Swedish historian of religion Anders Hultgård makes use of solely textual material to 

argue that the Askr and Embla myth found in Völuspá (stanzas 17-18) “reflect[s] mythic 

ideas on the origin of mankind from trees that were part of a common Indo-European 

heritage” (Hultgård, 2006: 62), while in another article, the Swedish archaeologist Gunnar 

Andersson explores the archaeological remains of a sacred grove at Lunda in Sweden. 

Despite the interdisciplinary agenda of the anthology, it is noteworthy that both Hultgård 

and Andersson stay remarkably true to their own field of scholarship. The Danish 

mythologist and writer Henning Kure is equally one-sided in his contribution, and makes 

solely use of the medieval Icelandic written material in his discussion regarding the 

“Hanging on the World Tree.” Kureʼs article should be seen in connection to the quote by 

Hultgård mentioned above, in that like various scholars before him Kure elaborates the 

need to consider the idea of the relationship between humans and trees in the past. Kure 

suggests that one should consider a phenomenological experience of trees as being living 

beings like humans and proposes that actually two ashes should be recognised within the 

Eddic poetry — the man Askr, and the tree Yggdrasill (Kure, 2006: 71). In this context, he 

argues that the name of the world-tree Yggdrasill, which is usually interpreted as Óðinnʼs 

horse (Lindow, 2002: 319; and Simek, 2007: 375) should actually be understood as one 

of the many heiti of Óðinn (Kure, 2006: 70).  

This approach is echoed to some degree in the recent article “Eddic Performance 

and Eddic Audiences” by British-Icelandic folklorist Terry Gunnell which deals with the 

potential performance of Grímnismál. In the article, which is found in the anthology A 
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Handbook to Eddic Poetry (2016), Gunnell elaborates on his earlier ideas regarding the 

creation of ritual space in the pagan Icelandic hall “where the goði himself [is] taking on 

the role of the god” (Gunnell, 2001: 24). Inside the hall, Gunnell argues: 

 
the roof [is transformed] into the heavens (held up by the dvergar), 

toward which the performer himself would be apparently reaching 

with his arms, possibly eventually taking on the role of Yggdrasill itself, 

standing amidst a grove of wooden pillars (Gunnell, 2016: 104: Italics 

original). 

 
While there are no direct references to such practices in the sources, Gunnell, 

building on the ideas of the English scholar of Scandinavian languages Bertha Phillpotts 

(1877-1932), has made convincing arguments over the last 20-25 years that some of the 

Eddic poems encompass dramatic features and were intended to be performed by 

“actors” (see, for example, Gunnell, 1995; 2006; and 2016).  

While the three recently mentioned scholars (Hultgård, Kure, and Gunnell) might 

be seen as following in a continuation of scholars such as Mannhardt, others have sought 

inspiration from those who have criticised such approaches. As already mentioned, 

Buggeʼs ideas of potential Christian influence on pagan poetry have understandably lived 

on to this day. In an article from 2009, for example, the Icelandic scholar of Icelandic 

medieval studies Torfi Tulinius argues that wording47 in the skaldic poem Sonatorrek, said 

to be by Egill Skalla-Grímsson and found in Egils saga, is actually under influence of the 

story of Aaronʼs rod found in Numbers Chapter 17 (Torfi Tulinius, 2009b: 712). The 

American Jesuit priest and scholar G. Ronald Murphy also ponders the relation between 

the pagan and Christian beliefs in his book Tree of Salvation from 2013, taking a similar 

point of view as Tulinius, arguing among other things that the pagan Norsemen let “the 

new faith speak to them through the art and poetic imagery, the language of their own 

Germanic religious culture” (Murphy, 2013: 2). Evidently, both Tulinius and Murphy 

                         
47 Torfi argues that the last part of stanza 5 in Sonatorrek: Það ber ég út / úr orðhofi / mærðar timbr 

/ máli laufgað (Egils saga, 1933: 248), is an extended metaphor which is typical to Egillʼs poetry. But 
while most of Egillʼs metaphors contains Old Nordic mythology, this one is based on a story from 
the Bible where Moses is ordered by God to tell the leaders of the twelve tribes to cut a wooden 
rod and carve the tribeʼs name om it. The rods Moses places in the tent where Moses comes to 
speak to God. The next morning the rod of the Levites has flourish and bear leaves (Torfi Tulinius, 
2009b: 710). 
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acknowledge the entanglement of pagan tradition and Christianity, an entanglement that 

seems only natural due to the cultural connections between Scandinavia and Christian 

Europe during the centuries prior to the acceptance of Christianity in Scandinavia (see, 

for example, Christiansen, 2006: 214-235; Douglas Price, 2015: 253-255 and 341; and 

Jesch, 2015: 8-10). With regard to trees, Murphy states that “Yggdrasilʼs trunk […] with a 

font of water at its base [would] have an effect on marking the interior of churches as 

holy places” (Murphy, 2013: 2) for pagan Nordic people. It might be argued that this 

statement echoes Gunnellʼs ideas regarding the creation of ritual space noted above, and 

certainly, the potential pagan influence on the Christian church spaces and Christian 

liturgy has also been recognised by Andrén among others (Andrén, 2002: 299-332). 

Similar ideas are expressed in the PhD dissertation from 2015 by Douglas Robert Dutton 

who concludes regarding ideas of the world-tree that “it is currently impossible to say 

unequivocally whether the motif is wholly Germanic or conflated once in contact with 

Christianised nations or individuals” (Dutton, 2015: 111). In his dissertation entitled An 

Encapsulation of Óðinn in which Dutton explores the practices of ritual hanging from 

trees during the late Iron Age and the Viking Age, the author nonetheless argues for the 

need to look beyond Christianity. As part of his conclusion Dutton states that ritual 

hanging was among other things a method of worship and a way to show gratitude to the 

gods (Dutton, 2015: 231). In this sense Dutton sheds light on a possible ritual practice and 

interaction with actual pre-Christian trees during the Iron Age, practice that might have 

served as a forerunner to the offerings of clothing made to the hultræer that Olrik and 

Ellekilde earlier referred to.  

A final recent scholar that needs to be considered in this context is British-Finnish 

folklorist Clive Tolley who in his book Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic (2009) 

devotes a whole chapter to “The Tree”. Tolley’s strength and main contribution to the 

discussion to the role of the tree in Old Nordic religions is his openness to the potential 

use of comparative material from ethnographic accounts from Siberia as part of the 

discussion about the Old Nordic world-tree, stating that: 

 
The world tree appears in a ritually developed form particularly 

among shamanic peoples such as the Ewenki or Sakhas. Hence the 

examples which are most promising for comparison with Norse myths 
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are unlikely to have acted as a source for them. […] Nonetheless, these 

examples illustrate the complexity of the imagery which may develop 

around the tre, and suggest ways of approaching the Norse Myths 

(Tolley, 2009: I, 312-313). 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

It is evident from the above discussion that even though an interest in the Old Germanic 

and Old Nordic religions is apparent among scholars, as far back as the first century, it is 

not until the beginning of the nineteenth century that a modern scholarly approach to 

the topic began to be employed. At the start, the focus was on trying to recreate the 

ancient cosmology and the place of trees within it, and most particularly the world-tree, 

which plays such a central role in Völuspá and Grímnismál. It is evident that the 

approaches taken by scholars to trees in Old Nordic religions are multiple and also that 

there are significant variations in the extant source material. This opens up the possibility 

of there being numerous interpretations, a fact that was pointed out by Rydberg at an 

early point. The importance of the world-tree in Old Nordic religions nonetheless remains 

a common thread in all the scholarly works, running from Finnur Magnússon, to Bugge, 

de Vries, Hultskrantz, Tulinius and Murphy, all of which draw somewhat on Snorriʼs 

earlier emphasis on Yggdrasill in his Edda under influence from Völuspá and Grímnismál. 

A new approach within the study of medieval literature, commonly referred to as, new 

traditionalism,48 nonetheless emerged in the 1970s and onward which had its roots in 

the work of the American literary scholars Milman Parry (1902-1935) and Albert Lord 

(1912-1991) (whose work will be returned to in Chapter 3.3). This new approach greatly 

affected the work of Gísli Sigurðsson, and might also explain some of the changes in 

approaches to text that can be recognised in the work of, for example, Gro Steinsland. 

Various new interpretations regarding trees have been proposed in recent years, but, in 

my view, Andrén is the only one who has been truly interdisciplinary in his approach, 

                         
48 New traditionalism is the school that followed on from the two main schools regarding the 
study of Icelandic medieval literature, freiprosa (reflecting to some degree the Romantic 
Nationalist approach) and buchprosa (reflecting the view-point of the school of modernity and 
positivism). The freiprosa and buchprosa terms were coined by the Swiss medieval scholar 
Andreas Heusler in 1913 (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2002: 19). New traditionalism included consideration 
of issues regarding, among other things, performance and the oral tradition in which stories and 
poems “seu opnar í báða enda” (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2002: 31). 
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simultaneously looking at the trees from many different angles, and understanding the 

importance of phenomenology.  

In the thesis that follows I will try to take a similar approach in my own attempt 

to throw further light on the how Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavians might have 

perceived and interacted with real living trees and how this might have affected their 

beliefs and mythology. It is not nonetheless within the scope of the thesis to further 

address in any depth arguments such as the Milky Way hypothesis. I will largely lean on 

Duttonʼs conclusion with regard to the question of potential Christian influence versus 

ancient Indo-European origin of trees in Old Nordic religions.  

In order to clarify issues regarding perception and interaction, I will be following 

Grønbechʼs earlier-mentioned suggestion, that “we must replace our geographically and 

spacially confined experience with the reality of primitive senses” (see Chapter 2.4; and 

Grønbech, 1931: 108), drawing on phenomenology and comparative studies as a means 

of attempting to step back in time. Such an approach should never be understood as 

mere childish “fantasy”. Indeed, as the English writer, poet and philologist J. R. R. Tolkien 

(1892-1973) wrote in his essay “On Fairy Stories”, published in the book Tree and Leaf 

(1964), “fantasy” and the application of imagination in itself is not childish, but rather “a 

natural human activity” (Tolkien, 2009: 18). In The Lord of the Rings, using the words of 

the hobbit Pippin to describe his first impression of the Ent, Treebeard, Tolkien tries to 

envision how “fantasy” might reflect experience: 

 
One felt as if there was an enormous well behind them, filled up with 

ages of memory and long, slow, steady thinking […] as if something 

that grew in the ground-asleep, you might say, or just feeling itself as 

something between root-tip and leaf-tip, between deep earth and sky 

had suddenly waked up, and was considering you with the same slow 

care that it had given to its own inside affairs for endless years 

(Tolkien, 2007: II, 603). 

 
It is noteworthy that Tolkien makes a clear distinction between the tree and 

Pippin in this account, a distinction he finds essential for myths and stories of animate 

trees to be able to emerge. As he states, “if men really could not distinguish between 
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frogs [trees] and men, fairy-stories about frog kings [animate trees] would not have 

arisen” (Tolkien, 2009: 18).  

Before outlining my own chosen methodology in more depth however, it is 

important to give an account of the methodologies employed in some of the most 

significant works that have been conducted into trees in different religious systems, 

considering them from both a historical perspective and one relating to approaches in 

contemporary anthropology. 
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3 Comparative Studies 

3.1 Introduction 

Because comparison with Indo-European, European folklore, and anthropological 

material have had a huge influence on the study of Old Nordic religions and furthermore 

will form part of this thesis, it is important to also give an account for how considerations 

of the tree, among other things as a religious symbol, have developed within the field of 

comparative religion studies over time. Of course, the tree as part of religious practice is 

found in numerous cultures ranging from ancient Rome, to Zambia, India, and as was 

mentioned in the previous chapter, among the Saami and Siberian tribes.  

As it has been the case regarding approaches to the tree in studies concerning Old 

Nordic religions, changes in approach, emphasis and discourse regarding trees can also 

be recognised over time within the study of comparative religion. As was noted earlier, 

the modern study of comparative religion as a scholarly field has its origin in nineteenth 

century and was closely related to ideas relating to cultural evolution. Two of the most 

significant proponents of placing religion, and then also beliefs in relation to trees within 

the scheme of cultural evolution were the earlier-mentioned English anthropologist Sir 

Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) and the Scottish anthropologist Sir James George 

Frazer (see Chapter 2.2.)  

 

3.2 Comparative Religion 

Tylorʼs book Primitive Culture was published in two volumes in 1871. Here Tylor traced 

“the course which the civilization of the world has actually followed” (Tylor, 1920: 16) 

arguing that “stages of culture may be compared” despite the fact that tribes “may differ 

in their bodily configuration and the colour of their skin and hair” (Tylor, 1920: I, 7). Tylor 

thus believed that contemporary primitive culture could throw light on a pre-historic 

European culture. Essential to Tylorʼs classification of the “primitive” is the concept of 

animism. As a theory of religion, British archaeologist Timothy Insoll argues that 

according to Tylor the origin of religion is found in animism which involves the attribution 

of life to inanimate objects (Insoll, 2011: 1005). Tylor himself states that “to the lower 

tribes of man, sun and stars, trees and rivers, winds and clouds, become personal 
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animated creatures, leading lives conformed to human or animal analogies” (Tyler, 1920: 

285: My italics).  

One of the most influential figures in the study of trees in comparative religion 

during the first years of studies into comparative religion was, of course, Sir James Frazer. 

Frazer included a whole chapter to the worship of trees in his The Golden Bough (1890).49 

Like Tylor, Frazer had a firm belief in evolutionary ideas and accentuated the aspects of 

animism together with his own emphasis on the belief in tree spirits (Frazer, 1925: 115-

120), drawing strongly on Mannhardt whose work was noted in Chapter 2.3. Based on 

this approach, Frazer states that: 

 
From the foregoing review50 of the beneficent qualities commonly 

ascribed to tree-spirits, it is easy to understand why customs like the 

May-tree or May-pole have prevailed so widely and figured so 

prominently in the popular festivals of European peasants (Frazer, 

1925: 120).  

 
Frazer thus extended Tylorʼs comparative framework to encompass the living 

traditions of his own time (in a similar way to that later employed by Olrik and Ellekilde 

in Nordens gudeverden), connecting this belief in animate trees to festivals and rituals, 

ritual being essentially beliefs put in action (see for example Bell, 2009: 3-9; and 

Schechner, 2013: 52-88) (Ritual will be discussed further in Chapter 4.6.)  

The next key step forward in the field of comparative religion came in the work of 

the French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) who wrote his Les formes 

élémentaires de la vie religieuse in 1912, the book being translated into English in 1915. 

In this influential book Durkheim addressed various aspects of religious life which, 

according to Durkheim, represented the glue that held societies together. For Durkheim, 

beliefs and the religious outlook on life “imply a division of things into sacred and 

profane” (Durkheim, 1964: 167), an emphasis which can clearly be recognised a few 

decades later, in the work of one of the most important contributors to comparative 

                         
49 The Golden Bough was published in two volumes in 1890, in three volumes in 1900, and in 12 
volumes in the third edition which was published between 1906 and 1915. 
50 The review included, among other places, material from Lithuania, India, Polynesia and Congo. 
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religion studies, Mircea Eliade, whose work on Nordic religion was mentioned in the 

previous chapter.  

Before discussing Eliade’s wider role in comparative religion however, I would first 

like to address the work of the Finnish sociologist and historian of Religion Uno (Harva) 

Holmberg (1882-1949) and another lesser known scholar, Scottish philosopher Alexander 

Porteous (1860-1943)51 and the contribution they both made to considering the role of 

trees in a comparative religion framework.  

Holmberg drew on a variety of ancient cultures in his comparative study of the 

tree of life which was published in his book Der Baum des Lebens in 1922, a work which 

in many ways can be seen as following on from the earlier work of Mannhardt. In this 

book, Holmberg addresses various issues regarding the symbolic meaning of the world-

tree which is rising from the centre of the Earth or the sky (Holmberg, 1996: 67). 

Holmberg claims that:  

 
Der Lebensbaum wird zum Hort des ganzen Hauses, der 

Familienbaum zum Sinnbild und Heiligtum der gesamten 

Dorfgemeinde (Holmberg, 1996: 69). 

 
The tree of life becomes a place of refuge to all in the house, the family 

tree becomes a symbol and sanctuary for the entire village. 

 
A few years after Der Baum des Lebens, Alexander Porteous’ The Forest in Folklore 

and Mythology (1928) was published. In this book Porteous covers many aspects of the 

beliefs connected to trees in a cross temporal and cross-cultural comparison, running 

from Burma to Brazil and from South Africa to Scandinavia. Among other things, he 

considers issues ranging from peopleʼs transformation into trees, and the disposal of the 

dead in trees, to the Yule log. The book makes an intriguing read with a great deal of 

information, much of which is of course difficult to verify. Indeed, a minor error can be 

found in the book regarding Porteousʼs account of the myth regarding Þórr and the 

rowan, mentioned earlier (see Chapter 2.2). In his reference to the myth Porteous 

                         
51 There is very little information regarding Alexander Porteous available. The year of his birth, 
1860, should be accurate, but the proposed year of death, 1943, involves a good deal of 
uncertainty. 
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provides the rowan with agency, talking of “a Rowan tree voluntarily bending to enable 

him [Þórr] to grasp it” (Porteous, 2017: 217), agency which is not found in Snorra Edda. 

The book is nevertheless an insightful account, even though it is admittedly a child of its 

time, placing an emphasis on a rational scientific world-view (in line with the positivism 

mentioned in relation to Sophus Bugge, see Chapter 2.4). In relation to the earlier-

addressed forests and tree spirits, for example Porteous points out that: 

 
In the Forest of Longboel in Normandy, when the wind blows 

melodiously through the trees, the peasants imagine they hear the 

voices of the ancient verderers, the guardians of the forest, the spirits 

of whom return to their old familiar haunts (Porteous, 2017: 28: My 

italics). 

 
Porteous nonetheless does discuss various relevant issues regarding the world-

tree, which, as has been shown in the previous chapter, have come to play a significant 

part in the scholarship on the Nordic cosmology. 

As noted above, one of the most important publications on comparative religion 

in the twentieth century is Traité dʼhistoire des religions by Mircea Eliade from 1949, 

which was translated into English in 1958. Even though many concepts and ideas of 

Eliade’s are no longer considered valid by contemporary scholars (see Chapter 2.5) the 

Australian historian of religion Carole M. Cusack nevertheless points out that “any 

investigation of sacred trees cannot proceed freely without reference to Eliade and the 

employment of Eliadean categories” (Cusack, 2011: 7).  

At the outset, in Chapter 8 in the book, Eliade suggests the need for a “provisory 

classification of the vast material that faces us” (Eliade, 1996: 266), in order to throw light 

on the religious function of trees. His classification then consists of seven items (given 

here in abbreviated versions): 

 
a) The pattern of the stone-tree-altar.  

b) The tree as image of the cosmos. 

c) The tree as a cosmic theophany. 

d) The tree as a symbol of life. 

e) The tree as the centre of the world and supporter of the universe. 
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f) Mystical bonds between men and trees. 

g) The tree as symbol of the resurrection of vegetation. (Eliade, 1996: 266). 

 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, Eliade recognised among the 

Scandinavians (as well as among the Altaics) the image of the tree as the centre of the 

world and supporter of the universe. As opposed to Porteous however, Eliade paid less 

attention to the world of the spirits associated with trees than some earlier scholars, 

rejecting the earlier evolutionary approaches and their emphasis on animism (Eliade, 

1996: 7). As noted in the previous chapter, Eliade used the term “hierophany” to explain 

why a tree would be considered sacred. In his analysis, he underlines that hierophanies 

of trees and plants should be understood in relation to theophanies52 (that is, 

epiphanies53) (item c in his classification: Eliade, 1996: 278-280), stressing that it is as 

epiphanies that plants and trees “make childbirth easier, increase man’s generative 

powers, and assure fertility and wealth” (Eliade, 1996: 278).  

Eliade makes two important observations in his conclusion in the book regarding 

sacred trees. First of all, he draws attention to the fact that trees have always formed 

part of a larger cosmology but that “there has never been any real vegetation cult, any 

religion solely built upon plants and trees” (Eliade, 1996: 325) (the idea of a vegetation 

cult had formed the basis of Mannhardt’s Wald- und feldkulte). Secondly and more 

importantly, Eliade highlights the importance of connecting the phenomenology of trees 

(for example, as a symbol of resurrection) to actual practice. He argues that the main 

difference between the world-tree and the May procession (the May tree in Frazer’s 

thesis) was essentially “the difference between a cosmological ideogram and a ritual 

(Eliade, 1996: 324: Italics original). Eliadeʼs conclusion was that: 

 

                         
52 The manifestation of God or a god to a person (Theophany, 2018). 
53 Eliade uses the terms “epiphany” and “theophany” as equivalents when he addresses issues 
dealing with gods and divine spirits in trees (Eliade, 1996: 278). According the on-line Oxford 
Dictionary, theophany is “a visible manifestation to humankind of God or a god” (Theophany, 
2018), while epiphany, besides being “the manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles as represented 
by the Magi (Matthew 2:1-12)” is used to describe “a manifestation of a divine or supernatural 
being” (Epiphany, 2018). It is thus the context of the experience and the way in which the “being” 
within a tree is perceived by the individual human being that lies behind the decision about which 
term should be used in any given situation. 
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It is not the natural phenomenon of spring, the actual occurrence 

itself which inspires the rituals of springtime, but it is, on the contrary, 

the ritual which confers its significance upon the coming of spring; it 

is the symbolism and the ceremonial which show the full meaning of 

the renewal of nature (Eliade, 1996: 325). 

 
What is important regarding Eliade’s conclusion, in my view, is the emphasis 

placed on the relations between perceptions and practices. Whether it is the natural 

phenomenon that gives rise to rituals, or the ceremonial symbolism of the rituals that 

gives meaning to the natural phenomenon is, in my view, open to question. At the end 

of the day, it is probably a dynamic between the two that creates the complete world 

view and cosmology. Indeed, Eliadeʼs structural approach is one part of his ideas that is 

considered no longer valid. 

Nearly 30 years later, another approach was introduced when the American 

historian of religion Stephen Reno used trees as a case study in his article “Religious 

Symbolism: A Plea for a Comparative Approach” which was published in the journal 

Folklore in 1977. In the article, Reno explains how the phenomenology of religion as a 

form of comparative methodology can effectively throw light on religious symbolism. To 

a large extent, Reno is in line with Eliade, but underlines nonetheless that the 

phenomenological approach he proposes “does not seek an explanation of phenomena, 

but only a description” (Reno, 1977: 77: Italics original). In this article Reno discusses two 

distinct but also associated symbolic motifs, as he terms them: Firstly, the aspect of a 

“great tree which extends from earth to heaven” and secondly, the various aspects of 

“the very source of life and regeneration” (Reno, 1977: 78) Both are applied to the sacred 

trees which he recognises as one of the most significant symbols of mythology and 

religious iconography. In the same way as Eliade, Reno proposes in his article a careful 

classification of these two motifs. Reno understands the tree of life as, among other 

things, the embodiment of the life principle in relation to fertility, sexuality and so forth. 

He also sees a profound connection between the tree of life and the sacred life-giving 

waters of creation and immortality (Reno, 1977: 79-80), both of which are seen by Reno 

in association with the “cosmic tree”, as Reno terms it. According to Reno, the cosmic 

tree also comprises of various features enabling it to act as a link between cosmic zones; 
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the abode of deities; the centre of the universe; as a synonym for the tree of knowledge; 

and an instrument for divination (Reno, 1977: 80). While the main aim of Renoʼs article 

was to show the benefits of interdisciplinary comparative religion studies (Reno, 1977: 

81), he nevertheless makes some insightful claims with regard to sacred trees, for 

example, connecting the tree of knowledge to the cosmic tree at the centre of the 

universe. 

The earlier-mentioned Carole M. Cusack published her book Sacred Trees: Ancient 

and Medieval Manifestations in 2011. Cusackʼs study concentrates on the sacred tree in 

the ancient and medieval areas in Europe, focusing on two aspects of the sacred tree, the 

axis mundi and the imago mundi.54 In her book, Cusack criticises Eliadeʼs work for being 

full of “ahistorical and quasi-theological theoretical formulations” (Cusack, 2011: 7), at 

the same time accepting his importance to the study of comparative religion, as has been 

mentioned above. Cusack also states that she plans to go beyond Renoʼs solely 

descriptive phenomenology of sacred trees (Cusack, 2011: 2). The aim of her study is to 

“investigate the meanings ascribed to sacred trees” (Cusack, 2011: xiv) and in order to do 

this she, among other things, draws on the work of the British anthropologist Mary 

Douglas (1921-2007) regarding the nature of symbolism, symbolic systems being seen 

here as a human cultural product which needs to be understood on the basis of the social 

system that engendered them (Cusack mentions in particular Douglas’ book Natural 

Symbols (1970): Cusack, 2011: 4). In a similar manner to Andrén’s discussion of the three-

pointed stone settings as tree representations, Cusack addresses what she terms as 

“tree-derived monuments”, as well as other aspects of sacred trees. An example of her 

approach to the symbolic meaning of tree-derived monuments is Cusack’s description of 

a ritual in ancient Rome in which stones were placed at boundaries on the top of burned 

offerings. Cusack argues: 

 
These ceremonies were not merely for establishing the boundary 

marker; every year the landowners between whose lands the markers 

stood met at or near them and offered sacrifice again. Ovid addressed 

a boundary stone (also the god Terminus) “whether you are a stone 

or a stake fixed in the ground, you too have numen.” A Terminus stone 

                         
54 Imago mundi means the image of the world (Cusack, 2011: xv). 
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stood on the Capitoline Hill in Rome, between the Forum and the 

Campus Martius, and was venerated there. It is not known whether 

this was because it was the site of an ancient boundary, or as a 

representative of all such stones. If the latter was the case, that would 

suggest that the Terminus stone on the Capitol was an axis mundi, 

which was replicable elsewhere through the medium of all other 

boundary stones (Cusack, 2011: 53. Italics original). 

 
In this quote it is evident that Cusack understands the stone to be a symbol of 

both a tree and the axis mundi within the Roman society, as well as being a cultural 

product of the Roman social system. Here one can see that Cusack has added a useful 

new level to the descriptive phenomenology of Reno. 

 

3.3 Anthropology 

“The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there” (Hartley, 2000: 5). These 

opening lines in Leslie Poles Hartley’s novel The Go-Between from 1953 explicitly 

underlines many of the problems that the scholars addressed so far in this thesis have 

faced. They nonetheless also point to a possible solution, namely that one should 

consider the studies of people living in foreign countries, by using anthropological 

approaches. The benefits of using anthropological theory and method to throw light on 

the past has been acknowledged by, among others, the Icelandic historian Helgi 

Þorláksson, who, in an article from 1987, states that “íslenska þjóðveldið hefur vakið 

athygli mannfræðingar”55 (Helgi Þorláksson, 1987: 89) before going on to underline his 

own use of anthropological theory as a means of analysing early medieval Iceland.  

This anthropological approach to Icelandic history is echoed in the article “Ný 

bókfestukenning” by the Icelandic literary scholar Arngrímur Vídalín, who opens up the 

question of oral tradition. In his article, Arngrímur states that the “mannfræðiskóli [er] 

mjög við lýði í miðaldafræðum um þessar mundir en einkum innan þjóðfræðinnar” 

(Arngrímur Vídalín, 2015: 129). As Arngrímur notes, one of the most recent contributions 

                         
55 Other anthropological works on medieval Iceland include, among others, Victor Turner’s article 
“An Anthropological Approach to the Icelandic Saga” from 1971; Kirsten Hastrup’s article 
“Defining a Society: The Icelandic Free State Between Two Worlds” from 1984; and E. Paul 
Durrenberger and Suzan Erem’s book chapter, “Stratification without a State: Medieval Iceland” 
in Anthropology Unbound: A Field Guide to the 21st Century from 2010. 
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to this work is Gísli Sigurðsson’s Túlkun Íslendingasagna í ljósi munnlegrar hefðar (2002), 

in which Gísli makes effective application of the ethnographic material collected among 

Serbo-Croatian poets by the earlier-mentioned Milman Parry and Albert Lord (see 

Chapter 2.6), and their theories regarding oral tradition, published in Albert Lord’s The 

Singer of Tales (1960). Gísli states that on the basis of Parry’s and Lord’s work “töluverð 

framþróun hefur orðið í skilningi á formúlunni”56 (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2002a: 43). 

If we consider the work of Frazer and Tylor, who have both been designated as 

anthropologists, one notes that their methodologies are significantly different from the 

ethnographic participant observation method, which was introduced by the Polish-British 

anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski in his book Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922), 

a work which framed a new basis for anthropological studies. Unlike Parry and Lord’s 

work, Frazerʼs and Tylorʼs projects involved missionaries and colonial officials collecting 

data in the colonies, material then being used by anthropologists sitting at home in 

England, who made comparisons and drew conclusions (in much the same way as Tacitus 

and Adam of Bremen had done), leading them to be named “armchair anthropologists”.  

The method of conducting fieldwork and writing ethnographies introduced by 

Malinowski forced anthropologists to do more than merely “write up” the field-notes. As 

the American anthropologist Roger Sanjek states: 

 
If ethnographies can be seen as the building blocks and testing 

grounds of anthropological theory, ethnographies and the 

ethnographic process from which they derive are also shaped and 

moulded by theory […]. Fieldnotes are filtered and interpreted against 

comparative theory (Sanjek, 2012: 243-244). 

 
Such ethnographies lie at the base of the work of modern anthropologists who 

draw on comparison as part of their method. Indeed, the British anthropologist Alan 

Barnard quotes the renowned British anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1902-1973) as 

having said that “there is only one method in social anthropology, the comparative 

method” (Barnard, 2012a: 146). 

                         
56 The “formula” is defined in The Singer of Tales as “a group of words which is regularly employed 
under the same metrical conditions to express a given essential idea” (Lord, 1981: 30). 
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As in the case of the “töluverð framþróun” which, according to Gísli Sigurðsson, 

has occurred in the study of medieval literature as a result of considerations of the oral 

tradition, which draws on the ethnographic material of Parry, Lord and others as 

comparative material, I hope to benefit from the use of ethnographies in order to carry 

out a comparative analysis into the role of trees in Old Nordic religions. In order to do 

this however, it is important to take a brief look at the nature of earlier ethnographies 

and how anthropologists have talked about trees in the past.  

 Malinowskiʼs application of participant observation was effectively followed up 

by the British anthropologist Victor Turner (1920-1983) who carried out his fieldwork 

among the Ndembu tribe in Zambia in the 1950s, his conclusions then appearing in his 

book The Forest of Symbols in which various aspects of symbolism and ritual are 

examined. The mention of the forest here is very relevant for the present project, not 

least when Turner notes how, during the Nkangʼa puberty ritual of a young girl, the girl 

was placed at the foot of a young mudyi tree, which exudes a white latex in “milky beads 

if the thin bark is scratched” (Turner, 1970: 20). Turner then underlining how “the main 

theme of the Nkangʼa is indeed the tie of nurturing between mother and child, not the 

bond of birth” (Turner, 1970: 20-21: Italics original). Turner notes how: 

 
When discussing the milk tree symbolism in the context of the girlsʼ 

puberty ritual, informants tend to stress the harmonizing, cohesive 

aspects of the milk tree symbolism. They also stress the aspect of 

dependence. The child depends on its mother for nourishment; 

similarly, say the Ndembu, the tribesman drink from the breasts of 

tribal custom (Turner, 1970: 22). 

 
It is evident that in a similar way to the way in which Cusack regards Roman 

society, Turner is underlining here the role of the milk tree as a symbol in a ritual context, 

something which forms part of the social system in Ndembu society.  

Most important for this thesis is an entire anthology dealing with tree symbolism 

from an anthropological perspective which was published in 1998. In addition to a section 

dealing with theoretical aspects, The Social Life of Trees, edited by the British 

anthropologist Laura Rival contains a number of ethnographic accounts, which will be 

beneficial to the thesis.  
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Rivalʼs point of departure in her introduction is the fact that Frazer, in the Golden 

Bough, cites 114 beliefs and ritual practices relating to trees in 38 non-western cultures, 

a recurrence that, according to Rival, “must be accounted for” (Rival, 2001: 5). She goes 

on to stress the importance of trying to identify what human cultures share in common, 

and the significance of symbolism as a part of the toolkit involved in constructing cultural 

knowledge and memory (Rival, 2001: 5). As Rival points out, the ethnographies included 

in the anthology reveal the fact that trees are widely used “symbolically to make concrete 

and material the abstract notion of life” (Rival: 2001: 3), identifying “a strong correlation 

between the symbolic significance of trees and speculations about death and life” (Rival, 

2001: 23). Rival understands this correlation as stemming from the phenomenological 

experience of many tree species as outliving humans. In this way, she says, trees seem to 

transcend death, especially as they are alive but not really “alive” as animals and humans 

are (Rival, 2001: 23).  

This aspect of trees being “in between” is also addressed by the British 

anthropologist Roy Ellen in his contribution to the anthology. Ellen argues for an 

understanding of trees as being in between in the sense that they are alive but “unlike 

animals, which are visually autonomous and can wander as individuals, trees are like 

rocks and hills” (Ellen, 2001: 71). While the latter are perceived as dead, trees are alive. 

Ellen also addresses issues regarding groups of trees as opposed to individual trees, 

noting that “in some languages the word for tree is the same as that for forest” (Ellen, 

2001: 71).  

Such issues regarding groups of trees and individual trees are the focal point in 

the Japanese anthropologist Yasushi Uchiyamada’s chapter in The Social Life of Trees. 

Uchiyamada carried out his fieldwork among the Malayali people in South India and his 

ethnography deals with the nature and importance of sacred groves (kaavu), something 

that is especially relevant for this thesis. Uchiyamada makes an interesting observation 

in relation to the phenomenology of the kaavus, noting that while the lifespan of 

individual trees is variable, the kaavus themselves never disappear, because new trees 

are constantly emerging and replacing the dying ones. In this way, kaavus as a site is often 

recognised as a “place” prior to any man-made structures, existing prior to mankind itself. 

Uchiyamada argues that due to this fact “kaavus exist on a different timescale, as 

openings connecting this world to the nether world” (Uchiyamada, 2001: 181). 
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Uchiyamada also sees a clear symbolic distinction between planted trees and 

those naturally grown. The natural kaavu for the people he observed was a symbol and 

metonym of the life force (shakti), while planted trees that either grow out of a funeral 

pyre or are grown in proximity to the houses are associated with individual dead family 

members or the ancestors of the house (Uchiyamada, 2001: 178-181). The image of a 

funeral coconut tree in a cremation pit included in Uchiyamada’s account (Uchiyamada, 

2001: 178) undeniably brings to mind the ritual in ancient Rome to which Cusack drew 

attention (see Chapter 3.2 above), even though the symbolic meaning of a tree or tree-

derived monument placed over the remains of a burned down fire might not be the same.  

The meaning of trees as symbols in a ritual context is also addressed in the book 

by the French British anthropologist Maurice Bloch. Blochʼs chapter stresses the 

importance of remembering Turnerʼs emphasis on ritual symbols forming part of a 

process, and the argument by the French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-2009) 

that animals are a “good tool to think with” with regard to human societies. Bloch argues 

that plants are equally good in this role, noting the fact that plants might have been 

neglected in ethnographies in comparison to animals essentially due to issues involved in 

Turnerʼs ritual process. In short, the ritual killing of a plant is “a less spectacular subject 

for ethnographic films” (Bloch, 2001: 41). As Bloch argues, trees can be equally important 

to animals in a ritual context.57 

While comparatively few ethnographic monographs have dealt exclusively with 

trees and religion in recent years, the American scholar of religious studies David L. 

Haberman (who did his fieldwork in 2006 and 2008) published an important work called 

People Trees in 2013 which considers tree worshippers in Banaras, northern India. 

Needless to say, the more than 200 pages cover in some depth a range of aspects 

regarding the sacred trees that still play a key role in ritual and belief in northern India. 

In a detailed discussion, Haberman argues that tree worship in India has deep roots and 

predates the rise of Buddhism (Haberman, 2013: 99). However, it is the Buddhist stories 

that form the basis of Habermanʼs animist argument that personhood is not only limited 

to human beings (Haberman, 2013: 99-100). Indeed, many of Habermanʼs informers 

believe that trees have personhood, stating among other things: “This tree is a person 

                         
57 Bloch’s argument receives further support by, for example, Turnerʼs mudyi tree and 
Uchiyamada’s funeral coconut, mentioned above. 
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just like you and me” (Haberman, 2013: 4) and “all life has consciousness. You, me, this 

tree, all life forms. He [a pipal tree58] has soul (atma) just like you and me” (Habermann, 

2013: 75). This can go further: one woman stated that she actively worshipped the pipal 

tree in order to “develop a positive relationship (nata) with the tree” (Haberman, 2013: 

63). Haberman concludes that for the people he was observing, trees are experienced as 

sentient beings with whom one can have “a meaningful and mutually beneficial 

relationship” (Haberman, 2013:75). He thus argues that we need to reconsider animism 

(Haberman, 2013: 190) and not see it as a misconception that people (such as the Old 

Nordic) may attribute life to inanimate objects, as was noted in the beginning of this 

chapter. As Haberman notes, however: 

 
we will never know for certain about the nature of a tree — it seems 

the human lot is always to view the world through the glass darkly of 

some particular cultural lens, not to see directly (Haberman, 2013: 

199: My italics). 

 
Interacting ritually and making offerings are important parts of worshipping trees 

in Banaras, and naturally have a key role in Habermanʼs ethnography. The most 

fundamental offering made to trees in Banaras is the daily water offering whereby the 

water is poured onto the roots of the tree to nourish it (Haberman, 2013: 88). This 

seemingly simple ritual can form part of a quite spectacular larger whole, as, for example, 

on days when the new moon falls on a Monday, the Somvati Amavasya Vrat. Haberman 

describes the ritual in his account in the following way:  

 
After pouring small pots of water on its roots, they [eight women] 

circumambulate the stout tree clockwise 108 times; two wrap it with 

red and yellow cotton string […]. The women stop at their own 

personal altar set up at the base of the tree, making an offering [and] 

smear a dab of bright orange sindur paste to the trunk of the tree […]. 

As they finish their 108 orbits, each woman squats at the base of the 

tree and massages it with attentive affection (Haberman, 2013: 59). 

 

                         
58 According to Buddhist tradition, the pipal tree (Ficus religiosa) is the tree under which the 
Buddha sat when he attained enlightenment (Bo tree, 2018). 
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Haberman states that he even saw a few women embrace and kiss the tree, 

underlining that it becomes a space for personal interaction and worship (Haberman, 

2013: 61). As he argues, the watering ritual, however, can have another meaning than 

that of merely providing pure nourishment for the tree. Indeed, death rituals are also 

connected to pipal tree, which, in this context is, considered to become the abode of the 

recently deceased. In these rituals, small pots of water with small holes drilled in the 

bottom are hung in the tree. The water then drips slowly onto the tree to cool down the 

spirit of the cremated deceased (Haberman, 2013: 124-125). This symbolic connection 

between the tree and the dead, and/or burned offerings, clearly reflect other rituals we 

have witnessed earlier in this chapter. 

As mentioned above, Haberman argues that we need to reconsider ideas of 

animism and other issues in relation to the potential personhood of trees, an idea of 

course reflected in Tolkien’s discussion of trees in “Tree and Leaf” (see Chapter 2.7). This 

is indeed important if we are to make any progress in our attempt to understand other 

culturesʼ perception and understanding of the world. Two important recent publications 

dealing with these issues are the Danish anthropologist Rane Willerslevʼs Soul Hunters 

from 2007 and the American anthropologist Eduardo Kohnʼs How Forests Think from 

2013. Despite the fact that the two did their fieldwork in very different parts of the world, 

Willerslev among the Siberian Yukaghir and Kohn in the Amazonian rain forest among the 

Runa people, their approaches to the topics of their inquiry are similar.  

While it is not within the scope of this chapter to discuss Willerslevʼs argument in 

any detail, what I find most significant in his approach is his questioning of “truth”. 

Willerslev asks: 

 
So, whom should we believe? The various theorizing anthropologists, 

who argue that animism is best understood as either “erroneous 

thinking” or as “symbolic constructions of nature”, and that its real 

significance operates behind the backs of its indigenous practitioners? 

Or the Yukaghirs, who, along with other hunter-gatherers, hold that 

animals and other nonhumans possess qualities paralleling those of 

human selves or persons, qualities that come into view in the context 

of close mutual engagement? (Willerslev, 2007: 19). 
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Needless to say, Willerslev thinks the latter. While Kohn is indeed complex in his 

augmentation, his ideas are very much in line with this view, leading him largely to the 

same conclusion (even though Kohn’s methodology is a somewhat different from 

Willerslevʼs). Of key significance is Kohnʼs statement in the introduction to his book: 

 
The first step toward understanding how forests think is to discard our 

received ideas about what it means to represent something. Contrary 

to our assumptions, representation is actually something more than 

conventional, linguistic, and symbolic (Kohn, 2013: 8). 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

Evidently, when trying to get to the root of the pre-Christian Nordic understanding of 

trees, we must go beyond language and the symbolic, as both Willerslev and Kohn argue 

and indeed to some extent Haberman too. It is self evident to me that to take a similar 

position to Porteous and argue that the peasants in Normandy are “imagining” the spirits 

tells us more about Porteous than it does about the mindset of the Normandy peasants. 

What is important to be aware of is that terms and thus notions such as “symbolism”, 

“animism” and “ritual” are not created by the people themselves but are rather concepts 

of our own making which show us viewing “through the glass darkly of our own cultural 

lens” (Haberman, 2013: 199), as Haberman put it. These terms and notions are, of course, 

useful analytic tools. However, I believe that when examining other societies it is 

important to try to go beyond these terms and notions if we want to gain a realistic 

impression of how other cultures might view / have viewed their world. It is obvious that, 

in this context, working with ancient cultures, as Cusack does and I mean to do here, 

poses a bigger challenge than working with living people and living cultures, as both 

Willerslev and Kohn did. The main challenge for me with regard to using Willerslev and 

Kohn, is, of course, the fact that I cannot interact as directly with the Old Nordic people 

as they did with the people they were observing. I will have to let the Old Nordic people 

speak to me through the source material available to me. In the next chapter, I will 

nonetheless propose a methodology for working with the Old Nordic source material 

relating to trees, building among other things on the approaches of Willerslev and Kohn 

discussed above and those connected to phenomenology. It is unfortunately not within 

the scope of this thesis to address issues regarding social aspects in any depth, although 
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these naturally play a significant role in the anthropological approaches discussed in this 

chapter.  

It should be explicit at this point of the thesis, both in relation to this chapter and 

the previous chapter, that in comparative mythology various terms are applied to 

different images and ideas with regard to the sacred tree, and that there is not always a 

clear consensus within the scholarly milieu with regard to which term should be applied 

at any given time. So far, I have used the terms employed by the individual scholar under 

discussion at each time, but, in the next chapter, I mean to provide clear definitions, built 

on the discussion so far, which will be used in the discussion chapters. 
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4 Methodology  

4.1 Introduction 

It is naturally the purpose of any scholarly methodology to bring together various 

approaches and models in an attempt to enable these chosen approaches to “speak” 

together and potentially throw light on one another. Constructing multidisciplinary 

methodologies is designed to enable scholars to shed new light on their topic of research, 

and in this way, open new doors for interpretations and deepen understanding. In this 

chapter, I will discuss in some detail five different scholarly approaches that have been 

used to analyse human life and culture, and following on from this I will define the general 

methodology to be used in the thesis which I hope can open a new door with regard to 

the question of “sacred trees” in the Nordic countries, at least a crack. First however, it 

is necessary to provide a definition of the “sacred tree” in the Old Nordic world-view 

which can later be used in the discussion chapters. 

 

4.2 Definitions 

The idea of the “world-tree” in its various forms in different languages (as verdenstræ, 

världsträdet, weltbaum and so on) commonly appears in the scholarly literature dealing 

with the role of trees in the Old Nordic world-view. While scholars rarely explicitly define 

what they mean by this term, it is quite obvious that it refers to a comprehensive image 

containing various features and characteristics. Finnur Magnússon, for example, 

describes the Nordic world-tree Yggdrasill as both the “tree of knowledge” and the “tree 

of life” (see Chapter 2.3). In this sense, the world-tree term resembles that of the imago 

mundi and axis mundi noted by Carole Cusack (see Chapter 3.2). As noted in Chapter 2.3, 

Finnur’s reason for naming Yggdrasill the “tree of knowledge” is essentially because of 

the “well of wisdom” (“Mímis brunnr”) which can be found at its roots (Snorri Sturluson, 

2011: 17; and Grímnismál [stanza 31]), an aspect of Yggdrasill that is also underlined in 

the writings of Jens Peter Schjødt (2003) (see Chapter 2.6). The reason given by Finnur 

for naming Yggdrasill also as the “tree of life” is because of the tree’s association with the 

dew which falls to the earth and feeds the people, according to Völuspá (stanza 19) and 

Vafþrúðnismál (stanza 45). Finnur nonetheless goes somewhat further than this, 

suggesting the idea that human beings were also created from the world-tree (Völuspá 
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[stanza 17]), even though he does not explicitly relate this aspect of Yggdrasill to its role 

as the “tree of life”. This idea (humans forming part of the world-tree) is, of course, also 

reflected in the discussions of Anders Hultgård and Henning Kure (see Chapter 2.6). I 

personally think Finnurʼs approach is appropriate, and it forms a basis for how I mean to 

consider these three ideas about the tree in the Old Nordic world-view (the “world-tree”, 

the “tree of knowledge”, and the “tree of life”). While the “world-tree” will be the overall 

term used here, the terms “tree of knowledge” and “tree of life” effectively underline 

differences between two key aspects of the world-tree, the “tree of life” being related in 

some way to the physical body of the human being, while the “tree of knowledge” refers 

to the mind. 

 

4.3 Emic and Etic Models 

One of the most recent contributions to the discussion regarding methodology in Viking 

studies is the British historian of religion Luke John Murphyʼs59 PhD dissertation from 

2017. Luke Murphyʼs approach is clearly structural and as he puts it himself “deliberately 

polarised” (Murphy, 2017: 21). The object of Article A in Luke Murphy’s dissertation is to 

construct analytic models for use in the dissertation that follows. Here Luke Murphy 

underlines that all models are scholarly constructions, and in this sense, that they cannot 

wholly reconstruct any past reality (Murphy, 2017: 23). The models in question are thus 

to be understood essentially as a scholarly means to think. One of the key binary 

oppositions that Luke Murphy discusses in his dissertation is that which exists between 

emic and etic models. These terms are derived from the linguistic terms phonemic and 

phonetic, and were first coined to the study of culture by the American anthropologist 

Kenneth L. Pike (1912-2000) in 1954 (Barnard, 2012b: 220). In line with Luke Murphy, 

Alan Barnard stresses that emic models “are ultimately exogenous constructions […] they 

are not in themselves the native model” (Barnard, 2012b: 221). Luke Murphy sees the 

emic model as a bottom-up perspective, and the etic as top-down (Murphy, 2017: 24 and 

35) and points out, that one way to use emic models when analysing culture is to “draw 

on the cultural categories of the society under study” (Murphy, 2017: 26), as opposed to 

                         
59 In order to avoid confusing Luke John Murphy and the earlier-mentioned G. Ronald Murphy, in 
the text of the thesis I will refer to Luke John Murphy as Luke Murphy, and G. Ronald Murphy as 
Murphy. 
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etic models which draw on categories from outside the culture under study, and are 

mainly scholarly categories.  

One example of an emic category in the context of Old Nordic religions is seiðr, 

about which the British archaeologist Neil Price has written a fascinating dissertation 

which was later published as The Viking Way: Religion and War in Late Iron Age 

Scandinavia in 2002. On the basis of a detailed discussion covering material ranging from 

Viking-Age female graves containing iron staffs in Scandinavia to Evenki shamans in 

Siberian, Price proposes a war scenario in the Iron-Age Nordic world in which spells and 

charms were just as lethal as swords and spears (Price, 2002: 392-396). It is probable that 

someone working out from an etic model might not have considered such possibilities 

because seiðr as a local type of magic does not necessarily fit the common international 

understanding of the word “magic”.  

A classic example of an etic model, which is useful to the topic of this thesis, is the 

Linnaean taxonomy. This taxonomy system was intended to serve as a universal 

hierarchal system based on relative differences and similarities, in which bats, for 

example, were categorised as mammals. For quite obvious reasons, an emic model based 

in other cultures might put the bat into the same category as birds (Barnard, 2012b: 221). 

As with animals, the Linnaean taxonomy system groups trees into different categories 

which do not accord with the way in which trees are described in the Old Norse literature. 

A good example of this is the evergreen askr Yggdrasill in Völuspá (stanza 19), a tree 

which is commonly seen as being the European ash (Fraxinus exelsior) which is a 

deciduous tree. The ambiguity in the nature of the tree has long since indeed been 

acknowledged by scholars (see, for example, Läffler, 1911: 618-619; Turville-Petre, 1975: 

116; and Simek, 2007: 375-376), and stresses the need to consider the Old Norse word 

askr from the emic rather than the etic perspective, if we wish to fully understand 

Yggdrasill’s true nature — (I will return to this discussion in Chapter 8.3.) 

However, using cultural categories in this way is no certain means of 

understanding the society under study in the right manner, as Luke Murphy points out 

(Murphy, 2017: 26), because categories always need scholarly interpretation. It is thus in 

the nature of things that such an interpretation in connection to Old Nordic religions must 

be etic, because emic models are not in themselves the native model, as mentioned 

above, because they need scholarly interpretation. An example of such an interpretation 
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of an emic term is, the Danish archaeologist Lotte Hedeager’s interesting explanation of 

the Old Norse word ergi which has traditionally been seen etically in relation to “sexual 

perversion” (something which in the Old Nordic world included homosexuality: 

Hedeager, 2011: 117). Hedeager extends this meaning to encompass more complexity 

which is difficult to describe using an etic term drawn from contemporary English (or 

indeed any of the modern Nordic languages). She states that in emic terms “to become 

argr was to become soft, impotent and powerless” (Hedeager, 2011: 118). Following on 

from this, to be powerful for Old Nordic people, according to Hedeager, should be 

understood in relation to penetration either with words (for example by demeaning 

poetry), with weapons or with the phallus (Hedeager, 2011: 116-118). The critical emic 

meaning of the same term can of course be difficult to understand fully, something which 

can be clearly seen in the case of ergi, which, as demonstrated by Hedeager, might have 

a much more complex meaning than just that of sexual perversion. As noted in the 

previous chapter in relation to Cusackʼs work, working with historical material is always 

difficult, and undeniably makes the construction of emic models challenging. As Luke 

Murphy underlines, this is not helped by the fact that we often use the Old Norse and 

Icelandic texts from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries to shed light on Iron-Age 

Scandinavia (Murphy, 2017: 30). What emic models do, however, is force scholars to look 

beyond their own understanding of the world. They also encourage scholars to look for 

connections they might not otherwise consider if they limit themselves to terms and 

notions taken from their own everyday lives. (This is an approach which naturally justifies 

the application of anthropological comparative studies to Old Nordic material: see 

further Chapter 4.7.) 

A good deal of critique regarding the idea of wholly emic and etic models has 

nonetheless been put forward. Kenneth L. Pike for example, had a disagreement with his 

fellow countryman and anthropologist Marvin Harris (1927-2001). Pike saw etic models 

as a necessary means to getting at emic understandings, while Harris saw etic models as 

an end in themselves (Lett, 1996: 383). For Harris, culture does not have any direct 

parallels to the phonemic and phonetic aspects of languages and he thus overruled the 

possibilities of ever finding wholly emic models (Harris, 1976: 329-330). Like Pike 

however, Luke Murphy is in favour of trying to establish emic models, while at the same 

time warning us to be cautious, noting that emic models can confuse rather than clarify. 
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In order to shed light on this claim, Luke Murphy discusses the claims of the Norwegian 

archaeologist Preben Rønneʼs with regard to the interesting finds at Ranheim in Norway. 

These finds, Rønne claims, can easily be interpreted on the basis of the emic terms hörgr, 

hof and vé as they are used in the Old Norse texts. Luke Murphy finds such claims 

worrying (Murphy, 2017: 30). In this particular case he, in line with other scholars, 

recommends that we instead use etic terms such as “cult house” and “ritual area” rather 

than emic terms (Murphy, 2017: 31) because we cannot trust that the terms in the sagas 

meant the same in earlier times, or that the terms had the same meaning across the 

entire Old Nordic area. Luke Murphy nonetheless points to the fact that scholars who are 

often “working at one or other extreme of the methodological spectrum employ some 

aspects from their methodological opposite” (Murphy, 2017: 45). In short, most people 

work somewhere between the extremes, of the purely emic and the purely etic. As 

mentioned, the emic and etic models are both essentially binary scholarly models, each 

having a quite different perception as a point of departure for analysing culture. 

Phenomenology naturally deals with how the world is perceived by those inhabiting it 

and while scholars working with etic models do not necessarily need to consider anything 

outside their own contemporary perception, scholars trying to establish emic models are 

bound to consider other potential perceptions. In short, while the etic models are good 

points of departure for the analysis of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions, the search 

for emic models has the potential to take us further. 

 

4.4 Phenomenology 

As pointed out above, it is important to consider phenomenology if we wish to construct 

emic models. Phenomenology is an approach essentially designed to throw light on issues 

regarding the perception of the environment. As the British archaeologist Christopher 

Tilley makes it clear in his book A Phenomenology of Landscape (1994): 

 
The key issue in any phenomenological approach is the manner in 

which people experience and understand the world. Phenomenology 

involves the understanding and description of things as they are 

experienced by a subject (Tilley, 1994: 11-12). 
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The majority of books which deal with phenomenology start with a discussion of 

the works by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and the French 

philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) (see, for example, Tilley, 1994: 11-14; 

Willerslev, 2007: 20-24; and Ingold, 2011: 168-170). Essential to Heidegger was the 

aspect of dwelling in the world, whereby things are integrated into a set of practices for 

getting by (Ingold, 2011: 169). In a discussion regarding the eighteenth-century 

farmhouse in the Black Forest in southern Germany, for example, Heidegger shows how 

the craft of building the house sprung from the idea of dwelling. Among other things he 

states that: 

 
It [the farmhouse] did not forget the altar corner behind the 

community table; it made room in its chamber for the hallowed places 

of childbed and the “tree of the dead” — for that is what they call a 

coffin there: the Totenbaum - and in this way it is designed for the 

different generations under one roof the character of the journey 

through time. […] only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we 

build (Heidegger, 2001: 157-158: Italics original). 

 
In The Perception of the Environment (2000), the British anthropologist Tim Ingold 

stresses that this sense of dwelling involves an embodied presence (Ingold, 2011: 169), 

an idea which leads us to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who made it clear that “the body is 

the vehicle of being in the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 82). In his book Phénoménologie 

de la perception from 1945 (trans. into English in 1962), Merleau-Ponty elaborated on 

this fact in a complex discussion about the sensory experience by the separate senses 

and synesthesia.60 He argues that “the experience of the separate senses is gained only 

when one assumes a highly particularized attitude” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 225: My 

italics). In this way, according to Merleau-Ponty, the sensory experience is, different from 

a natural perception, because of this “highly particularized attitude”. This “attitude” is 

something I identify as being the essence of culture, which among other things consists 

of place names and narratives. Contrary to Merleau-Ponty, however, Ingold stresses that 

“culture is a framework not for perceiving the world but for interpreting it, to oneself and 

                         
60 Synesthesia is the production of a sense impression relating to one sense by the stimulation of 
another sense (synesthesia, 2018). 
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others” (Ingold, 1992: 52-53), These two views can nonetheless probably be seen as going 

hand and hand, supporting each other rather than being separate positions. 

In A Phenomenology of Landscape, Tilley provides a detailed account of how 

narratives are not only integrated in the environment but also influence the way in which 

it is perceived. Tilley draws on Heideggerʼs idea of dwelling when he argues that “people 

and environment are constitutive components of the same world” (Tilley, 1994: 23). This 

means, according to Tilley, that places within the environment, such as a particular tree, 

can be seen as locales which are integrated into the world of humans, and which create 

and reproduce meaning by means of the narratives that are connected to the particular 

locales. A story, Tilley states, “becomes sedimented into the landscape, the story and the 

place dialectically help to construct and reproduce each other” (Tilly, 1994: 33). In short, 

to Tilley, a landscape is seen as a culturalised environment where bonds between humans 

and landscape features are established through narratives, movements and paths (Tilley, 

1994: 24-26 and 33-34). Such an approach is also echoed in much of the work of Terry 

Gunnell who, in relation to folk legends states among other things that “the ‘places’ we 

inhabit are essentially all composed of memories and stories” (Gunnell, 2008: 16). 

Gunnell understands these stories as a kind of mental map which reminds people of place 

names, routes and moral values, and adds a new level of time and meaning to the 

landscape that surrounds them (Gunnell, 2005a: 70). In short, they underline the way in 

which, for those who inhabit it, the whole landscape is clothed “in a vast repertoire of 

legends based on both experience and tradition” (Gunnell, 2009: 308). 

 The bulk of Tilly’s book is made up of three case studies from Neolithic and 

Mesolithic Britain, a significant emphasis being placed on man-made structures (tombs 

and barrows) in relation to natural landscape features. This approach nonetheless met 

some criticism from the British archaeologist Richard Bradley, in his book An Archaeology 

of Natural Places (2000). As the title of the book indicates, Bradley is solely concerned 

with natural places, features and locales in his analysis. Regarding Tilley, he states that:  

 
Although he is aware of landscapes in which similar constructions 

[monuments] are lacking, such features as rocks, mountains and rivers 

enter his interpretation only because of their relationship to these 

buildings (Bradley, 2007: 42). 
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For Bradley, we also need to consider how natural places can also be given 

meaning. Drawing on various ethnographic accounts in which natural features such as 

caves and mountains had a special significance in themselves, Bradley argues that it is 

perfectly logical and feasible also to assess the cultured role of such unaltered natural 

features in the natural landscape (Bradley, 2007: 43). This naturally includes trees. In this 

sense, Bradley is in line with Eliadeʼs idea of hierophanies (see Chapter 2.5). I would 

nonetheless like to underline that even though Tilley in his case studies places a huge 

emphasis on monuments, in the first chapter of the book that deals with his theoretical 

approach, he seems to leave plenty of room for his model to be applied to landscapes 

comprising of unaltered natural features, working in interaction with human beings.  

 Regarding all the above approaches, it is significant to understand that the 

meaning of any phenomenon for the people perceiving them will commonly be provided 

by the means of narratives or the names they are given. As has already been indicated in 

Chapter 4.3, however, there will always be significant problems with regard to 

understanding the perception of the environment in historically emic sense. This fact is 

best exemplified by the statement by the American anthropologist Peter S. Wells who 

states: 

 
Numerous studies in the field of neuroscience, cognitive psychology, 

and ethnographic anthropology have shown that what we see 

depends upon what we have seen before […]. What we see is not like 

a photographic replication of “what is out there” […]. An infant in 

modern America or Europe experience a very different visual and 

tactile environment from that which an infant in Bronze-Age or Iron-

Age Europe would have experienced. We would therefore expect the 

modern infant to develop a visual system different from that of infants 

born three thousand years ago (Wells, 2012: 12). 

 
This may very well be true and undeniably complicates our endeavour. It also 

forces us to be aware that different levels of perception will commonly exist due to 

different previous experiences on the part of both the ancient people and ourselves. This 

forces us to understand the need to carefully define our analytic tools if we wish to shed 
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light on the phenomenology of the past. One useful way to work with the perception and 

the meaning of landscape features such as trees in the past, is to look for traces of 

practices carried out in relation to trees exhibited in the extant source material 

(something which will be introduced and discussed in the next chapter). These naturally 

potentially point to the trees in question having had additional symbolic meaning for the 

people in Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavia. 

 

4.5 Symbolism 

According to the on-line Oxford Dictionary, a symbol is “a thing that represents or stands 

for something else, especially a material object representing something abstract” 

(symbol, 2018). According to the American anthropologist Roy Rappaport (1926-1997), 

human worlds are not made of rocks, trees and oceans, but are essentially “constructed 

out of symbolically conceived and performatively established cosmologies, institutions, 

rules, and values” (Rappaport, 2004: 8), many of which are directly attached to natural 

features. For humans, these symbolically conceived components of the world are not 

only considered to be as real as the trees, rocks and oceans, but also, according to the 

archaeologist Tim Ingold, essential to the functioning of human societies. Without the 

guidance provided by significant symbols, Ingold argues that:  

 
human beings would be hopelessly lost, unable to establish their 

bearings in the world. For unlike other creatures whose activities are 

more closely controlled by innate response mechanisms, humans 

depend on a substantial input of additional information, learned 

rather than innate, in order to function adequately in their normal 

environments (Ingold, 2011: 160). 

 
It is clear that symbolic representation which forms a key part of peopleʼs mental 

landscape, what Rappaport called “other things, many unseen” (Rappaport, 2004: 9), 

plays a significant part in human societies.  

As mentioned in Chapter 3.3, Victor Turner proposed a theory of the role of 

symbolic meaning in ritual in The Forest of Symbols. In this book, Turner wrote that if we 

wish to understand ritual symbols, they must be studied within their ritual context, in 

other words, “in relation to other ‘events’” (Turner, 1970: 20). In Turner’s work, this 
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statement, is followed by the earlier-mentioned example of the Nkangʼa ritual and the 

milk tree. Here, the symbolic meaning of the tree relating to the child-dependency of the 

mother, seen in tribesmen drinking from the “breasts” of tribal custom and so forth, is 

explained for Turner by “a male ritual specialist” (Turner, 1970: 21). The importance given 

to of this male specialist in explaining the milk tree has resulted in Turner receiving 

considerable critique, among others from, the British anthropologist Jonathan Spencer. 

Spencer asks, “whose meanings are these, the ethnographerʼs, his gifted native 

informant, all the participants in the ritual?” (Spencer, 2012b: 677).  

This critique reflects Willerslevʼs earlier noted question about whom we should 

trust for interpretation (see Chapter 3.3). For Willerslev, symbolism is seen as having 

been the grand tradition of how anthropologists have approached animism (Willerslev, 

2007:17). His views are important to this thesis because he fundamentally questions 

symbolic anthropology, asking who has the right to interpret the way in which people 

perceive and interact with their environment. In his book, Willerslev includes a scathing 

critique of the Israeli anthropologist Nurit Bird-David who had argued that when the 

Nayaka, Mtubi and Batek61 say that their forest is providing for them as a parent for its 

child, they are indulging in a metaphor, failing to distinguish it from reality. As Willerslev 

writes, Bird-David believes “that she can [distinguish it], and she implies on this ground 

that the hunter-gatherers [the Nayaka, Mtubi and Batek] have gotten it wrong” 

(Willerslev, 2007: 19: Italics original). Looking at the same question in the context of this 

thesis, the question is raised of whether we should understand a tree as being a symbol 

of the world (the etic approach), or simply as the world (the emic approach). In my view, 

the latter approach involves a significant difference in that it opens up an enlarged 

interpretative framework in which borders between the metaphysical world-tree and the 

living organic tree become blurred, and arguably less important. As an etic term, the word 

symbol means “representing” or “standing for”, but seen emically, its closest meaning for 

the people discussed by Bird-David and Willerslev would be the “same as”. In short, the 

material object, in this case the tree, has become a scholarly symbol as a result of the 

narratives which originally prompted the phenomenological experience. The same can 

be said for Tolkien’s “fantasy”, an etic term that would probably have had little meaning 

                         
61 The Nayaka are a tribal people living in southern India, while the Mtubi live in Zaire, and the 
Batek are a forest people living in Malaysia. 
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for an Old Nordic person. It is nonetheless useful as a scholarly expression employed in 

order to shed new light on the role of trees in the Old Nordic world-view. 

As has been noted in this chapter, the perception and the interpretation of the 

environment is something that lies at the heart of being human. Anders Andrén (see 

Chapters 2.6 and 5.4) is not as bombastic as Willerslev in his approach to the symbolic, 

but nevertheless underlines in Tracing Old Norse Cosmology that complex relations 

between the mental world and the experienced world exist, at the same time stating that 

concrete symbols connect the two (Andrén, 2014: 27-28). As a tentative conclusion, 

Andrén draws our attention to the fact that “in relation to the Old Norse world tree, there 

may have been complex interactions between mythological trees, real trees, and 

representations of trees” (Andrén, 2014: 28). One way of moving on from this statement 

by Andrén and shedding light on these complex interactions is to use the term “symbol” 

as merely as scholarly tool, and consider phenomenology. 

It is also important to remember that, as in the example of Turner and the milk 

tree, rituals are closely connected to ideas of symbolism (see above in this chapter; and 

Chapter 3.3), a fact that is also evident in Eliade’s earlier-mentioned argument that it is 

“the symbolism and the ceremonial which show the full meaning of the renewal of 

nature” (Eliade, 1996: 325) (see Chapter 3.2). The next stop here must logically be to 

address the nature, meaning and interpretation of ritual. 

 

4.6 Ritual 

This chapter has already addressed issues regarding phenomenology and symbolism and 

it seems almost self-evident that one key piece in the puzzle of trying to make a coherent 

image of earlier world-views is missing, in other words that of the evidence of action and 

ritual undertaken with regard to natural objects. As the American folklorist and scholar 

of performance studies Henry Bial states in his introduction to Chapter 3 in the anthology 

The Performance Studies Reader (2004), “rituals are performances that provide structure 

and continuity to our lives. They are the means of ordering the world to fit our 

perception” (Bial, 2007.87). The American religious studies scholar Catherine Bell (1953-

2008) meanwhile argues in her book Ritual Theory; Ritual Practice (1992) that “ritual is 

the cultural medium by which thoughts and acts [are] reintegrated” (Bell, 2009: 47-48), 
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and the American scholar of performance studies Richard Schechner sees ritual as 

essentially “collective memories encoded into actions” (Schechner, 2013: 52). 

Considering Willerslev in this connection, and especially his emic approach to the 

term “symbol”, it is possible, instead of considering what an object or action might 

symbolically mean, to emphasise more the effect it seems to have on people. Such an 

approach would be in line with that of Anders Andrén who states regarding materiality 

that “the searchlight is being directed at what material culture does to people rather than 

what it means” (Andrén, 2014: 22). Such an approach can also be identified in Bell’s use 

of the term “ritualisation” and her focus on how ritual practices can be distinguished from 

other practices on the basis of “what it [the ritualisation] accomplishes in doing” (Bell, 

2009: 89). In my view, this underlines a more direct and tangible connection between 

ritual and symbol, in other words between the practice and the mindset behind it. The 

French philosopher Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) defined practice as consisting of three 

parts: field,62 capital,63 and habitus (Bourdieu, 1984: 101).  

The concept of habitus is especially important in relation to phenomenology 

because it is a set of mental relations structured by upbringing and education which 

generate perception and enable the individual to organise this perception. In other 

words, habitus involves how perception on the basis of education creates mental 

structures which generate new perceptions (Bourdieu, 1984: 1; and Bourdieu, 1995: 78), 

something which prompts Torfi Tulinius to propose that habitus should be seen as being 

a “synthesis of phenomenology and structuralism” (Torfi Tulinius, 2009a :61). I suggest 

that phenomenology, symbolism and ritual regularly interact with each other and involve 

an interrelation between our immediate perception (our phenomenological 

understanding) of the environment, and then the structures we see as existing in the 

world which have become embedded in our brain on the basis of previous perceptions, 

perceptions which are reflected in the cultural narratives, movements and paths 

                         
62 For Bourdieu “field” refers to a social space that is governed by its own laws. Social fields are 
best understood by comparing them to a football field. The football field demands specific rules 
which novices to the game need to learn and determine what players can and cannot do 
(Thomson, 2008: 67-81). 
63 For Bourdieu “capital” refers to various forms of knowledge and value which can be exchanged 
and are a part of social competition. Besides economic capital, Bourdieu points to other types of 
capital such as cultural capital, social capital and linguistic capital (Moore, 2008: 101-117). 
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(symbols) that have evolved in a given society and determine how a phenomenon is 

interpreted by the individual human being, and how the individual human being will act 

and react to it, often in the form of a ritual (practice). 

Unfortunately, it is not within the scope of this part of thesis to go into any more 

detail with regard to all the different aspects of ritual. Suffice it to note that ritual 

commonly plays a significant role in the life of humans (and indeed animals too), whether 

these rituals form part of everyday life or take the form of life-changing events such 

initiations, weddings and so forth, in short whether they are considered secular or 

sacred.64 In the discussion chapters later in this thesis, I will, however, touch on certain 

specific theoretical issues with regard to ritual where they are significant to the discussion 

at any given time. As acknowledged by Roy Rappaport in Ritual and Religion in the Making 

of Humanity (1999), rituals play an important role in many religions and belief systems, 

ritual being defined as “the ground from which religion grows” (Rappaport, 2004: 26).  

Naturally, the two main sources that deal with a ritualistic behaviour in relation 

to trees in the Old Nordic world (literature and archaeological material), both need to be 

approached differently. While a ritual described in a text might seem straight forward to 

assess as a pagan ritual, we nonetheless need to apply some degree of literary criticism 

to be able to make use of it and assess its value in scholarly analysis. The validity of 

archaeological material as remnants of activity is more obvious, but here the problem is 

one of establishing the exact meaning and purpose of the ritual when no written or 

spoken explanations exist. In the next main chapter, the extant different sources dealing 

with the role of trees in the Old Nordic world-view will discussed in more detail. 

 

4.7 Comparative Studies 

The previous chapter on considerations of trees in studies of comparative religion 

underlines that comparison with neighbouring cultures in the Scandinavian countries, 

                         
64 This dichotomy formed a significant part of the theories regarding religion and ritual proposed 
by, for example, Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade (see Chapter 3.2) which have since been 
criticised (see Chapter 2.5). Richard Schechner nontheless still states in Performance Studies 
(2002) that “rituals are frequently divided into two main types, the sacred and the secular.” He 
nonetheless adds “this neat division is spurious [because] many cultures do not enforce a rigid 
separation between the sacred and the secular. Sometimes there is no separation whatsoever” 
(Schechner, 2013: 53 and 56). 
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Indo-European cultures as well as medieval and post medieval Scandinavian folklore has 

commonly formed the basis of the study of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions. A 

further layer of comparison might nonetheless be effectively added to the study of trees 

in Old Nordic religions. As noted above in the section dealing with phenomenology, 

Richard Bradley has made significant and clever use of comparison with ethnographic 

accounts in order to throw light on a possible interaction between the people of his case 

studies and the natural features in their environment (for example, in papers dealing with 

Bronze-Age Scandinavian and Neolithic Britain). In this final consideration of the 

methodological approaches used in this thesis I wish to address the use of ethnographies 

in anthropological comparative studies of the past. Indeed, in the last 20 years or so, an 

increasing number of publications on Old Nordic religions have made effective use of 

ethnographic accounts in their attempts to clarify issues regarding religious aspects in 

pre-historic Scandinavia (for example, Price, 2002; and Parker Pearson, 2010).  

The possibilities and benefits of using cross cultural comparison between cultures 

which have had no immediate relation to each other was effectively illustrated and 

demonstrated by Rane Willerslev in a talk given at Videnskabernes selskab in Denmark in 

2017 (Willerslev, Rane, 2018). In this talk, Willerslev discussed the dichotomy of the 

intrinsic value versus the instrumental value of offerings, arguing by means of a 

comparative case study between modern Siberian Chukchi offering practices and the 

Biblical account of Abrahamʼs offering of Isaac, that this dichotomy does not exist 

because any value, according to Willerslev, will always contain its opposite. As Willerslev 

argues, the two dichotomies “understøtter hinanden på trods af at de virker 

selvmodsigende” (Willerslev, Rane, 2018: min. 3:58-4:02). Of most significance to this 

thesis is Willerslevʼs approach to comparison whereby the scholarly noted dichotomy is 

dissolved by means of comparative study. His talk does not make any direct comparison 

between different cultures and their specific practices, but works rather at a theoretical 

level, comparative study being used to throw light on the academic notions and analytic 

tools used by scholars to clarify issues regarding specific practices. As indicated in the 

above discussion on the academic notion of symbolism and the approaches to symbolic 

meaning, symbolism and ritual are other fields in which comparative analysis has the 

potential to be productive as a means of clarifying the human experience of trees by Iron-

Age Scandinavians. 
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Comparison between cultures that have had no immediate relation can also be 

productive at a more specific level. Indeed, Jens Peter Schjødt divides the comparative 

approach within Old Nordic religions studies into four levels, the fourth and final level 

involving comparisons between cultures which do not necessarily have any immediate 

relation65 (Schjødt, 2012: 279-280). This non-immediate relation can both be spacial and 

temporal, Schjødt argues, stating also that “the study of more or less contemporary 

religions […] will show us some of these [cognitive] patterns” (Schjødt, 2012: 280). In 

short, such comparisons can help to throw light on aspects which would otherwise be 

difficult or even impossible to discover (Schjødt, 2012: 279). Since the comparative 

method of this thesis is largely built on phenomenology, the division that Schjødt makes 

between Indo-European (his third level) and the comparative study of religious 

phenomena (his fourth level) is going to be less obvious than usual.  

As an illuminative example of such a specific analysis, I would like to mention the 

British archaeologist Jane Downes’ analysis of the British Neolithic and Bronze Age which 

involve a comparison with Hindu Balinese cremation ceremonies in which:  

 
After the body had fallen through the bottom of the bull onto the 

pyre, one or two men assisted the body to burn more quickly by 

poking it with long sticks and lifting it up to help the air circulate. The 

manipulation and fragmentation of the body during burning also 

serves to aid the spirit to escape the body (Downes, 1999: 23). 

 
The Canadian anthropologist Shawn Haley elaborates this particular practice in 

the same publication, noting how, according to Hindu belief, a vital breath enters a 

personʼs body through the top of the skull while it is still in the motherʼs womb, remaining 

in the body until it can escape through the very same spot. As he notes, the vital breath 

is released from the body “by the chief mourner who cracks open the skull of the 

deceased midway during the bodyʼs cremation” (Haley, 1999: 2). Examples of this kind 

can add to the interpretative framework relating to remains in graves containing burned 

                         
65 The other three levels that Schjødt recognises are naturally well known to us, and involve 
comparison between practices within the Old Norse area, comparison with the Saami cultures to 
the north and Germanic and Celtic cultures south of Scandinavia, and finally Indo-European 
comparison (Schjødt, 2012: 275-279). 
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and manipulated human bones in a pre-historic context, explicitly revealing the potential 

entanglement of the notions of symbolism, ritual and phenomenology noted above. 

One scholar who has effectively made use of such an approach in a Scandinavian 

Iron-Age context, while also including the other levels of comparison identified by 

Schjødt, is earlier-mentioned Neil Price (see Chapter 4.3). When discussing the relation 

of seiðr to warfare in The Viking Way, Price makes several references to ethnographic 

accounts dealing with Native American shamans wearing bearskins and Native American 

shamanic warfare when constructing his argument regarding the connection between 

berserkir and úlfheðnar66 and religion, seiðr and war in late Iron-Age Scandinavia (Price, 

2002: 310 and 383; see also see Chapter 4.3).  

The main purpose of this section has been to address further the possibilities of 

the comparative method, and in particular comparison between cultures that have no 

immediate social, geographic or temporal relation. As noted above, such an approach can 

often shed light on the possibilities and limitations of academic notions (as Willerslev has 

shown), as well as open doors to otherwise hidden aspects of the cognitive perception of 

the world (as attempted in the cases of Downes, Haley and Price). We can now go on to 

describe and define the methodology that will be used this present thesis. 

 

4.8 Conclusion: Methodology of the Thesis 

The main methodological foundation of this present thesis will attempt to be that of 

phenomenology, although as has been explicitly shown in the above chapter, such an 

approach can never stand alone. On the contrary, it reaches out in all directions for other 

notions and approaches in order to throw light onto its own method.  

As underlined above, both Heidegger and Ingold emphasised in their 

phenomenology the importance of considering practice, and Torfi Tulinius elegantly 

connects phenomenology to ritual practice by applying Bourdieu’s concept of habitus 

                         
66 Both berserkir and úlfheiðnar are interpreted as Oðinnic warriors wearing skins of bears and 
wolves respectively (Simek, 2007: 35 and 338-339). Snorri Sturluson states in Ynglinga saga that 
“hans [Óðinn’s] menn fóru brynjulausir ok váru galnir sem hundar eða vargar, bitu í skjöldu sína, 
váru sterkir sem birnir eða griðungar. Þeir drápu mannfólkit, en hvártki eldr né járn orti á þá. Þat 
er kallaðr berserksgangr” (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 17). These warriors often appear in the 
Íslendingasögur, for example, in Vatnsdæla saga where it says: “Þá var með honum [Haraldr 
konungr] Rögnvaldr af Mæri ok margir aðrir stórir höfðingjar ok þeir, berserkir er Úlfheiðnar váru 
kallaðir” (Vatnsdæla saga, 1939: 24). 
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(see Chapter 4.6). Drawing on Peter Wellsʼ argument about the way in which perception 

is based upon what we have seen before (see Chapter 4.4), it is always essential to put 

our ingrown culturally-based habits of making suppositions to one side and open 

ourselves to considering how other people might have perceived the world on the basis 

of their experience, if we wish to put forward potential scenarios regarding the 

perception of trees in the Old Nordic world. 

As pointed out by Luke Murphy (see Chapter 4.3), most scholars make use of both 

emic and etic models in combination and the same will naturally apply in this thesis. It is 

particularly applicable to my understanding and usage of symbolism. In this case, the 

blend will be involved in recognising symbolism as an essentially etic term while 

acknowledging its incorporated emic nature. This applies especially to the interpretation 

of ritualistic behaviour and practices.  

The numerous pitfalls and difficulties of using ethnographic accounts are obvious, 

as has already been pointed out (see, for example, the discussion of Tacitus in Chapter 

2.2; and of Victor Turner in Chapter 4.5). Nonetheless, as has been rightly noted by Jens 

Peter Schjødt (see this chapter above), the use of such accounts is sometimes the only 

way to detect cognitive aspects that would otherwise be impossible to discover. 

In short, in the following thesis on trees readers will be encountering the scholarly 

approaches of the emic (seen, for example, in the word askr) and the etic (seen in the 

scientific classification Fraxinus excelsior), allied to phenomenology built on various 

expressions relating to the experience of the world which involve the immediate 

perception of trees as objects and their learned perception as symbols of the abstract. 

This is something reflected in the various preserved Old Nordic narratives, which both 

reflect and give rise to the perception of trees as symbolic entities (see discussion of 

Heidegger and Ingold in Chapter 4.4). These approaches will be applied to the extant 

source material, which will also be considered in comparison with living traditions 

encountered in anthropological ethnographies, which will be in turn employed as a 

means of understanding the role of trees in Old Nordic religions and in the Iron-Age world 

view of the Nordic people. 

Before proceeding to this examination, however, it is important to address the 

nature and source values of the different sources relating to the role of trees in the Old 

Nordic world-view, considering their strengths and weaknesses as sources.  
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5 The Sources 

5.1 Introduction 

When scholars in the past have been dealing with Old Nordic religions, several main types 

of sources have been used to shed light on the world-views and beliefs of the pre-historic 

Scandinavians. (Regarding trees, this should already be apparent from Chapter 1). The 

British historian and medievalist Robert Bartlett divides this source material regarding 

Old Nordic religions into three main categories: the accounts of contemporary historians 

and writers of annals; the medieval indigenous literature; and the material remains from 

archaeological excavations (Bartlett, 2007: 48). These main categories can naturally be 

further divided into sub-categories, as will be apparent in the below. While Bartlett’s 

division is a good starting point to get an overview of the nature of the different types of 

source material, the chronological aspect of the sources is somewhat lacking in his 

summary. The approach to the source material in this chapter will be largely 

chronological but will nonetheless also make use of Bartlett’s division as types. Two 

additional categories will also be added, however, relating to place names and 

information provided by the natural environment. The main purpose in this overview 

chapter of sources is to discuss the nature of the sources, how they can shed light on one 

another, and their main strengths and weaknesses. Hence only a few examples of each 

type of source will be introduced as a means of clarifying the discussion and not all 

potential examples of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions found in the sources will be 

mentioned. (Additional examples will be presented in detail in the discussion chapters.) 

 

5.2 Bronze-Age Archaeology 

There are several finds in the archaeological record pre-dating the Iron Age and Viking 

Age which are of interest with regard to the religious role of trees in Scandinavia in later 

times. These finds are all from the Bronze Age (1700-500 BC: Price, 2015: 196) and 

comprise both remains of wooden material, and iconography.  

The problems with interpreting any archaeological source are several: firstly, it is 

important to consider the interpreter’s contemporary world-view and the impact this 

might have on the interpretation (see, for example, Kaliff, 2001: 442; and Burström, 2004: 

14) because the human mindset and the context out of which the remains originated are 
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long gone. Neil Price provides an illuminating example of this problem in his article 

“Mythic Acts” in the anthology More than Mythology (2012) in which he points out that 

what we find in the archaeological record (his case-study deals with graves) is like the 

final stage in a theatre play where everything that took place exactly prior to this final 

stage is missing (Price, 2012: 29-30). In this sense, we are left with only a fragment of a 

story, a story which we need to engage with on a phenomenological and cognitive level 

if we wish to fully understand its original potential meaning. Secondly, it is evident that 

archaeological techniques, tools and technology have naturally improved significantly 

ever since the academic discipline of archaeology started to emerge during the 

nineteenth century (Henson, 2012: 22-23; 167 and 188). This is something we need to be 

aware of when we look at the material (in its final stage) from older excavations. A good 

example in which a recent excavation has extended the earlier interpretative framework 

is the excavations at the burial sites at Litlu-Núpar and Ingiríðarstaðir in northeastern 

Iceland, about which the Icelandic archaeologist Adolf Friðriksson states “allur 

umbúnaður er talsvert flóknari en áður hefur verið talið” (Adolf Friðriksson, 2016: 489). 

What he means is that earlier excavations of pagan graves in Iceland mainly focused on 

what the graves themselves contained, whereas the recent excavations at Litlu-Núpar 

and Ingiríðarstaðir included a much larger area surrounding the graves. These wider 

spaces showed the evidence of numerable post holes, indicating that some sort of 

wooden structures were originally built at around the graves (Lilja B. Pálsdóttir, 2010: 14-

15; Roberts, 2012: 7-24; and Adolf Friðriksson, 2016: 489), pointing to limitations in the 

earlier interpretative framework. In short, when examining material finds, and reports 

about them, one always has to bear in mind when the excavation took place and when 

the report was written, and the possibility that a more recent excavation would have 

found something more. 

As with the aforementioned two examples, many of the Bronze-Age 

archaeological remains which have a potential connection to the role of trees in Old 

Nordic religions are also connected to graves. Especially worth considering here are the 

oak coffins from Borum Eshøj, Egtved and Skrydstrup in Jylland, Denmark which were 

made from more than 200 year-old oaks and buried under large earthen barrows (Price, 

2015: 218-219; see image 5.1). What the exact meaning of these coffins was we will never 

know, but that they in someway reflect a belief in the tree (as a tree trunk) providing 
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access to the world of the dead seems indeed possible. The main problem with these 

remains (bearing in mind the discussion above) is that they were all excavated long ago 

(between 1875 and 1935). There are however, other considerations to bear in mind with 

relation to how they might shed light on the role of trees in Old Nordic religions: firstly, 

the area in which they occur is relatively small (in southern Jutland, Denmark, and 

northern Germany), and secondly, they seem to have only been used by a wealthy and 

powerful class in the Bronze Age society (Glob, 1967: 97-113; and Price, 2015: 218) and 

represent a tradition that does not seem to have continued into the Iron Age. This 

suggests that we need to be wary of applying earlier evidence to the Iron Age and Viking 

Age. Their distribution also underlines that we need to be aware of social and regional 

differences within Scandinavia. 

 

 
 

Image 5.1: The unearthed coffin at Egtved in 1921. 

 

Other trees appearing on archaeological finds from the Bronze Age that might 

have potential relevance are the rare images of trees found on rock carvings mainly in 

Østfold in Norway and Bohuslän in Sweden. These are the first pictorial motifs of trees 

within Scandinavia (Andrén, 2014: 45; see image 5.2) and considering the high density of 

rock carvings in the area it is noteworthy that they are actually extremely rare (Hygen 

and Bengtsson, 1999: 118-119), comprising less than 1% of the total amount of rock 

carvings in Bohuslän (Bertilsson, 1987: 74). Once again, one needs to bear this feature in 

mind before jumping to any conclusions about trees playing a central role in religious 

belief at the time. Indeed, as with all iconographic material, there are numerous ways of 

interpreting these images, and naturally they do not necessarily refer to practice. 
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Whether these images refer to myth, or real activities, or are simply works of art is still 

open to question.  

 

 

Image 5.2: The famous spruce-like tree from the Lökeberg rock carving, Bohuslän in Sweden. 

 

As noted above, the main problem with using any Bronze-Age archaeological 

material to shed light on the role of trees in a later Iron-Age context is, of course, that 

such an approach would suggest a continuity of ideas regarding trees existing in the 

society in question for hundreds and even a thousand years. Such an idea of continuity 

and survivals within Old Nordic religions studies was quite early met with significant 

critique and was to an extent largely abandoned after the Second World War (see, for 

example, the discussion of Bugge in Chapter 2.4). Today, however, such considerations 

are striking a responsive chord again with the scholarly milieu (see, for example, Parker 

Pearson, 1984: 75; and Andrén, 2014: 64 and 133) based, among other things, on the 

evidence that in many cases the same site seems to have been used for religious activity 

for many hundred years (see, for example, Hedeager, 1999: 229-252). One nonetheless 

needs to find clear evidence of continuation of comparative material in later times (such 

as the continuation of the use of sun signs on the Gotland picture stones: see Andrén, 

2014: 164-166) to make such a conclusion of continuity.  

 

5.3 Foreign Accounts 

The Bronze Age in Scandinavia ended around 500 BC and was followed by the time period 

that has been named the Pre-Roman Iron Age (Price, 2015: 196 and 255). It was also 

around this time that the earliest known attempts to write down European history took 
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place. Indeed, Herodotus from Halicarnassus (c. 484-425 BC) who wrote his history of the 

Greco-Persian wars around 430 BC was named the “father of history” by the Roman 

historian Cicero (106-43 BC) (Jensen, 2007b: 268; and Bekker-Nielsen, 2007: 256). Many 

of these early historical accounts contain significant cultural information about the 

neighbouring tribes of Greece and Rome (see, for example, Herodotus on the Scythians: 

Herodotus, 1928-1930: II, 247), and in this sense these accounts can also be classified as 

some of the earliest ethnographic accounts with all of the strengths and weaknesses that 

are associated with such works (see the discussion on Tacitus in Chapter 2.2, and 

discussions in the Chapters 3.3, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7). 

The earliest ancient account which deals with the Germanic tribes in northern 

Europe is Bellum Gallicum composed by the Roman politician and general Julius Caesar 

(100-44 BC) in which he describes his military campaigns in Gaul, Germany and Britain 

from 58 to 51 BC (Edwards, 1958: vii-xviii). While, as mentioned in Chapter 2.2, the 

earliest account that points to the role of trees and forests in a religious context is 

Germania by Tacitus, one incident of interest to this thesis can be found in Caesar’s 

account. This is the story of King Catuvolcus of the Eburones67 who curses King Ambiorix, 

whom he thought had betrayed him, before hanging himself in a yew tree (Caesar, 1958: 

359).  

This account with its specific mention of a particular type of tree is in some sense 

a forerunner to the later stories of how traitors and the heads of enemies were hung on 

trees in Tacitus’ account (see Chapter 2.2); the hanging of the sacrificed at Uppsala (see 

Chapter 2.2); the account of the hanging of Víkarr konungr in Gautreks saga (Gautreks 

saga, 1944: 27); the account in Landnámabók where “Sigríðr hengdi sik í hofinu” 

(Landnámabók, 1986: 78 (S41); the story of King Heiðrekr’s wife Helga who “var svá reið 

eptir fall föður síns, at hún hengdi sik sjálf í dísarsal” (Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, 1943: 

14); the two accounts in Ynglinga saga, where the children of Frosti höfðingi revenge 

their father’s death by hanging Agni konungr (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 38); and the 

hanging of Jörundr konungr by Gýlaugr konungr (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 46).  

The nature of the accounts by Herodotus, Caesar and Tacitus nonetheless differ 

significantly with regard to how the information was obtained. This naturally affects their 

                         
67 The Eburones lived between the Schelde and the Rhine in what is present-day Belgium (History 
of the Low Countries, 2018). 
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source value and always needs to be borne in mind. While Herodotus like Tacitus 

probably never witnessed any of the events he is describing himself (for Tacitus, see 

Chapter 2.2; and for Herodotus, see Armayor, 1978: 61-62), Caesar spent seven years 

campaigning in the lands of the people he is describing. While scholars have discussed 

hotly the degree to which Caesar may have relied on previous historical works when he 

composed his account (Rawlings, 2009: 171-173), it is at leastevident that he spent time 

among the people he describes. Of course, though, there are numerous pitfalls that need 

to be considered with regard to the credibility of any ethnographic account, each of which 

raises its own questions (see discussions in Chapters 2.2 and 3.3). 

As the first millennium AD proceeded, new types of accounts dealing with the 

northern European pagans started to emerge. As Christianity spread northward through 

Europe, it brought along with it a whole new culture of writing and bookmaking (Brown, 

2009: 179-181). Some of these accounts provide new illuminating insights into what 

seems to have been a continuing role of trees in the religions of pagan northern Europe. 

Three different examples of these accounts have already been given in the survey of 

earlier scholarly material in Chapter 2.2. (ethnographies like that of Tacitus; the 

biographies of saints including ethnographic material like that of Willibald; and historical 

accounts including ethnographic material like that of Adam of Bremen). The final type of 

sources from the period worth considering are the annals, such as the Annales Regni 

Francorum68 which cover the period from 741 to 829. These exist in various editions 

which “appeared simultaneously in many places” (Scholz, 1972: 2), the French emperors 

making full use of the power of writing to control their subjects by giving “form to [their] 

collective memory” (Scholz, 1972: 3). Collective memory, of course, implies a significant 

amount of editing and control of accounts, and the variety of the accounts once again 

underlines the need to be wary of trusting the accounts. The Icelandic archaeologist 

Bjarni Einarsson pinpoints this problem by stating that the written sources were often 

composed “í ákveðnum tilgangi sem var t.d. að stemma stigu við eigin samtímavandamál” 

(Bjarni Einarson, 2015: 315). Bjarni’s statement is true not only regarding the annals but 

in fact with regard to all written sources. In all cases, we have to ask ourselves questions 

                         
68 The Royal Frankish Annals (Scholz, 1972: 2). 
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like: Why was this text written in the first place, what was the author trying to accomplish, 

for whom was the text intended, and so forth.  

With regard to trees, both the Annales Laurissenses Maiores and Annales Q. D. 

Einhardi of Annales Regni Francorum, for example, contain the story of Charlemagne 

destroying Irminsul, the tree of the Saxons at a place in present-day northwestern 

Germany called Eresburg in 772 AD (Annales Regni Francorum, 1895: 32-35). Yet another 

account of the same act occurs in Translatio sancti Alexandri Wildeshausen anno 851, 

from the abbey of Fulda in which Irminsul is described as a “truncus”69 which is the 

“universalis columna quasi sustinens omnia”70 (Fulda, 1881: 88). While there is no 

mention of the aspect of “universalis columna” in the earlier accounts, the Abbot of Fulda 

who wrote his account 78 years after the event took place finds it necessary to emphasis 

this feature, and we have to ask ourselves: why? In addition to the aspects of collective 

memory, we also need to be aware of possibly Christian influence in each case. 

In addition to those of Tacitus, Caesar, and the annals, there are other early 

accounts dealing with apparently sacred trees which also fall into the category of 

ethnographies concerning the Nordic people about which different considerations need 

to be borne in mind. Another tree which would seem to have played a potential religious 

role is described in De Administrando Imperio composed by Emperor Constantine VII 

Porphyrogenitus (905-959 AD) of the Byzantine Empire. Constantine’s account provides 

an interesting account of how the Rus71 sacrificed to a gigantic oak tree which had arrows 

pegged “round about” it and stood on the island of St Gregory, in the River Dnieper in 

present-day Ukraine (Constantine Porphyrogenitus, 1985: 61).  

The Rus also appear in Arabic reports from the mid-ninth century (Þórir J. 

Hraundal, 2013: 44). Most relevant here is the account of Ahmad Ibn Fadlan (early tenth 

century) which describes an encounter with the Rus that took place on the river Volga in 

921-922 AD. Ibn Fadlan writes: 

 
They disembark as soon as their boats dock. Each carries bread, meat, 

onions, milk, and alcohol to a large block of wood set in the ground. 

                         
69 The pillar or a trunk of a tree. 
70 “Pillar of the universe which, as it were, supports all things” (Eliade, 1987: 35). 
71 Most commonly the term Rus is accepted as referring to east-Norse vikings and derives from 
an Old Swedish term meaning “bands of rowers” (Þórir J. Hraundal, 2013: 25). 
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The piece of wood has a face on it, like the face of a man. It is 

surrounded by small figurines (Ibn Fadlan, 2017: 33-34). 

 
Ibn Fadlan’s and Constantine’s accounts not only confirm that trees and wooden 

poles (with images on them) were worshipped by the Rus but also provide some insight 

into the nature of the rituals which were performed in connection with them. However, 

despite the value that these written accounts might have in themselves, one always 

needs to remember that those writings (like those from Rome) have a background in a 

very different culture and thus involve many of the same problems with regard to 

credibility as those encounted with regard to modern ethnographic accounts (see 

discussion in Chapters 3.3, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7). As with the other sources mentioned above, 

these foreign accounts all need to be analysed alongside other source material. Indeed, 

it is only when the evidence in the ethnographic accounts and the annals is reflected in 

archaeological remains from the same time period that their true value comes to light. 

 

5.4 Iron-Age and Viking-Age Archaeology 

The records concerning archaeological material from the Iron Age and Viking Age 

naturally present many of the same problems as those outlined earlier in Chapter 5.2. 

They are nonetheless more accessible to interpretation due to the number of 

contemporary extant foreign accounts from the same period, noted above, and various 

kinds of extant iconographic material (and naturally also the later medieval literature 

which will be addressed below in this chapter). As with the Bronze Age, trees which seem 

to have a sacred or sacrificial function can clearly be identified in the Iron-Age 

archaeological records. They take different forms: firstly obvious images of trees found 

on artefacts; secondly apparently symbolic representations of trees; and thirdly the 

remains of real trees. Naturally, each of these three categories opens up different 

possibilities of interpretation as will become apparent below. 

As with the Bronze Age material, images of trees on artefacts in Iron-Age and 

Viking-Age Scandinavia are comparatively uncommon, but when they are found they 

occur in some interesting contexts and forms, among other places, on various tapestries 

and on the Gotlandic picture stones (Andrén, 2014: 46). The Överhogdal tapestries were 
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found by accident in 1910 in the Överhogdal church in Härjedalen in Sweden and have 

been dated to the late Viking Age (Göransson, 1995: 129).  

 

 
 

Image 5.3: One of the Överhogdal tapestries with a tree at its centre. 

 
As various scholars have noted, one of the tapestries has at its centre a large tree 

which is surrounded by animals (see image 5.3). The meaning of the scenes on the 

tapestries has been disputed (Mjönes, 2010: 133) but, among other interpretations, it 

has been suggested that they depict the story of ragnarök from Völuspá and that the tree 

at the centre is thus an image of Yggdrasill (Wikman, 1996: 31). 

Another example of a tree which stands at the centre of a pictorial expression can 

be found on the picture stone (Sanda kyrka IV) from the church at Sanda on the Swedish 

island of Gotland, which dates from an earlier period, than the Överhogdal tapestries, to 

around 400 AD (see image 5.4). Anders Andrén interprets this stone as reflecting a cosmic 

image relating to the solar cycle,72 placing it in relation to a bronze fitting from the same 

period containing sun and tree images, which was found in Vännebo, Sweden, to reach 

the conclusion that “this motif probably represents the world tree” (Andrén, 2012: 56) 

which he feels stands at the centre of the cosmic cycle. 

 

                         
72 The Danish archaeologist Flemming Kaul published a book called Ships on Bronze in two 
volumes in 1998 in which through the study of more 400 bronze objects with ships on them dating 
from 1100 BC to 500 BC he reconstructs what he sees as a Late Bronze-Age cosmology. Kaul also 
connects these ships to the solar cycle and suggests that the images represent a now lost solar 
myth confined to the Bronze Age (Kaul, 1998: 273). In Andrén’s work, however, it is argued that 
the solar myths of the Bronze Age did not disappear but changed. Andrén sees the importance of 
the sun in iconography and mythology as lasting well into the Iron Age (Andrén, 2012: 53-55; and 
Andrén, 2014: 139-167). 
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Image 5.4: The Sanda Kyrka IV stone. The tree is situated on the horizontal line in the middle of 
the picture, which Andrén sees as representing the horizon. 

 
Another of the Gotland stones containing an image of a tree, now in an obvious 

sacrificial role comes from Stora Hammars in Lärbro on Gotland (see images 5.5 and 5.6) 

and dates to around 800 AD. Among the many scenes on the stone, one image shows a 

person hanging in a tree, an image which is echoed in the hanged figures found on a 

tapestry that formed part of the ship-burial in Oseberg in Norway, which dates to around 

830 AD (Andrén, 2014: 46) and perhaps the image of seven hanging figures on another 

picture stone from Garda Bota, Gotland (Hedeager, 2011: 102). The former image 

certainly brings to mind the story found in Hávamál (stanza 138) of Óðinn hanging 

“vindga meiði á”, as well as the other accounts of hanging sacrificial victims, noted above. 

As with the Bronze-Age rock carvings, when these images are examined in isolation it is 

difficult to say exactly what they represent and what phenomenological experience they 

might have given the people who created them. When placed alongside other material, 

such as Tacitus’ account, the bog bodies (which will be addressed below), and Hávamál 

however, other interpretations, which are not necessarily connected to mythology but 

instead practice, become possible. 
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Images 5.5 and 5.6: 
Left: The Stora Hammar picture stone with the image of the hanged on the upper left part of 

the stone. 
Right: An enlarged image of the hanged on the Stora Hammars stone. 

 
Potential symbolic representations of trees are the second category of 

archaeological remains that deserve attention here. In Tracing Old Norse Cosmology, 

Anders Andrén provides a convincing argument for connecting the three-pointed stone 

settings found in various sites in Scandinavia to the idea of Yggdrasill having three roots, 

which has already been discussed in Chapter 2.6. Another potentially symbolic tree 

representation pointed out by Andrén is the isolated, centrally placed wooden post 

(Andrén, 2014: 41). Indeed, Andrén notes how “in several excavated monuments [three-

pointed stone settings] a post-hole has been found in the middle” (Andrén, 2014: 51; see 

images 5.8 and 5.9).  

Naturally such interpretations are more speculative than those relating to obvious 

images, because we are only left with an idea of a post (albeit in the centre of a three-

pointed stone setting), without any sense of what such a post originally looked like (for 

example whether it was decorated or had branches). Nonetheless, as with the images 

noted above, they are given credence by the aforementioned foreign accounts.  

The accounts noted in Chapter 5.3 point to trees, pillars and wooden posts having 

a religious function relating to the cosmological perception of the world of the Germanic 

and Nordic peoples. This applies especially to the account by Constantine and that given 

in the Annales Regni Francorum. In the archaeological record, the large pole that seems 

to have stood in front of a small enclosed amphitheatre as part of a large Anglo-Saxon 
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hall complex at Yeavering, Northumberland, England, dating to the sixth century (Semple, 

2011: 755: see image 5.7), provides further support to Andrén’s argument regarding the 

religious role played by central poles and posts for the Nordic and Germanic people.  

 

 
 

Image 5.7: Virtual reconstruction of the Yeavering amphitheatre and the pole. 

 

Andrén, however, goes even further in his considerations, stressing that not only 

wooden posts but also huge monoliths could be placed within the three-pointed stone 

settings (Andrén, 2014: 51: see images 5.8 and 5.9), something which undeniably brings 

to mind the potential parallel of the Terminus stone on the Roman Capitol which Carole 

Cusack saw as an axis mundi (see Chapter 3.2). More importantly here, Andrén extends 

the framework for what can be understood as a “tree” and thus attempts to look beyond 

his own modern cultural perception of what a tree might be, opening up for other 

potential phenomenological experiences experienced by the ancient people of the Nordic 

countries.  
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Images 5.8 and 5.9: 
Left: A three-pointed stone setting at Bjärsgård near Klippan in southern Sweden. 

Right: A three-pointed stone setting with a huge monolith (three metres high) in its centre at 
Herresta in Odensala in Uppland Sweden. The monument no longer exists.  

 
This brings us to actual trees. As was pointed out in Chapter 2.6, it can naturally 

be difficult to differentiate sacred trees from secular trees in the archaeological record 

unless additional objects pointing to ritual activity are found in the context in which the 

tree remains are found. A good example of such a find is of course the root of the birch 

tree found under the church floor in Frösö (see Chapters 2.6; 6.3 and 8.3). Two things 

make the Frösö birch stand out as a special tree: firstly, the location of the tree under the 

church floor (the altar area) which suggests a continuity of sacred places,73 and secondly, 

the animal bones that were scattered around the tree. Similar sacrificial finds were 

discovered accompanying the tree trunks on the processual roads found at Gamla 

Uppsala (noted in footnote 45 in Chapter 2.6). Indeed, it is burned animal bones, as well 

as other remains (among other things, burnt clay, drops of resin, and the place name 

Lunda [for place names, see Chapter 5.6]), which made the earlier-mentioned 

archaeologist Gunnar Andersson claim that the hill at Lunda, near Strängnäs in central 

                         
73 The continuity of sacred places was in some cases a deliberate strategy that was used by the 
Christian church as a means to convert the pagans. In a letter from 601 AD, Pope Gregory (died 
604 AD) instructed Mellitus, Bishop of London (died 624 AD), that pagan sacred places should be 
adapted to the Christian usage rather than destroyed. In the letter we read:  
 

Quia fana idolorum destrui in eadem gente minime debeant; sed ipsa, quae 
in eis sunt, idola destruantur; aqua benedicta fiat, in eisdem fanis aspergatur 
altaria construantur reliquiae ponantur (Baedae, 1882 :52). 
 
The idols are to be destroyed, but the temples themselves are to be aspersed 
with holy water, alters set up in them, and relics deposited there (Bede, 1978: 
86). 
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Sweden, was the site of a holy grove which saw special activity during the sixth and 

seventh centuries AD, even though no remains of actual earlier trees were found at the 

site (Andersson, 2006: 196 and 198-199). This interest in “what is not there” anymore 

naturally echoes recent considerations within archaeology with regard to what degree 

archaeological conclusions should be based on speculations about objects that did not 

survive in the archaeological record (see, for example, Rathje and Murphy, 1993: 188-

213; and Buchli and Lucas, 2001: 3-18). In relation to Lunda, however, there is enough 

other evidence to turn absence into probable reality. 

This emphasis on “what is not there” is nonetheless also reflected in Andrén’s 

idea about another missing tree in the archaeological record of the prehistoric village at 

Vorbasse in Jutland, Denmark, which was regularly relocated (seven times) in a circular 

movement around a small mound during the period from when it was founded around 1 

AD until 1100 AD (Price, 2015: 264). Andrén speculates whether “the circular movement 

may have been dictated by a village tree on the spot” (Andrén, 2014: 63). 

While such a proposal is indeed highly speculative since no remains of a tree have 

survived on the small mound, there is little doubt that the mental world and the real 

world (that is the environment) as suggested by Andrén, “must have influenced each 

other in constant interplay” (Andrén, 2014: 65). Indeed, the bog people are another 

category of archaeological finds that suggests the presence of a physical or a 

metaphysical tree. Throughout northwestern Europe more than 500 of these well-

preserved bodies have been found of which the majority date from around 100 BC to 500 

AD (Glob, 1968: 84; and Price, 2015: 302). A number of these bog people, for example, 

the famous Tollund Man, the Ellinge Woman, and Borremose Man, all from Denmark, 

were found with ropes around their necks or close to their necks (Fischer, 2007:174; see 

image 5.10) which suggests that these people might have been hanged. While the cause 

of death is clear in these case (they were strangled), the connection of their deaths to 

trees is logical but naturally speculative.  
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Image 5.10: The rope around the neck of the Tollund Man. 

 

The fact that a few of them are found close together naturally raises the question 

of whether the same tree would have been used for the purpose of hanging, as is 

suggested by the tree at Frösö (see Chapters 2.6; 6.3 and 8.3) and in particular in Adam 

of Bremen’s account (see Chapters 2.2 and 7.4) or if these remains reflect a practice 

connected to local village trees. 

Because archaeological remains in themselves are nothing but a snapshot (the 

final stage as Price puts it: see Chapter 5.2) of complex ideas of the world, it can be very 

difficult to make sense of them if no contextual comments accompany the material (as 

has been explicitly highlighted regarding the Hindu cremations noted in Chapter 4.7). 

Nonetheless, speculations such as those described above are one way to try to shed 

further light on the relation between the mental world and the real world that must have 

existed in the Iron Age and the Viking Age, just as it exists in our own time at funerals, in 

churches or even a lecture room. Archaeological remains are in themselves strong 

evidence of human presence and human behaviour. It is only when we try to make sense 

of this presence and this behaviour that archaeology tends to come short. As noted 

above, it needs to be placed in the context of other materials, and not least the 

environment in which it is found. 

 

5.5 The Environment  

To get an impression of this “real world” mentioned by Anders Andrén (in Chapter 5.4), 

it is necessary to discuss the natural environment that existed in Scandinavian during the 
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Iron Age and the Viking Age. This is something that applies especially with regard to the 

question of trees. Scandinavia is by no means an environmental homogeneous entity and 

the tree species that grow naturally within the various regions differentiate significantly. 

Changes in the composition of woodlands, forests and stands of trees occur both spatially 

and temporally (see, for example, Price, 2015: 18-20; and Wells, 2012: 35-36), and this 

would have had a significant effect on how people experienced and understood their 

environment. 

A recent research project carried out near Esbjerg on the west coast of Jutland, 

Denmark, from 2008, has provided an outline of the vegetation history in the area of the 

entire Holocene74 epoch in this area (based on pollen investigation) (Kolstrup, 2009: 351-

353). Of particular interest to this thesis are the results from the upper layer of the core-

samples (corresponding to the Viking Age and the Middle Ages) which show that during 

this period there was a relatively high diversity of tree species in the local vegetation, 

including among others, oak (Quercus), alder (Alnus), hazel (Corylus), birch (Betula), 

beech (Fagus), yew (Taxus), and many more. Interestingly, no ash (Fraxinus) was found 

in these samples (Kolstrup, 2009: 367). Also indicated is that a decrease in the overall 

forest coverage took place between 500 BC and 300 AD which was followed by a 

complete recovery to pre-500 BC conditions by 600 AD, the situation that then remained 

relatively stable throughout the time-period of interest to this thesis (Schrøder et al., 

2004: 22). Many different factors could have influenced such fluctuations in forest 

coverage, for example, changes in climate, changes in agricultural systems, population 

migration, and so forth. The result from Esbjerg nonetheless echoes to a large extent the 

results from another research project (pollen investigation) and the finds in the 

sediments in Roskilde fjord, Denmark, which indicates that oak and birch are relatively 

stable in numbers between 1 AD and 1100 AD, while ash trees decrease significantly and 

beech increase (Schrøder et al., 2004: 14 and 22). What this observed decrease in ash in 

Roskilde fjord and Esbjerg during the Viking Age could potentially mean for the topic of 

this thesis will be addressed later in this chapter. 

It is worth noting that a similar decrease in overall forest coverage in the early 

Iron Age has been identified in a pollen analysis project that was undertaken at the farm-

                         
74 The present Holocene epoch started approx. 10,000 years ago and followed the Pleistocene 
epoch in the Genozoic Era (Relethford, 2013: 216). 
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site of Fitjar on the southwestern coast of Norway. Here, however, it is evident that the 

recovery did not start occurring until after 800 AD (Overland and Hjelle, 2009: 466). In 

spite of this, the composition of local vegetation in the area only varies slightly over the 

period, one feature being the total absence of the beech in the pollen material from 

Norway (interestingly enough beech had formed a significant part of the pollen material 

in the Roskilde fjord samples). Also missing in both Fitjar and Roskilde core-samples is the 

yew. All the same, the total range of tree species in the Danish samples is a little higher, 

totalling 12 in Denmark, and 10 in Norway (Schrøder et al., 2004: 10; and Overland and 

Hjelle, 2009: 466).  

Of particular interest inall cases however, is that, as noted, the ash (Fraxinus) is 

not present in some of these upper layers. Indeed, it seems to have all but disappeared 

or at least decreased heavily in number prior to the Iron Age according to both the Danish 

and Norwegian core-samples (Schrøder et al., 2004: 14; Kolsrup, 2009: 360; and Overland 

and Hjelle, 2009: 466). The absence of a particular species in a pollen core-sample 

naturally, does not necessary mean that the species was totally missing in the historical 

ecosystem of Scandinavia allover but it does underline that the species was rare (Margrét 

Hallsdóttir, 1995: 24). This fact undeniably puts a new perspective on the emphasis on 

the role of the askr Yggdrasill in Old Nordic mythology and also the stated role of the ash 

in the creation of humans (see Chapters 2.6, 7.2 and 7.3). The implication is that this was 

a comparatively unusual tree in Scandinavia during the period in question (see also 

Chapters 8.2 and 8.3).  

While pollen analysis from sediments in watery areas gives a very detailed picture 

of the local vegetation at any given time, its main weakness is, of course, that the results 

are very localised and that significant differences in the results might be expected, even 

in samples from different sites within close proximity to each other, due to, for example, 

differences in soil conditions, local weather conditions, differences in cultivation methods 

and land usage, and other exogenous conditions. Such differences are actually explicit in 

the Fitjar project where the results from the Fitjar infield site and the Fitjar basin site vary 

to some degree (Overland and Hjelle, 2009: 473-474). It might thus be said that if the 

archaeological record is a temporal snapshot (see above), pollen analysis is little more 

than a spatial snapshot, providing information from a demarcated area, albeit over a long 

period of time.  
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There is nonetheless, little question that trees of all kinds would have been 

significant features that would have stood out in the landscape in all Norse Scandinavia 

during the time-period considered in this thesis, even though differences with regard to 

both species and forest coverage would have been (and are) identifiable. Another key 

point is that, as noted above, there was also a significant difference between the different 

regions within Scandinavia with regard to, for example, the ash which would only have 

been found in the southern parts of Scandinavia (Denmark, southern Sweden and 

southern Norway), while two different species of birch (B. pubescens and B. pendula) (as 

a species entity), would have existed throughout Scandinavia (see further Chapters 8.2 

and 8.3; and Lange, 1956-1978: XI, 186-190). This is a fact that might be borne in mind 

when considering the nature of the birch root of the sacrificial tree found underneath the 

Frösö Church in Härjedal (see Chapters 2.6, 5.4 and 8.3) which is well outside the natural 

habit area of the ash. Facts like this naturally need to be taken into consideration when 

dealing with the nature and role of trees in Old Nordic religions and people’s experience 

of them.  

Something else that might be borne in mind in this context is that while an 

extreme fluctuation in the climate evidently occurred during the sixth century in 

Scandinavia75 (Gräslund and Price, 2012: 430) (most likely due to a volcanic eruption 

elsewhere on the planet in early 536 AD: Behringer, 2015: 67), and potentially helped 

bring about significant changes in the social structures in the Iron-Age Scandinavian 

society (Gräslund and Price, 2012 :440), the trees of the north evidently demonstrated 

impressive resilience to this catastrophe, little or no decrease occurring in tree numbers 

in southern Scandinavia during this period, due to cold summers (see, for example, 

Schrøder et al, 2004: 10; and Overland and Hjelle, 2009: 464). Bearing this in mind, it is 

noteworthy that while it seems that “the sun lost all its central mythological role” 

(Andrén, 2014: 188), in this period, the pagan image of “sacred trees” seems to have 

maintained its significance, something that is echoed to this day not only in literature, 

mythology and iconography but also in place names throughout Scandinavia. 

 

                         
75 The catastrophic event of extremely cold summers that took place during the summer of 536 
AD and over the next few years has been connected to the mythological Fimbulvetr mentioned 
in Vafþrúðnismál (stanza 44) (Gräslund and Price, 2012: 436-437). 
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5.6 Place Names 

Toponymy, the study of place names, has from an early point played a significant role in 

the study of Old Nordic religions. Indeed, the Swedish scholar of Scandinavian studies, 

Stefan Brink recognises that a comparatively uncritical approach to place names 

reflecting Old Nordic beliefs already existed in the works of several early twentieth-

century scholars, among others, the Swedish philologist Erik Noreen (1890-1946) and the 

Norwegian linguist Magnus Olsen (1878-1963), the main contributions to place name 

studies by the latter being Olsen’s PhD, Hedenske kultminder i norske stedsnavne (1915), 

and then Ættegård og helligdom: Norske stedsnavn sosialt og religionshistorisk (1926) 

which was translated into English as Farms and Fanes of Ancient Norway in 1928 (Brink, 

2014: 159-160). As early as 1914, Noreen had proposed that the Swedish place name 

Kåvö (Quadowi in Old Swedish) was comprised of the Old Norse words kváþa (meaning 

resin) and vi (meaning cult site), suggesting that a cult had existed in Kåvö in which resin 

was used in ritual practices (Noreen, 1914: 121-126). Today, such a connection does not 

seem that farfetched bearing in mind the archaeological evidence of animal bones, burnt 

clay, and drops of resin found at Lunda (see Chapter 5.4). Nonetheless, in the same 

polemic way that von Sydow had criticised Mannhardt (see Chapter 2.3), Noreen’s 

proposal was heavily questioned by the Swedish linguist Jöran Sahlgren (1884-1971), a 

close friend of von Sydow, who argued that the last syllable wi in Quadowi must have 

referred to the word viþer which means forest rather than vé (Sahlgren, 1923: 110-134; 

and Sahlgren, 1950: 2), for some years convincingly disconnecting the name from any 

pagan ritualistic and religious context.76  

Such critique by Sahlgren and others placed the “utterly daring” Noreen and Olsen 

approaches of relating place names to cult sites in the poison cabinet for decades (Brink, 

2014: 157-160). Fortunately, in the last 30 years or so, numerous new articles and 

chapters have been published by, among others by Brink himself, demonstrating a more 

balanced approach to the subject, something which as Brink states “was crowned by Per 

Vikstrand’s doctoral thesis Gudarnas platser” (Brink, 2014: 169) from 2001 (see below). 

The Noreen/Sahlgren controversy nonetheless, explicitly showcases just how difficult it 

                         
76 Nowadays ever more evidence is coming to light to underline the connection between vi place 
names and cult sites, as with Lille Ullevi and Götevi in Sweden (see, for example, Price, 2014: 180-
184). 
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is to use place names in discussions of Old Nordic religions, and how one archaeological 

find (the drops of resin at Lunda) can change the discourse in a split second. Clearly, there 

is reason to be open-minded and, not least, to also make use of other materials when 

considering place names. 

With regard to the question of trees in place names, and what this might suggest 

about early beliefs, in his aforementioned dissertation, the Swedish scholar of 

Scandinavian languages Per Vikstrand examines among other things, the number of Old 

Nordic gods connected to the word lundr (as in Lunda, meaning grove) in place names. 

Vikstrand finds no less than 32 such names in central Sweden of which the majority refer 

to Þórr, found in 10 Torslunda, followed by 6 Fröslunda (Freyr), and 4 Odenslunda (Óðinn) 

(Vikstrand, 2001: 274). In Bebyggelsenamnen i Mörbylånga kommun (2007), Vikstrand 

underlines that “efterleden -lund(a) uppträder i sakrala ortnamn över hela Skandinavien” 

(Vikstrand, 2007: 21-22). 

Bearing in mind what has been said above in Chapter 5.5 about the distribution 

of tree species in Viking-Age Scandinavia, it is also worth considering those place names 

that might refer to a single individual tree which imply that certain trees seem to have 

stood out from others in the environment. To give a few examples, there are two “Ask” 

(ash) and one “Ek” (oak) in Sweden (Wahlberg, 2003: 26 and 65), two “Ask” and two “Eg” 

(oak) in Jutland, Denmark (Danmarks Stednavne, 2018) and along with several other “Eik” 

(oak) place names in Norway, there is an “Eik” in Tønsberg (KulturNav, 2018) in 

interestingly proximity to the ship-burial site at Oseberg (Gansum, 1997: 33). This name 

is especially interesting if we take into account the fact that contrary to most burial 

mounds from the Iron Age and Viking Age which tended to be placed in high places in the 

landscape in order to attract attention or demonstrate power, the Oseberg mound is 

almost hidden away in the bottom of a small valley, something which led the Norwegian 

archaeologist Terje Gansum to suggest that “Oseberghaugens plassering må ha vært styrt 

av andre hensyn” (Gansum, 2002: 272). One such consideration could have been the 

presence of a sacred oak in the landscape. Admittedly none of the other Swedish or 

Danish Ask or Ek/Eg place names have yet been connected with any archaeological sites 

and indeed these names tend to be interpreted as groups of trees rather than referring 

to the singular of the word (see, for example, Wahlberg, 2003: 26 and 65; and Danmarks 

Stednavne, 2018).  
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As noted above, the Noreen/Sahlgren controversy explicitly revealed both the 

strengths and weaknesses of using place names in the study of Old Nordic religion. As 

with the lundr place names, also noted above, there is good reason to consider all place 

names involving trees in conjunction with other material found in the ground and in the 

light of environmental source materials before jumping to any conclusions.  

 

5.7 Medieval Literature 

The final group of source material which can shed on the role of trees in the Old Nordic 

religions is, of course, the large body of indigenous medieval literature which was written 

down in Scandinavia in the centuries following the Viking Age, the bulk of which was 

written in Iceland in the vernacular language. The written material dealing with trees falls 

into various categories, including, among others: the Eddic goðakvæði; the drottkvæði 

(especially the kenningar); the various works by Snorri Sturluson (noted earlier in Chapter 

2.2); Gesta Danorum written in Latin by Saxo Grammaticus; the fornaldarsögur;77 and the 

medieval law books. Interestingly enough little is said about trees in the Íslendingasögur78 

apart from the mention of öndvegissúlur (see Chapter 7.2). 

The Eddic goðakvæði are a group of poems dealing with the Nordic mythology, 

the Old Nordic gods and their pagan world, and, as has been shown in the research 

history chapter (see Chapters 2.2; 2.3; 2.4; 2.5 and 2.6), these mention various 

mythological trees by name. The poems in question are found in two main manuscripts, 

the Codex Regius written around 1270 (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2002b: 12) and the AM 748 I-II 

4to written somewhere between 1300-1325 (Guðrún Nordal, 2013: 43), both of which 

were written in Iceland. Some of the goðakvæði are also quoted as early sources in Snorra 

Edda (already discussed in Chapter 2.2), in Hauksbók from the beginning of the 

fourteenth century (Lethbridge, 2013: 90), and in medieval compilations such as 

Flateyjarbók from second half of fourteenth century (Vésteinn Ólason 1992: 80). While 

each of the poems has their own strengths and limitations, the main weakness of this 

material as a whole is, of course, that it was recorded long after the pagan period which 

it reflects and during which it was presumably partly composed (Gunnell, 2005b: 94), 

                         
77 “Mythical-Heroic Sagas” or “Legendary Sagas” (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2012b: 59). 
78 The Icelandic family sagas, Íslendingasögur, deal for the most part with events that took place 
in Iceland in the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh century (Vésteinn Ólason, 1992: 25-26). 
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within a significantly different culture (see Chapter 2.2). It is uncertain how much of the 

material in these poems originated in a pagan oral tradition but nevertheless as Terry 

Gunnell stresses it seems evident “that the poems lived in this [the recorded] form for 

some time before they came to be recorded” (Gunnell, 2016: 92: My italics), something 

which might speak in favour of an old and pagan origin for some of the material in the 

poems.  

Another issue that necessarily needs attention is, as the American folklorist 

Timothy Tangherlini puts it, that “the actual narrative of Nordic Mythology that emerges 

is one of surprising complexity, contradiction and cultural dynamism” (Tangherlini, 2014: 

viii: My italics). An example of such a contradiction is, for example, the question of to 

which god the ship Skíðblaðnir belongs. Skíðblaðnir (mentioned only once in the 

Eddukvæði) according to Gylfaginning and Grímnismál (stanza 43), was created by the 

sons of Ívaldi created “skipa bezt, skírum Frey” (see also Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 36). In 

Ynglinga saga, however, the same ship is assigned by Snorri to Óðinn (Snorri Sturluson, 

1941-1951: I, 18). Such an example raises the possibility of several traditions existing side 

by side, or changes over time. Other examples of this complex and apparent 

contradictory nature of the poems are, of course, the three different names given to the 

world-tree (mentioned in footnote 35 in Chapter 2.5), and naturally also the fact that 

those poems which deal with the image of the world-tree to begin with were preserved 

and recorded in what was (by the thirteenth century) an otherwise nearly treeless 

country (Iceland) in which certainly no ash trees could have been found.  

The complexity becomes even more explicit if we also consider the objective value 

of other medieval sources like the work of the Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus (c. 

1150-1220).79 Even though Saxo includes figures like Óðinn in his history (see, for 

                         
79 It has continuously been stressed in this thesis that we need to approach the written sources 
cautiously and like all historians and ethnographers, Saxo wrote his Gesta Danorum under 
influence of the political discourse of his time and it is evident that far from being objective, his 
writing is decidedly anti-German (Ulff-Møller, 2007c: 584). Thus, despite the fact that he was 
inspired by the ancient Roman historians such as Tacitus, and that Saxo evidently knew such 
works as Germania, it is highly unlikely that he would stress any Germanic aspects in his own 
history of the Danes. Indeed, the probability is that he might have neglected any such aspect if 
he had found one. Viktor Rydberg nonetheless suggests parallels exist. For him there “kan intet 
tvifvel ega rum derom att hann [Gram-Hálfdan] är samme patriark, som under namnet Mannus 
omtales i Tacitus’ Germania k. 2” (Rydberg, 1886-1889: I, 117; see also Tacitus, 1914: 267; and 
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example, Saxo, 2007: 77-78), there is nothing in his history that resembles the image of 

the world-tree Yggdrasill as presented in Eddic poems, in spite of his apparent awareness 

of the Icelandic storytelling tradition (Saxo, 2007: xxi; see also Lauring, 2007: vi; and Gísli 

Sigurðsson, 2002a: 3). There are however, several mentions of trees which have potential 

interest for this thesis. In Book VII of Gesta Danorum, for example, we find the story of 

the two young brothers Hálfdán and Haraldur who are hidden by their patrons in a “cava 

conclusi ilice”80 when their father’s brother Karl is trying to kill them (Saxo, 2007: 262-

263; and Saxo, 2018: ch. 7.1.4), a story which offers a potential parallel to the image of 

the Bronze-Age oak-coffins (noted in Chapter 5.2). Particularly interesting is that “ilice” 

refers to the evergreen oak species from the Mediterranean (Ilex, ilicis, 2018) which is 

not native to Denmark. Admittedly, this might be a result of a simple choice of Latin word 

for a tree to translate an originally Scandinavian word. However, it also warns us to be 

wary of trusting Saxo too literally, opening the possibility that he also used foreign 

material. 

Another category of Nordic medieval literature which contains mentions of trees 

is the fornaldarsögur. Despite being closely connected to the Icelandic family saga 

tradition which from time to time draw on similar source material to produce narratives, 

the heritage of the fornaldarsögur goes into the deep past (Torfi Tulinius, 1993: 239). 

Indeed, there are firm indications that, like the Eddic poetry, some of the fornaldarsögur 

accounts go back to pre-Viking times. Motifs and characters from some of the 

fornaldarsögur can certainly be directly connected to motifs depicted on the Gotlandic 

picture stones from the ninth and tenth centuries (see, for example, Aðalheiður 

Guðmundsdóttir, 2012a: 70-71), and they may even date even further back in time, 

perhaps as far as the Age of Migrations.81 There is thus good reason to consider the 

possibility that they contain some remnants of pagan beliefs and practices, especially if 

the material finds support elsewhere. 

One fornaldarsaga which is of particular interest to this thesis is Völsunga saga 

which was apparently composed c. 1260-1270 and is preserved in a manuscript from c. 

                         

Saxo, 2007: 7-14). (Gram-Hálfdan was the great-grandson of the legendary Danish King Dan: Saxo, 
2007: 5-9.) 
80 “A hollow oak” (Saxo, 1979: 202). 
81 The Age of Migration covers the period of the fourth to the sixth centuries AD (Aðalheiður 
Guðmundsdóttir, 2012b: 63). 
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1400 (Finch, 1965a: xxxviii). It nonetheless draws directly on several of the much older 

Old Nordic Eddic hetjukvæði.82 The passage in Völsunga saga that is of most interest to 

the topic of this thesis is the description of King Völsungr’s hall in the introductory part 

to the saga, which runs as follows:  

 
Svá er sagt, at Völsungr konungr lét gera höll eina ágæta ok með þeim 

hætti, at ein eik mikil stóð í höllinni ok limar trésins með fögrum 

blómum stóðu út um ræfr hallrinnar, en leggrinn stóð niðr í höllina ok 

kölluðu þat barnstokk (Völsunga saga, 1943: 6).  

 
There are several interesting features of this passage which will become apparent 

in the discussion chapters later in this thesis.83 For now, it is worth drawing the attention 

to the suffix in the name of the tree, Barnstokk. Bearing in mind the earlier-noted 

blending of written and oral source material in both the Íslendingasögur and the 

fornaldarsögur, and several mentions in other fornaldarsögur and in at least one 

Íslendingasaga telling of men swearing an oath by means of “stiga á stokk” (Harðar saga 

og Hólmverja, 1991: 38; Göngu-Hrólfs saga, 1943-1944: 408; and Örvar-Odds saga, 1943-

1944: 385), there is a possibility this name goes back to a faint memory preserved in 

Iceland of earlier ritualistic behaviour relating to the swearing of oaths on particular 

trees. The key problem nonetheless remains that the fornaldarsögur were often recorded 

comparatively late, and are found in the same milieu as the riddarasögur which have 

many compositional features in common with the fairytale genre (Torfi Tulinius, 1993: 

240). This naturally calls for wariness when this material is used in an attempt to shed 

light on a pagan Scandinavian past.  

The final category of medieval literature to be addressed in detail in this chapter 

dealing with source material on trees is that of the provincial Scandinavian law texts 

                         
82 Heroic poems. These works come from the same manuscripts as the goðakvæði (noted above, 
see also Chapter 2.2). 
83 Another tree which is interestingly enough said to situated within a hall is found in Hrólfs saga 
kraka. When Aðils konungr escapes Hrólfr and his men, he sees them jump over a fire to attack 
him and then: 
 

Forðaði hann sér ok hljóp at trénu, sem stóð í höllinni, ok var þat holt innan, 
ok svá komst hann úr höllinni með fjölkynngi sinni ok göldrum. Og svá kemr 
hann í sal Yrsu drottningar ok finnr hana at máli. (Hrólfs saga kraka, 1944: 
73). 
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which have a more obvious connection to daily life in Scandinavia. It is clear from Tacitus’ 

work that for centuries the Nordic and Germanic tribes held þing, among other things in 

order to administrate their legal systems. Following the Christianisation of Scandinavia 

and the introduction of writing, many of the provincial Nordic laws were written down 

during the eleventh and thirteenth centuries (Brink, 2012: 24-25). As will be shown 

below, some of these texts seem to have earlier roots and contain further allusions to the 

belief in groves and trees that might have existed in pre-historic Scandinavia.  

It has certainly been clear for some time that many of these law texts seem to 

provide information regarding pagan ritualistic behaviour which was still taking place at 

the time when the laws were written, behaviour that reflects to some degree Iron-Age 

and Viking-Age practices (see, for example, Läffler, 1911: 632; and Olsen, 1966: 84-85). 

Of particular interest for this thesis is the fact that several provincial laws specifically ban 

the “belief in” and worship of trees. In Gutalagh from Gotland, which was written down 

in Sweden early in the thirteenth century, it says, for example, that “engin ma haita a 

huathci a hult eþa hauga” (Guta-Lagh, 1818: 6).84 Upplandslagen, another thirteenth-

century law text from mainland Sweden, reflects this phrasing in its introduction in which 

it says that “ængin skal afguþum blotæ. oc ængin a lundi ællr stenæ troa” 

(Upplandslagen, 1902:5).85 This emphasis on banning the belief in trees (whatever that 

means) was clearly not new. Indeed, it is also found in earlier laws from the lands the 

Nordic people conquered. In the Norðhymbra preosta lagu, for example, which was 

composed between 1028 and c. 1060, reflecting the Oxford code of the Danish King Knútr 

inn ríki (995-1035 AD) from 1018 AD, we read that:  

 
Gif friðgeard sy on hwæs lande abnuton stan oððe treow oððe wille 

oððe swilces ænigge fleard, þonne gilde se ðe hit worhte lahsliht 

(Norðhymbra preosta lagu, 1903: 383:86 see further discussion on 

posts and the Yeavering pole in Northumberland in Chapter 5.4). 

 

                         
84 No one may call upon neither grove nor mound. 
85 No one may sacrifice to idols. And no one may believe in a grove or stone. 
86 If an enclosed sanctuary is found upon somebody’s land around a stone or a tree or a spring or 
something so foolish, then the one who made it must pay lahsliht. (lahsliht clearly refers to a fine 
that needs to be paid. However, its precise value is not clear.) 
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The implications of all of the above is that such beliefs and practices in relation to 

trees must have formed a significant part of common belief systems in Scandinavia and 

Germany and most likely had done so for centuries. Of course, we must also keep in mind 

the possibility that these legal articles were simply borrowing from legal texts from 

elsewhere, considering the strong influence that Rome, France and Germany had on the 

Christianisation of Scandinavia. Nonetheless, bearing in mind the later evidence of 

folkloristic beliefs among the Scandinavians relating trees and tree spirits recorded in 

numerous sources from Olaus Magnus (see Chapter 2.2) to Wilhelm Mannhardt (see 

Chapter 2.3), and that rituals in connection to trees were carried out among the 

Scandinavian populations well into nineteenth century (see the discussion on Axel Olrik 

and Hans Ellekilde in Chapter 2.4), there is good reason to believe that beliefs in trees 

and groves, and ritualistic behaviour in connection to trees were not only real at the time 

at which these laws were written, but also widespread enough to survive these laws into 

later folklore. 

There are, of course, other categories of medieval literature which make 

reference to aspects of Old Nordic religions, for example, the massive bulk of the earlier-

mentioned Íslendingasögur, Íslendingabók and Lándnámabók, all of which pose similar 

problems to the above with regard to their source value, but apart from for the discussion 

of öndvegissúlur in Landnámabók and the sagas (see Chapter 7.2), as noted above these 

contain less material about trees which played a role in Old Nordic religions. A plausible 

explanation for the lack of trees in these sources is perhaps that the accounts they 

contain take place for the most part in Iceland where by the time that these accounts 

were written down trees were few (Hallsdóttir, 1995: 22-23; and Buckland, 2000: 147). 

The Icelandic medieval scholar Ari hinn fróði Þorgilsson (1068-1148) nonetheless states 

in his Íslendingabók that at the time of settlement “vas Ísland viði vaxit á miðli fjalls ok 

fjöru” (Íslendingabók, 1986: 5) which suggests that this was not the case when Ari wrote 

his book, and this has been supported by other sources. The forests in Iceland during the 

time of settlement were nonetheless significantly different from those forests found in 

the regions on the Scandinavian mainland which were inhabited by Nordic people 

(especially those in the southern parts of Scandinavia), among other things, with regard 

to the higher diversity in tree species, taller and more massive trees, and different 

ecosystems that would have been found there (see further in Chapter 8.2).  
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5.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the value and nature of the main various sources which might shed light 

on the role of trees in Old Nordic religions have been discussed. It is evident that the 

sources available have very different backgrounds being scattered over a large area and 

over a long period of time, and that they also have varying degrees of trustworthiness. 

Together, however, they provide a logical foundation for undertaking a deeper discussion 

regarding the role of trees in Old Nordic religions especially when the methodology noted 

above (see Chapter 4) is applied to the extant material, as the last part of this thesis will 

hopefully demonstrate. 
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6 The World-Tree 

6.1 Introduction 

As noted in the previous chapter, there are various distinct features of trees which seem 

to play a role in Old Nordic religions which point to the idea of a belief in a metaphysical 

“world-tree”. In this chapter, the main emphasis will be put on those aspects of the 

world-tree which seem to be related first of all to knowledge and then to life and death. 

The chapter will be structured around the etic terms usually applied to metaphysical trees 

in religious studies, in other words the “world-tree”, the “tree of knowledge”, and the 

“tree of life”, Old Nordic emic terms such as askr, mjötviðr, Yggdrasill and so forth being 

used where relevant to link these etic categories to the original emic environment.  

My main aim in this chapter (and the following two chapters) is to try to identify 

what phenomenologies of trees can be extracted from the original source material noted 

above, drawing on emic approaches and identifying the evidence of rituals and symbols 

relating to trees, and finally, by means of these attempting to propose how people might 

have experienced trees as a phenomenon in Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavia, and 

not least as a central image in their cosmology. 

In order to maintain direction and clarity in this part of the thesis, the comparative 

material which will form part of the final discussion chapter (Chapter 9) will not be 

included in the main text but instead provided in footnotes in both this chapter and in 

the two chapters that follow (Chapters 6, 7, and 8).  

 

6.2 The World-Tree 

For logical reasons the Eddic poems Völuspá and Grímnismál formed the point of 

departure for many scholars into a discussion of the world-tree in the past (see, for 

example, Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 126-128; Bugge, 1881-1889, 393-400; and Eliade, 

1996: 265; see also the overview in Chapters 2.3; 2.4; 2.5; 2.6 and 3:2). It thus seems only 

natural to start this examination by considering the evidence provided by these poems. 

In Völuspá, the völva tells Valföðr (Óðinn: Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason, 

2014: I, 109) about the creation and the destruction of the world, moving from a time 

before the world came into existence in which only the great void Ginnunga gap existed 

(stanza 3), building up to the time of the world’s destruction in ragnarök and its eventual 
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reappearance (stanzas 44-62). A key recurring feature in the poem is the image of “askr 

Yggdrasill”87 the “name” of which is introduced in stanza 19. The tree is nonetheless 

present in various other forms throughout the poem, for example as the “mjötviðr” in 

stanza 2 (see the discussion of this term in footnote 42 in Chapter 2.6). According to Gro 

Steinsland, the ash (as a new world-tree) is also present in the form of the “hlautviðr”88 

(stanza 61) in the new world that emerges after ragnarök, making her suggest that there 

is a circular idea of time in the poem (see Chapter 2.6; and discussion below on “the 

passing of time” in Chapter 6.4). Whether this is true or not, evidently the fate of 

Yggdrasill and that of the world are intimately intertwined, with the seed lying “fyrir mold 

neðan” when the world is created in the beginning of Völuspá (stanza 2), growing greener 

and taller until it stands as a healthy tree in stanza 19, getting weaker and groaning in 

stanza 46 and finally burning up in stanza 55, when the world collapses. 

The perception of Yggdrasill as a huge tree can be recognised in the description 

of the world-tree in Völuspá as a: 

 
… 

hár baðmr, ausinn  

hvíta auri;  

þaðan koma döggvar  

                         
87 “Askr Yggdrasill” is clearly a formula in Völuspá (stanzas 19 and 46) and Grímnismál (stanzas 29, 
30, 31, 32, 34, 35, and 44). However both askr and Yggdrasill can be approached as emic terms 
which are used to describe a recognised phenomenon which has, at least some, properties of a 
tree. In both Völuspá and Grímnismál, the two terms are only found in the compound “askr 
Yggdrasill” but as Finnur Jónnson states “udtrykket er sikkert at forstå som asken (der kaldes) 
Yggdrasil” (Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 16) Thus the word askr at least can stand alone. The term 
Yggdrasill however, seems to be more closely connected to the term askr. According to Rudolf 
Simek, it has be debated widely within the scholarly milieu whether Yggdrasill alone can be 
understood as meaning the tree or whether the full term askr Yggdrasill is necessary (Simek, 
2007: 375). Henning Kure, however, has proposed that Yggdrasill should be understood as one of 
the many names of Óðinn (see Chapter 2.6, and Kure, 2006: 70) and not only the prefix Yggr which 
is commonly accepted as an Óðinn name (see Vafþrúðnismál stanza 5; and Jónas Kristjánsson and 
Vésteinn Ólason, 2014: I, 357). It seems fair to address the two terms separately and will this be 
done later in this thesis. 
88 The compound hlautviðr is unique to Völuspá and has been interpreted as a sacrificial stick 
related to other emic terms such as hlautteinn and blótspánn which presumably played a 
significant role in ritual practices, maybe connected to blood sacrifices (see Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 
261; and Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason, 2014: I, 124 and 306). In the Hauksbók version 
of Völuspá, it is written as hlutviðr (stanza 55) which might then connect the image of this object 
to the casting of lots as in hlutkesti (Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 266; and Steinsland, 1979: 145). 
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þærs í dala falla, 

… (stanza 19: My italics).  

 
In these words, it is implied that the tree is tall and all-embracing,89 and that the 

dew from the tree falls into all the dalir,90 underlining, in my view, that the metaphysical 

Yggdrasill was phenomenologically perceived in this poem as being as big as the world. 

Another aspect of Yggdrasill in Völuspá which furthermore immediately indicates not 

only a connection to time and the natural world but also knowledge is implied by the 

statement that the three meyjar Urð, Verðandi and Skuld91 are said to be sitting 

underneath tree, at Urðarbrunnr92 where they “skáru á skiði” (stanza 20), foretelling the 

fate of men, a fact that immediately underlines a link between the human world and the 

watery underworld from where they seem to have come (the stanza in the Codex Regius 

says they came “ór þeim sæ”.) 

Grímnismál (stanzas 29, 30, 31, 34, 35, and 44) adds further to our understanding 

of the nature of Yggdrasill93 by mentioning that its three roots go in three different 

directions: one goes to Hel (the goddess of the underworld), a second goes to the 

hrímþursar (which might be seen in relation to the underworld jötnar mentioned in 

Völuspá [stanza 2]), while the third root runs to the human world (stanza 31). This is 

                         
89 According to Finnur Jónsson, baðmr has two meanings: that of a tree, and that of an embrace 
(Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 33). 
90 Dala is plural accusative form of the Old Norse word dalr (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 
1874 :95). 
91 The names Urðr, Verðandi, and Skuld means past, present and future (Eddukvæði, 2014: I, 295-
296). According to Snorri, the meyjar “köllum vér nornir” (Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 18).  
92 Urðarbrunnr is according to Snorri situated by the third root of Yggdrasill which “stendr á himni” 
(Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 17). Gísli Sigurðsson reads this phrasing as meaning “stands above 
heaven” (Gísli Sigurðsson, 2014: 190). This is what prompted Viktor Rydberg to speculate whether 
the world-tree was actually lying horizontally in the world with the third root somehow lying 
“öfver himmelen” (Rydberg, 1886-1889: I, 303, see also Chapter 2.3). Rydberg nonetheless states 
in the same breath that this idea is only found in Snorri’s work and furthermore that it is 
contradictory to “mythens lära om de tre Yggdraselsrötterna [which] alla tre äro underjordiska” 
(Rydberg, 1886-1889: I, 303-304). The aspect of himinn in Gylfaginning is enigmatic and, in my 
view, might either be connected to a Christian influence from Snorri on the mythology or to the 
idea of Yggdrasill as the Milky Way (see discussion in Chapter 2.6). Following Jens Peter Schjødt’s 
statement that in Old Nordic religions the sky is empty (see discussion in Chapter 2.6) the 
emphasis in this thesis will be on the connection between the human world and the underworld. 
93 Despite the fact that askr Yggdrasill is mentioned in both Völuspá and Grímnismál, the differing 
information provided in the two poems stresses that here is no certainty that the two accounts 
are referring to the same phenomenon. 
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expressed somewhat differently in Snorri’s Gylfaginning which says that “ein er með 

Ásum, önnur með hrímþursum […] In þriðja stendr yfir Niflheimi” (Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 

17). All the same, what is significant to the discussion in this thesis, is that all these 

descriptions emphasise the enormous size of Yggdrasill, and its central linking role, 

connecting worlds — and life and death, in a sense feeding off the underworld. Such an 

understanding is also evident in the early drawing of Yggdrasill by Finnur Magnússon (see 

Chapter 2.3). Another important aspect of the Yggdrasill described in Grímnismál is the 

stress on the way in which information travels between Niðhöggr at the roots of 

Yggdrasill and the eagle94 at the crown, communicated by the squirrel Ratatoskr who runs 

along the trunk of Yggdrasill (stanza 32) and in this way turns the trunk into a kind of 

liminal95 space between worlds and spaces. In a sense this suggests that the tree lives off 

knowledge, or has knowledge at its heart, drawn from its growth and daily existence. The 

aspect of the tree providing communication and knowledge from its roots by 

Urðarbrunnr (as a kind of liminal space) is, of course, a significant phenomenological 

feature of all trees and is also reflected in Hávamál (stanza 138) where Óðinn obtains the 

rúnar by hanging “vindga meiði á / nætr allar níu”, reaching down into the depths. It is 

these two aspects of the world-tree, first, the aspect of the world-tree as a symbol of the 

life of the world, an aspect which indeed has been stressed through the entire research 

history of the role of the tree in Old Nordic religions (see Chapters 2.3, 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6); 

and secondly, the aspect of the tree as a conveyor of knowledge and representation of 

liminal space between worlds (echoed, for example, in the works of Schjødt and Dutton 

mentioned in Chapter 2.6), that seem to form the essence of Yggdrasill in the poems.96 

                         
94 Snorri states in Gylfaginning that an eagle is sitting in the branches of Yggdrasill (Snorri 
Sturluson, 2011: 18). In Grímnismál (stanza 32) it is only stated that the squirrel brings the words 
of the eagle from above to Niðhöggr below. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason argues that 
the information in Snorra Edda regarding the eagle sitting in the branches of Yggdrasill would 
have been included in a now lost stanza of Grímnismál (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason, 
2014: I, 374). It is worth noting that Óðinn has the name Arnhöfði (Óðins nöfn, B I, stanza 2) and 
that he changes into an eagle when he escapes from Suttungr in the myth about how the Æsir 
got into possession the mead of the skalds (Snorri Sturluson, 2007: 4). 
95 According to the on-line Oxford Dictionary, “liminal” means occupying a position at a boundary 
or threshold (Definition of liminal in English, 2018). In ritual theory, liminality is connected to 
aspects of transition (van Gennep, 1992: 11). 
96 The idea of a world-tree is found in many cultures throughout the world. For example, 
according to the Rig Veda (the sacred text of the Hindus), the whole universe is considered to be 
an ashvattha or pipal tree with a thousand branches which is the “embodiment of knowledge 
and the great Creator. That is why ashvattha is called on certain occasions the “tree of life” or the 
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The name Yggdrasill (Grímnismál [stanzas 29, 30, 31, 32, 34, 35, and 44]; Völuspá 

[stanzas 19 and 46]; also mentioned in prose sections in Gylfaginning book 15 and 51) is 

itself naturally enigmatic and it might be more helpful and productive to see this name 

as an emic term or a description rather than a name as such. The name usually is 

interpreted as “Óðinn’s horse” (see, for example, Simek, 2007: 375; Lindow, 2002: 319; 

and for thorough discussion, see Elmevik, 2011: 347-353) and thus underlines the 

properties of the tree as a vehicle for journeying.97 Læraðr is another name of what seems 

to be for the same tree which is found in Grímnismál (stanzas 25 and 26), also appearing 

as Léraðr in Snorra Edda (Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 33), the meaning of which is even more 

                         

“tree of creation” (Habermann, 2013: 72). It is recognised by Eliade and the English folklorist Clive 
Tolley that such aspects of the world-tree being a reflection of the world or the supporter of the 
universe are also echoed in the beliefs of the Altaics in Siberia (Eliade, 1996: 1996:267; and Tolley, 
2009: 305). The aspect of the world-tree being a liminal space through which knowledge is 
conveyed can also be found among the reindeer-herding Evenki people and the Nenets. The 
former live north and northeast of the Lake Baikal in Siberia while the Nenets come from the 
northwestern most part of Siberia (Vitebsky, 2005: 29 and 38). The Russian scholar Arkadiy F. 
Anisimov (no dates available) who carried out fieldwork among the Evenki in 1929 (Hutton, 2007: 
38) directed his research among other things towards the phenomenon of shamanism. In his 
ethnography of the Evenki Anisimov wrote among other things that: 
 

The shamanistic tree, turu […] was a tall young larch [which] served the 
shaman as a larch ladder for his [the shaman’s] journey into the upper world 
[and that] the shaman’s spirit-helpers rested on its branches and gathered 
strength. In the shaman’s concepts, the turu larch symbolized the shamanic 
world-tree (Anisimov, 1963a: 85-86). 

 
Anisimov states furthermore that the shaman himself rests and gathers knowledge under the 
roots of the shamanistic world-tree (Anisimov, 1963b: 184). The aspect of the world-tree as a 
passage between worlds (for the shaman, the yet unborn or the dead) can also be found in an 
ethnography by Finnish linguistic scholar Toivo Lehtisalo (1887-1962) who carried out fieldwork 
among the Nenets. Lehtisalo published an ethnography of the Nenets in 1924 in which it says 
among other things that in addition to being connected to the world-pillar the passage is seen by 
the Nenets as the Milky Way (Lehtisalo, 1924: 13). (see further Chapter 9.) 
97 The journeying aspect should be understood as a journeying of spirits or souls to other worlds. 
In many shamanic traditions, it is the drum that is connected to spiritual ecstatic journeying and 
in Siberian shamanism the drum is often referred to as a “horse” (see, for example, Eliade, 1974: 
173-176 and 233; and Bowie, 2002: 208). The Æsir god connected to shamanistic practices is 
Óðinn who apparently learnt seiðr from Freyja (Snorri Sturluson, 1941: I, 13) and during some of 
his ecstatic journeys to other worlds would get “tíðendi ór öðrum heimum,” awake the dead and 
“settisk undir hanga” (Snorri Sturluson, 1941: I 18). In the Eddic poem Baldrsdraumar (stanza 2), 
it says that Óðinn “á Sleipni söðul lagði / reið hann niðr / þaðan Nifheljar til” to get information 
about the destiny of his son Baldr, presumably from a dead völva (Baldrsdraumar [stanzas 4-15]). 
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obscure than the first name, but might also be connected to Óðinn (Simek, 2007: 185).98 

The name Mímameiðr meanwhile refers to “þat barr […] er breiðask um lönd öll limar” 

(Fjölsvinnsmál [stanza 20]; meiðr meaning tree: Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 400). Rudolf Simek 

sees this as being logically linked to Mímisbrunnr mentioned in Gylfaginning (Snorri 

Sturluson, 2011: 17 and 50) and in Völuspá (stanza 28), as has been noted in a footnote 

40 in Chapter 2.5. Mímisbrunnr, like the earlier-mentioned Urðarbrunnr, is also 

presumably situated under the root of Yggdrasill which according to Gylfaginning runs to 

the hrímþursa (Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 17). According to Ynglinga saga, Mímir tells Óðinn 

“marga leynda hluti” (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 13) something which implies yet 

another connection between the metaphysical world-tree and knowledge from other 

beings below (the hrímþursir and nornir, who in Völuspá [stanza 20] as noted above are 

said to have come from the well or at least waters). One might thus suggest that 

Mímameiðr is another descriptive emic term essentially underlining knowledge rather 

than a name.  

It seems thus evident that behind the three poems we find elements of a shared 

phenomenology of Yggdrasill, Læraðr and Mímameiðr which together reflect ubiquitous 

aspects of a metaphysical world-tree, aspects which might echo the Abbot of Fulda’s idea 

of Irminsul supporting the Universe (see Chapter 5.3). 

This consideration of the various names of the trees found in the poems99 and 

their qualities from an emic perspective immediately underlines various connections 

between the world-tree and the obtaining of knowledge from other beings in other 

worlds. This aspect thus seems to have played a significant part in the phenomenology of 

the metaphysical Old Nordic world-tree. In the following chapters, I will argue that this 

                         
98 Because the prefix læ means, according to Rudolf Simek, “causer of harm” (Simek, 2007: 185) 
one might make a connection to Óðinn as one of his names. Yggr, also found in Yggdrasill, means 
“the terrible one” (Óðins nöfn, B I, stanza 8; and Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 632). 
99 The three names Yggdrasill, Læraðr and Mímameiðr are within the scholarly milieu commonly 
all seen as referring to the same metaphysical world-tree (see, for example, Lindow, 2002: 207 
and 232; Simek, 2007: 185 and 216). As mentioned in footnote 98 above, Læraðr and Yggdrasill 
have been seen as being the same tree because of their mutual connection to Óðinn. Læraðr is 
also connected to Óðinn by the fact that it apparently also stands next to Óðinnʼs hall Vallhöll 
(Grímnismál [stanza 25]). With regard to the relation between the name Mímameiðr and 
Yggdrasill, I would argue that these two names are emic descriptive terms which contain two 
distinct aspects of the same metaphysical world-tree, Yggdrasill referring to the aspect of Óðinn 
journeying to the underworld, while Mímameiðr refers to the aspect of why the journey is 
undertaken in the first place, in other words to gain knowledge from Óðinnʼs dead friend Mímir. 
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aspect of the metaphysical world-tree would have also played significant part in the 

perception of trees in the real world in the Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavia and that 

it is reflected in, in among other things, the ritualistic interactions that seem to have taken 

place between people and trees which are reflected in the extant source material. 

 

6.3 Knowledge and the Dead 

According to Clive Tolley, there are no immediate parallels between the rituals described 

in the Old Nordic sources and the Evenki’s ritual of climbing trees as a symbol of 

journeying between worlds (see Chapter 2.6) and no evidence that the Nordic tree was 

ever seen as a ladder going upwards100 (Tolley, 2009: I, 336), something reflected in Jens 

Peter Schjødt’s argument regarding Óðinn’s journeys which for the most part point to a 

downward movement on the vertical axis “zur Unterwelt” (Schjødt, 1990: 53: My 

italics).101 Tolley argues, however, that similar ideas of the world-tree serving as a bridge 

between spiritual worlds are found in both Old Nordic mythology and are known in many 

other parts of Eurasia. As mentioned above, it is stated in Hávamál (stanzas 138 and 139) 

that Óðinn hangs on a tree which clearly functions as a facility and “doorway” through 

which Óðinn obtains the runes and gains knowledge. Furthermore, it says that “nýsta ek 

[…] niðr” underlining that this knowledge comes from below. 

The natural question to ponder would then be: in what form did Óðinn receive 

these runes? In Völuspá, we know that Óðinn obtains knowledge from the völva in the 

form of poetry but in Hávamál, it seems obvious that the knowledge (in addition to “ins 

dýra mjaðar [stanza 140]) is acquired by Óðinn by the means of a physical object, because 

it says that “nam ek upp rúnar” (stanza 139). In this context, it has earlier been noted in 

Chapter 6.2 that the nornir in Völuspá (stanza 20) (“meyjar margs vitandi”) are sitting by 

Urðarbrunnr “und þolli” and are cutting signs on sticks. Wooden sticks with runes on 

them are of course known in the Iron-Age and Viking-Age archaeological record (see, for 

example, Þórgunnur Snædal, 2000-2001: 5; Danske runeindskrifter, 2018; and the 

database Runic Inscriptions from Bryggen in Bergen, 2018) but it must naturally be 

                         
100 The German philologist Gerd Wolfgang Weber (1942-1998) has argued that Hliðskjálf can be 
interpreted as a ladder (Weber, 1972: 323-334) but, according to Schjødt, it is the aspect of going 
down that is most significant in an Old Nordic context (Schjødt, 1990: 53). 
101 To the underworld. 
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assumed that the larger part of such sticks will have decomposed long ago. While most 

such sticks contain simple messages and personal names and thus did not necessarily 

have any religious or magical properties, the sticks that the nornir write on seem to have 

been connected to fate and offerings and thus been parallel to blótspánn and hlutkesti 

to which I will return to below. It certainly seems plausible that when Óðinn obtained 

wisdom by hanging on the tree, the mystical knowledge he gained was represented in 

some way on pieces of wood. 

Evidence of obtaining knowledge by means of wooden sticks is of course also 

found in Tacitus’ account of divination in the forests and the groves by the means of 

branches from a fruit tree (mentioned in Chapter 2.2; see also Tacitus, 1914: 278-279) 

which had something carved upon them. Tacitus wrote that these carvings were “notis 

quibusdam discretos” (Tacitus, 1914: 276), which indicates that the carvings upon the 

branches were “written knowledge” and indeed William Peterson (1856-1921) went as 

far as translating these carvings with the word “runes” in the Loeb edition of Germania 

from 1914 (Tacitus, 1914: 277). While it is questionable whether one can go so far, it 

seems clear that the ritualistic practice of foretelling the future notably by the means of 

twigs102 was a rather common practice among the Germanic tribes.103  

Another account which emphasises the practice of foretelling the future or 

seeking advice by the casting of lots among the Nordic people is found in Vita Anskarii 

written by Bishop Rimbert (830-888 AD), dealing with the life of Rimbert’s predecessor 

Saint Ansgar. Ansgar had travelled as a missionary among the Nordic people on two 

different occasions and spent time in Denmark between 826 to 828 AD, and stayed for 

two winters with the Swedish King Biörn in Birka from 829 to 831 AD (Robinson, 1921: 

                         
102 There is nothing directly in Tacitus’ account which emphasise the importance of a ritual in 
connection to the process of carving the sticks, even though an emphasis on using fresh wood or 
“new” sticks might be recognisable in the account. The account runs “virgam frugiferae arbori 
decisam in surculos amputant” (“a bough is cut from a nut-bearing tree and divided into slips: 
Tacitus, 1914: 276-277: My italics). A similar emphasis on using fresh wood might also be 
recognised in Hávamál (stanza 144) and Skírnismál (stanza 32). The actual act of carving, 
however, is emphasised in the Völuspá (stanza 20) references to acts of the nornir, noted above 
in Chapter 6.2, an emphasis on action which also found in Skírnismál (stanza 36) and Hávamál 
(stanza 157). 
103 Another example of the fortunetelling of the Germanic people is found in Caesar’s account in 
Gallic War telling of Caesar’s military campaigns in Gaul, Germany and Britain from 58 to 51 BC. 
However it is not totally clear whether this was done by the means of twigs (Caesar, 1958: 82-
83). 
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11-14). In 853 AD Ansgar was back in Birka where he found the people bewildered 

(Rimbert, 1921: 89) causing Ansgar to ask permission to proceed with his task. The king 

replied:  

 
Quapropter et ego hanc legationem vestram confirmare nec possum 

nec audeo, priusquam sortibus deos nostros consulam et populi 

quoque super hoc voluntatem interrogem (Rimbert, 1884: 57: My 

italics). 

 
On this account I have not the power, nor do I dare, to approve the 

objects of your mission until I can consult our gods by the casting of 

lots and until I can enquire the will of the people in regard to this 

matter (Rimbert, 1921: 91: My italics).  

 
There is nothing in Vita Anskarii that tells how the ritual was then carried out, 

except for the fact that it is carried out outside (Rimbert, 1921: 21).  

In an article from 2010, Terry Gunnell connects the practice of casting lots in 

Rimbert’s account to accounts of the use of blótspánn (sacrificial sticks) and teinlautar 

(stick offerings) in the Icelandic written sources, for example, in the tenth-century skaldic 

poem Vellekla (stanza 29) which says that:  

 
Flótta gekk til fréttar  

felli-Njörð á velli 

draugr gat dolga Sögu 

dagráð Heðins váða. 

Ok haldboði hildar 

hrægamma sá ramma; 

Týr vildi þá týna 

teinlautar fjör Gauta (Skaldic Poetry, 2018). 

 
It is worth noting that this stanza also implies the casting of sticks out in the open 

in order to get advice. A comparable account is found in Völuspá (stanza 61) in which “þá 

kná Hænir / hlautvið kjósa,” Steinsland seeing hlautviðr as representing the new world-

tree (see Chapter 6.2). Other accounts are found in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks where we 

read that “váru gervir hlutir af vísendamönnum ok felldr blótspánn” (Hervarar saga ok 
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Heiðreks, 1943: 208) to get advice because a harvest had failed; and in Landnámabók: 

“felldi Önundr blótspán til, at hann skyldi verða víss, hvern tíma Eiríkr mundi til fara at 

nema dalinn” (Landnámabók, 1986: 234 [S198]). Gunnell argues in his article that it was 

the blind faith in the power of the casting lots that was the key for missionaries to be 

successful in the Christianisation of the Nordic people (Gunnell, 2010: 109). Gunnell 

compares the blótspán to the öndvegissúlur (on the öndvegissúlur see further in Chapter 

7.2), and considering the way Steinsland connects the hlautviðr to the world-tree, I would 

like to suggest that these “lot-sticks” were in a sense representative of the world-tree as 

a whole. In short, there is a possibility that not only were metaphysical or real trees 

understood as doorways to other worlds, but also parts of these trees like the branches 

or parts of these branches in the form of carved sticks which could be understood in the 

same way, hence serving as intermediaries of knowledge acting as a synecdoche whereby 

a part (of the tree) represents and functions as the whole (tree).104 

The same idea can potentially be applied to other sticks which might have 

symbolically represented doorways to other worlds, thus serving as providers of 

knowledge. A natural example are the sticks borne as symbols by the völvur. In Eiríks saga 

rauða, we meet Þorbjörg lítilvölva who during a cold autumn visited Þorkell bóndi on the 

farm of Herjólfsnes in Greenland to foretell the future. Þorbjörg’s outfit is elaborately 

described in the saga which, among other things, states that “hon hafði staf í hendi, ok 

var á knappr; hann var búinn með messingu ok settr steinum ofan um knappinn” (Eiríks 

saga rauðu, 1935: 206). Neil Price convincingly connects Þorbjörg’s stafr in Eiríks saga 

and other types of sticks referred to in Old Norse literature (for example, the seiðstafr: 

Laxdæla saga, 1934: 224; and gambanteinn: Skírnismál [stanza 32]; and Hárbarðsljóð 

[stanza 20]) to the iron staffs found in many female graves from the Viking Age (he also 

mentions wooden staffs such as that found in the Oseberg grave), suggesting that these 

staffs all might be connected to the female figure of the völva (Price, 2002: 175-203). 

                         
104 The term synecdoche is a literary device in which a part is made to represent the whole and 
vice versa (Synecdoche, 2018) as, for example, when sails refer to a whole ship, wheels to a car, 
a grey beard to an (whole) old man, bread to food or money, and so forth. The idea that a part 
can represent the whole is well documented in the bulk of ethnographies dealing with magic and 
voodoo. For example, the American anthropologist Shirley Lindenbaum notes regarding the Fore 
people on New Guinea how they would hide hair cuttings, nail cuttings, and make use of deep pit 
latrines for faeces and food scraps in order to prevent a “sorcerer from acquiring the material he 
needs for attack” (Lindenbaum, 1972: 243).  
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Indeed, Price recognises a close relationship between the figure of the völva and the 

“shaman”105 found in other cultures, arguing that “the images of the völur106 as they 

appear in the sagas fits almost exactly with the archetypal role of the shaman” (Price, 

2002: 328).107 Price’s student, the Polish archaeologist Leszek Gardela, then went on to 

write a PhD dissertation entitled Entangled Worlds in 2012 in which he explores the many 

possible interpretations of these staffs. Gardela is in line with Price’s interpretation of the 

staffs but at the same time recognises their ambiguity, stating: “The problem whether a 

certain iron or wooden rod is a magic staff or just a rod or even a roasting spit will always 

be — and perhaps was always intended to be — a matter of interpretation” (Gardela, 

2012: 315: Italics original). This concluding statement by Gardela is well in line with the 

position taken in this thesis that it is the individual person’s perception of a staff that 

would have determined the interpretation and that its interpretation was (and still is) 

dependent on the context in which it is found on each occasion. 

If we accept, as proposed above, that a branch of a tree can serve as a symbol for 

the whole tree, and as an intermediary between worlds, then one might consider 

whether Þorbjörg’s stafr, and the other Viking-Age iron and wooden staffs, found with 

potential völvur, might all represent the liminal aspect of a metaphysical “tree of 

knowledge”, referring to the tree which the nornir sit at the roots of, and serving as 

symbolic doorways to other worlds. In short, there is a possibility these objects might 

have been seen as containing within themselves all of the earlier-noted aspects of the 

metaphysical world-tree, which, in a Viking-Age context, might have been referred to by 

some as Yggdrasill. Indeed, Anders Andrén has suggested that such symbolic 

representations of the world-tree might also be found, among other things, the earlier-

                         
105 One of the main characteristics of shamanism is the use of the drum to journey between 
worlds (Eliade, 1974: 168) The Russian archaeologist Ekaterina Devlet adds to these 
characteristics and states that the shamanic drum in Siberia also served “as another form of 
armour and protection, and as a model of the Universe itself” (Devlet, 2007: 47). Devlet is in line 
with Mircea Eliade who had earlier stated that the drum in Siberia can be seen as a representation 
of the world-tree (Eliade, 1974: 169).  
106 The form völur is the plural of völva (Cleasby, and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1874: 721). 
107 It might be noted that the word shaman comes into western scholarly language, through the 
Russian, from Tungusic šaman (Eliade, 1947: 4). Several other scholars have been in line with 
Price regarding seeing parallels between seiðr and shamanism (see, for example, Eliade, 1974: 
379; Tolley, 1995: 62; and DuBois, 1999: 137). In more recent times, however, Tolley, in his book 
Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic (2009), has expressed some doubts about this. This is clearly 
going to be a long-running dispute.  
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mentioned three-pointed stone settings (see Chapters 2.6 and 5.4; and Andrén, 2014: 41-

67). 

As already noted, understanding trees, branches and sticks from trees, and tree 

representations as all having the potential to represent doorways into other worlds 

opens up the possibility of interpreting certain trees (and the area around them) as 

liminal spaces108 in the same way that it has been suggested that doors in buildings should 

be “understood as liminal architectural elements” (Eriksen, 2015: 73) acting as something 

which stands “between spaces, but also connects them” (Eriksen, 2013: 189). In her 

article “Doors to the Dead” from 2013, the Norwegian archaeologist Marianne Hem 

Eriksen explores how various aspects of “the door” in a Scandinavian Iron-Age context 

are connected to the dead, making particular reference to burials found beneath 

thresholds of actual buildings (Eriksen, 2013: 197-199). Placing the dead in close 

connection to the liminal door, she argues, would have added to the liminality of its 

space. Arguably this could also have been the case with regard to those spaces 

surrounding specific trees or representations of trees which (as the poems stress) have 

roots reaching into the world of the dead (Hel) and draw life from a well that goes down 

into the earth (see Chapter 6.2).  

Indeed, in both Völuspá and Baldrsdraumar the völvur seem to be closely 

associated with the world of the dead. In Baldrsdraumar, a dead völva is met by Óðinn at 

the gate of Hel. In Völuspá, the völva states that she has lived several lives below the 

earth, and ends the poem by stating: “mun hon søkkvask” (stanza 63). Furthermore, as 

noted earlier, the nornir in the poem are said to have risen from the depths. In general, 

their space below the tree, by the pool, associated with knowledge, seems to draw on 

death, bringing it into the world of life. 

The ideas of the metaphysical tree as a liminal doorway are naturally echoed in 

the archaeological material showing evidence of ritualistic behaviour being carried out in 

relation to the dead (animal or human) in connection to trees, which are numerable.109 

                         
108 In Chapter 3.3, we have already seen in Turner’s account how the mudyi or milk tree provides 
a liminal space for the initiation ritual of a young Ndembu girl. 
109 Numerable ethnographic accounts point out the close connection between the dead and trees 
(see, for example, Jackson, 1995: 56-57; Haberman, 2013: 124-126; and Uchiyamada, 2001: 178-
179), and creation of liminal spaces, but none of the examined examples resembles the Nordic 
aspects of obtaining knowledge from the dead via the tree. 
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One can mention, for example, the bones that were found scattered around the birch 

tree at Frösö (see Chapters 2.6 and 8.3) which in pre-historic times seems to have been 

surrounded by grave barrows (Andrén, 2014: 58). Indeed, as Andrén suggests, it is 

noteworthy that many tree-settings appear to be connected to burial sites (see Chapter 

2.6; and Andrén, 2014: 52-63). All of this adds further weight to the argument that people 

saw a connection between the dead and the various aspects of the “tree of knowledge”. 

In short, used with other sources, the poetic evidence provides a solid interpretative 

framework for discussing how knowledge might have been associated with both the 

world of the dead and the tree rising from it in Scandinavia during the Iron Age and the 

Viking Age. 

Considering nature, when the appearance of a tree is considered, and the 

phenomenological experience of trees, the idea of the trunk of the tree serving as an 

intermediary and liminal space between different levels of worlds seems almost self-

evident when we think of the roots going deep into the ground and the crown rising into 

the sky. It is possible that these cosmological aspects were emphasised in connection 

with materialised representations of trees on special occasions as part of rituals, as has 

been proposed by Terry Gunnell in connection with cosmological aspects of the hall 

building and its pillars (see Chapter 2.6; and Gunnell, 2001: 20-13).110 Another example 

might have been when the völva presented her stafr as part of her prophetic seiðr, 

thereby comparing/linking herself to the nornir. The potential connections between 

actual trees and metaphysical trees (like the connections between halls and hof, gods and 

goðar) are numerable, intertwined and complex. As I have suggested here, there is a 

possibility that the living sacred tree in the environment, the sticks with runes carved on 

them, the iron and wooden staffs, and the metaphysical world-tree all form a part of the 

same phenomenological experience that was represented and reflected by the poetic 

Yggdrasill. This phenomenological experience of “Yggdrasill” would have determined 

how the different symbolic aspects of that tree were represented within the ritual 

context and the nature of the rituals that were carried out in the context of the physical 

trees. Indeed, it might be said that each of the aspects stressed with regard to the 

metaphysical tree would have reinforced the perception of its physical counterpart. In 

                         
110 For Gunnell’s discussion on people as trees see the next chapter, Chapter 7.3. 
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short, the metaphysical tree would have influenced the perception of real trees, sticks 

and staffs which in turn would have influenced the perception of the metaphysical 

tree.111 When placed in a ritual or mythological context, all of them would have 

encompassed the same features of liminality and accessibility to knowledge. 

 

6.4 The “Tree of Life” and the Passing of Time 

Having introduced the potential phenomenological experience of trees as connectors 

between the different levels of worlds, and in particular as something intrinsically 

connected by roots to the lower world and metaphysical knowledge, the main topic of 

the following section will be some consideration of trees and their potential connections 

to the “passing of time” and the “course of life”, in other words the degree to which 

Yggdrasill might also etically be termed as a “tree of life”.112  

In addition to being understood as an intermediary between worlds providing 

access to knowledge, it is clear that the poetic Yggdrasill is also connected directly to life. 

Indeed, as Neil Price states, the Eddic poems stress that “Yggdrasill is clearly alive, almost 

sentient” (Price, 2002: 109), that it grows, feels pain and dies (Völuspá [stanzas 2, 19, 46, 

and 55]). This should not come as a surprise because trees by nature are living organisms. 

Unlike herbaceous plants which live and disappear annually, trees are perennials with 

both annual and perennial life-phases apparent: the trees burst into bloom and leaf every 

spring and the leaves fall every autumn, but trees also change with every year: they grow 

                         
111 This is also noted by Tilley in a similar discussion about story and place (see Chapter 4.4). 
112 The role of trees as “trees of life” in a religious context is a common feature in many societies 
throughout the world. Evidence of such beliefs can be found in numerous ethnographies. In her 
introduction to The Social Life of Trees, Laura Rival sums this up by stating that “tree symbols 
materialise the living process at three levels: that of individuals, that of communities and social 
groups, and that of life itself” (Rival, 2001: 24). While the latter level is somewhat connected to 
the tree as a symbol of the life of the world as a whole, the other levels are connected to the 
individual human being and the society or group. There are numerous examples of the tree being 
connected to life-cycle rituals for the individual, and to myths of group origin for the group (see 
further footnote 117 in Chapter 7.2). As already noted in this thesis, the mudyi tree played a 
significant part in the Ndembu girl’s puberty ritual (see Chapter 3.3), and among the Kwermin 
people from Papua New Guinea, a small tree symbolising the child of Afek (the female power of 
creation) is placed within the ritual area of the male initiation ritual (Sveinn Eggertsson, 2010: 
175-176). Elsewhere, among the Sioux on the North American prairies, the sacred cottonwood 
tree which was called the waga chun played an important role during the so-called Sun Dance, a 
ritual performed to bring life-power to the whole tribe (Black Elk, 1995: 95-99; and Haberman, 
2013: 33). 
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rapidly during their juvenile phases, later they seem to stagnate in their growth and finally 

slowly die. For some short-living tree species (reaching a max. of 100 years such as willow 

[Salix sp.] and common aspen113 [Populus tremula]: (Gylling, 1992: II, 87 and 247-248) 

these changes could be observed easily by each human generation. However, because 

the life-span of many other species of trees exceeds the human life-time (for example 

the oak [Quercus sp.] and ash [Fraxinus sp.]: see Chapter 8.2) it is likely that these species 

in their fully developed state would have been perceived as constant and stable elements 

in the environment, over the course of several generations.  

As stressed by Steinsland (Steinsland, 1979: 120-124), the time aspect in Völuspá 

is implied by the various stages in the growth of the tree (stanzas 2, 19, 46, and 55) and 

perhaps in the use of the emic term “mjötviðr” (stanza 2, meaning something like 

“measuring tree”: see discussion in footnote 42 in Chapter 2.6), an idea which Steinsland 

feels is supported by other emic terms such as “hlautviðr” (stanza 61, meaning a stick 

which connected to blood and the casting of lots: Steinsland, 1979: 145, and see Chapter 

6.3). 

If we consider this argument and the experience of living real trees for people as 

symbols and vehicles for understanding the passing of time on many different levels 

(seasons, years and so on), as noted above and in Chapter 2.6,114 there is little question 

                         
113 It might be worth noting that charcoal (see discussion on charcoal in Chapter 8.3) from the 
Maglehøj Bronze-Age grave from Frederikssund, Denmark, was aspen. The grave contains the 
burned bones of a woman and various unburned grave-goods, apart for the charcoal, among 
others, animal bones, and a rowan twig (Varberg, 2015: 4). The context of the container has 
prompted the Danish archaeologist Jeanette Varberg to suggest that “kvinden kunne med sine 
amuletter sandsynligvis udføre ritualer, som i høj grad minder om det, vi i dag kalder for 
shamanism” (Varberg, 2015: 6). While any direct linkage between this grave and the Iron-Age and 
Viking-Age völva is far-fetched, it nonetheless implies that a connection between trees, twigs, 
völvur and shamans on a phenomenological level might have existed for a long time in pre-historic 
Scandinavia. 
114 The aspect of “time” as an element in the religious role of trees seems less evident in the 
ethnographic and comparative material than it appears to be in the Old Nordic material. 
Nonetheless among the Hindu in northern India, it is stated that the only being to survive the end 
of the world is the tree Akshaya Vata (Habermann, 2013: 160), while in Saami cosmology the 
world is held up by a tree or pillar (see, for example, Tolley, 2009: 308; and Broadbent, 2010: 175) 
which the Saami fear will collapse at some point (Hultkrantz, 1996: 42). It is noteworthy that the 
Saami tree connects the three levels of the Saami cosmos (Broadbent, 2010: 175; and Bradley, 
2007: 12) which are directly connected to time, being “reflected in the subdivision of time 
between summer, winter and the transitional periods represented by the bear festival” (Bradley, 
2007: 12). Yet another temporal aspect can be recognised among the Malayali in southern India 
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that in Völuspá Yggdrasill is closely connected to the destiny of the world. Indeed, the 

circular movement of the poem, stressed when the new world reemerges in stanza 57, 

underlines the sense of continuity and cycles which would have been experienced by the 

average Scandinavians as they witnessed the beginning of each day, each season, each 

year, and each new generation. 

Based on the above discussion of Yggdrasill as reflected in the extant sources, it 

seems evident that the knowledge associated with the tree was closely linked to aspects 

of life and death, and the passing time. One aspect which can shed further light on these 

relations is the extant evidence of rituals that seem to have been carried out in 

connection to the trees. 

As has been earlier noted in Chapter 2.2, according to Adam of Bremen, rituals in 

which people and animals were hung in a tree occurred every nine years in Gamla 

Uppsala. According to the German Bishop and historian Thietmar of Merseburg (975-

1018), similar “hostiis antiquis”115 rituals were also conducted in Lejre on the Danish 

island Sjælland (Thietmar, 1889: 11, and Thietmar, 2001: 80), and noted earlier there is 

evidence of people being hung in trees on the Gotlandic picture stones (the Stora 

Hammars picture stone: see Chapter 5.4; and the Garda Bota picture stone: see image in 

Hedeager, 2011: 102) and from the Oseberg tapestry (see discussion in Chapter 5.4; see 

image in Hedeager, 2011: 101). If these accounts are considered in the context of the 

archaeological finds from Frösö and Lunda (see Chapters 2.6 and 5.4) and what has been 

stated above about knowledge, and life and death, one can perhaps attempt an 

explanation of the concepts behind what might have happened in each of these places. 

There was evidently a connection between the trees (in their various representations) 

and the act of hanging, and one wonders whether the tree depicted on the guldgubber116 

might have had a similar association.  

                         

who believe that their sacred groves exist on a different time-scale and represent openings 
connecting this world to the nether world (see Chapter 3.3). 
115 Ancient sacrifice. 
116 Guldgubber (the used spelling in this thesis is the Danish spelling, Norwegian spelling being 
gullgubber and Swedish spelling guldgubbar) are small (c. 1-2 cm high), thin gold foil plaquettes 
with stamped images. They are dated to between the sixth and ninth centuries and are mainly 
found in connection to buildings on large Iron-Age settlements, for example, Uppåkra in Sweden 
and Sorte Muld on the Danish island Bornholm (Watt, 2004: 167-171; Ratke, 2009a: 149-150; and 
Price, 2015: 274-275 and 280-281). The images found on the guldgubber are multiple and diverse. 
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Some of the guldgubber from Norway depict a male and a female figure facing 

each other, the female figure holding something that might be seen as a plant in her right 

hand (see images 6.1-6.3). Magnus Olsen earlier argued that this image should be seen 

in relation to the story of Freyr and Gerðr in Skírnismál, arguing that the image resembles 

an ear of a cereal plant (Olsen, 1909: 21-33). Nonetheless an equally possible 

interpretation of the images is that the plant is meant to represent a living tree. If this 

interpretation is accepted, one wonders whether the tree on the guldgubber is in fact 

meant to be a symbolic reference to the world-tree Yggdrasill (like the staff of the völvur 

noted above in Chapter 6.3). The idea that some of the guldgubber might be referring in 

some way to a cosmology that includes ideas of the world-tree is given further support 

by the fact that several of them contain images which can be potentially interpreted as 

representing hanged humans (see images 6.4-6.7), bringing to mind the idea of Óðinn 

hanging “vindga meiði á” in Hávamál (stanza 138) and other hanged sacrifices noted 

elsewhere in this thesis. Indeed, the Danish archaeologist Christian Fischer has proposed 

connections between such guldgubber and the hanged bog people (see Chapter 5.4), and 

especially the earlier-mentioned Tollund Man, stating that “det, der identificerer dem 

som hængte, er at armene og de overdimensionered hænder hænger slapt ned langs 

siden” (Fischer, 2007: 179), with the position of the feet on these figures possibly 

indicating the same.  

To my mind the hanging might be connected to both the “tree of knowledge” (see 

Chapter 6.3) and the “tree of life”. Indeed as have been stressed in this thesis, these etic 

terms are essential beneficial scholarly tools used to explain the potential meaning of the 

tree, but they, and the division between different ideas that they represent, would most 

likely have made little sense to an Old Nordic person, for whom the phenomenology of 

trees would probably have encompassed all of the aspects addressed in this chapter, and 

probably many more, all of which would have formed part of one coherent idea of a tree 

which some people might have referred to as Yggdrasill, stressing its links to both 

knowledge and death and rebirth simultaneously. 
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Images 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3: Guldgubber with images of potential trees. 
 
 

     
 

Images 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, and 6.7: Guldgubber with images of a hanged man. 
 

A further final aspect of the “tree of life” can perhaps be recognised in the myth 

of Líf and Lífþrasir in the Eddic poem Vafþrúðnismál (stanza 45) in which it is told how the 

survivors of the Fimbulvetr (mentioned in footnote 75 in Chapter 5.5) and ragnarök feed 

on the morning dew which, if we trust Völuspá (stanza 19), fall into the valleys from 

Yggdrasill. In this way, it potentially might be argued that it is Yggdrasill (as the “tree of 

life”) that provides the nourishment for the survivors, the future generations and the 

continuation of life. It might be said this myth underlines some of the issues regarding 

the emic and the etic in the methodological approach of this thesis because the relation 

between the story of Líf and Lífþrasir and the “tree of life” is also relevant to the topic of 

the next chapter which will deal with issues concerning “trees as people” and “people as 

trees”. Indeed, it seems evident that to an Old Nordic person, the idea of the “tree of life” 

and “tree of knowledge” in phenomenological terms would probably have been closely 

intertwined with recurring Nordic ideas of “trees as people” and “people as trees”. 
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6.5 Conclusion 

In the above discussion, an attempt has been made to identify potential Old Nordic 

phenomenological experiences of trees and their representations on the basis of the 

extant source material. It has been suggested that the inherent complexity of the concept 

of the metaphysical trees in Old Nordic religions, which seems evident in the sources, 

might be significantly simplified if one takes a non-rational perspective that draws 

essentially on the daily experience of nature. As shown, the use of emic terms and 

phenomenology is a good approach to construct such a non-rational perspective.  

The main conclusion of this chapter is that people probably saw an inherent 

connection between the smallest branch, the biggest tree, the utilised tree trunk, and the 

various tree representations (tree-settings, iron staffs and so forth), all of which draw on 

the potential of being able to represent in different degrees various aspects of 

metaphysical etic world-tree and the emic Yggdrasill. 

There is little doubt that the stories of the metaphysical tree in the poetry drew 

on and were strongly connected to the experience of living trees in the environment and 

not least to those trees chosen for ritual activities (explicitly shown with the Frösö and 

Lunda archaeological finds). Before addressing the real trees (sacrificial trees) in any more 

detail, however, another aspect of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions must be 

considered, in other words the earlier-noted idea of “people as trees” and “trees as 

people”. 
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7 Trees and People 

7.1 Introduction 

There are several different ways in which ideas of “people as trees” and “trees as people” 

are found in the source material related to Old Nordic mythology: firstly, the idea that 

people originate from trees; secondly, allusions to people acting like trees or are being 

perceived as trees; and finally the old discussion of animism and tree-spirits (see, for 

example the discussion on Mannhardt in Chapter 2.3). All of these features will be 

addressed in this chapter. As in the previous chapter, phenomenology will form the base 

of the discussion but while etic and emic approaches were mainly used to analyse the 

phenomenology of the “tree of knowledge” and the “tree of life”, here a greater 

emphasis will be placed on symbolism.  

 

7.2 People Originating from Trees 

That some ancient Germanic people believed that they as a people originated from a 

place closely connected to trees can be seen in Tacitus’ account, already mentioned in 

Chapter 2.2,117 telling how the Semnones (who lived in present day Poland and Germany, 

see Chapter 2.2) believed that a certain grove formed their nation’s origin (Tacitus, 1914: 

318-319). It is widely accepted within the scholarly milieu that this notice in Tacitus’ 

account most likely means that the Semnones saw themselves as having been descended 

from trees (see, for example, Hultgård, 2006: 58). Tacitus continues his account by saying 

that in this grove resides the god who is ruler of all things and that everything else is 

subject to him (Tacitus, 1914: 319), which clearly shows that whatever was in this grove 

was understood literally as a god by the Semnones. There is thus no reason to think that 

the ideas of the Semnones about from where they originated should mainly be 

understood symbolically. While we do not know exactly what emic term the Semnones 

used for what Tacitus terms as “initia gentis” (the “nation’s origin” noted above) it is clear 

                         
117 Numerous accounts exist in ethnographies of people that believe that they originate from 
trees. A famous example is the tamarind tree which until 1918 stood in the middle of the Nuer 
village Koat-Liec in East Africa and from which almost all Nuer tribes claimed to have originated 
(Johnson, 1997: 45). Another aspect of this kind of origin myth can be recognised in the belief 
that ancestors and relatives reside in trees (see, for example, Jackson, 1995: 46 and 56; 
Uchiyamada, 2001: 178-179; and Haberman, 2013: 123-125). 
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that despite his cultural filters, Tacitus’ account provide us with useful insight into the 

mindset of Germanic people.  

An echo of this idea of tree-related origins certainly seems to be reflected in 

Völuspá (stanza 17) where we are given the names of the first humans: Askr and Embla 

(echoed in Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 13). While it is not explicitly mentioned in Völuspá that 

Askr and Embla are connected to trees (that idea is only evident in Gylfaginning which 

implies that Snorri at least saw such a connection), the name Askr is generally accepted 

as referring to the ash tree (Fraxinus sp.), while Embla can be understood in relation to 

the elm (Ulmus sp.), an idea which was initially proposed by Sophus Bugge (Bugge, 1899: 

xxviii). Anders Hultgård, who recognises that aspects of living trees seem to have been 

related to human origin in Old Nordic religions, nevertheless points out that the tré which 

Snorri mentions in Gylfaginning would seem to refer to a tree trunk or a piece of wood 

found on a beach (Hultgård, 2006: 59). Phenomenologically speaking, the difference 

between a living tree and piece of wood is significant, but as underlined in Chapter 6, the 

various representations of trees do not necessarily need to imply clearly marked 

differences in understanding with regard to world-views and perceptions of the 

environment in a religious framework. Indeed, as noted in Chapters 6.3 and 6.5, it is 

proposed in this thesis that an Old Nordic person would probably have seen a branch (or 

parts of trees), a tree trunk and a stone-setting as sharing the same basic qualities, and 

that in special situations these various “trees” could all be used as symbols of the 

metaphysical world-tree, which itself would have encompassed many different (but 

related) phenomenological aspects that might have been perceived differently in 

different situations.118  

                         
118 In his book Soul Hunters, noted earlier in Chapter 3.3, Rane Willerslev states that to the 
Siberian Yukaghir perception is a plural phenomenon meaning that the perception of a 
phenomenon changes with different contexts. In a discussion regarding animism, Willerslev 
stresses that the term need not be limited to a coherent phenomenology of animals, stating that 
“rather, it is a particular way of perceiving animals and the environment that is brought into play 
in specific contexts of practical activities” (Willerslev, 2007: 116). To clarify his point of view, 
Willerslev argues that a Yukaghir hunter who is buying his yearly hunting license from the Russian 
officials, speaks of elk and reindeer in equal terms as material entities to be killed, but not as 
persons. Nonetheless, when in the forest again, he will speak of the elk and the reindeer as 
“intentional subjects with powers of language and sociality […]. [Thus] the person status of 
animals is context-dependent” (Willerslev, 2007: 117). The aspect of context is essential to 
understanding how different situations can give rise to different perceptions of the same 
phenomenon. Context comes from the Latin, contexere, meaning to weave or join together, to 
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The phenomenological connection of the metaphysical world-tree to death and 

the world of the dead, and the close relation that death has to life has already been 

discussed in Chapter 6.3. As noted earlier, there is a faint possibility that the Bronze-Age 

oak coffins from Jylland, Denmark (see Chapter 5.2) might be related to a belief in trees 

in the form of the tree trunk providing passage to the world of the dead and a return to 

the origin of life. A similar idea might lie behind certain other accounts in the medieval 

Norse literature in which human life is shown as being protected by trees or as originating 

from trees. As already mentioned in Chapter 5.7, Saxo’s Gesta Danorum contains the 

story of the two brothers Hálfdán and Haraldr who were hidden by their patrons inside 

of a tree.119 Saxo later tells of how Hálfdan rescues Þórhildr, daughter of the Norwegian 

king stating “praemium Thorildae nuptiis assecutus filium ex ea Asmundum sustulit, a 

quo se Norvagiae reges originem duxisse magni aestimant, ab Haldano sollemnem 

generationis suae seriem retexentes” (Saxo, 2018: ch 7.2.13).120 In short, he underlines 

how the lineage of the Norwegian kings can be traced back to one human being who was 

saved and protected by a tree.  

One wonders whether Saxo’s account reflects another Old Nordic image 

suggesting a connection between the Norwegian kings and trees which can be found in 

Snorri’s Heimskringla. In Hálfdanar saga svarta, the Queen Ragnhildr dreams that: 

 
Hon þóttisk vera stödd í grasgarði sínum ok taka þorn einn ór serk sér. 

En er hon helt á honum, þá óx hann svá, at þat varð teinn mikill, svá 

at annarr endir tók í jörð ok varð brátt rótfastr, en annarr endit tók 

                         

compose, and indeed this is what we do while living our lives; we are constantly opening up for 
new perceptions on the basis of what we experience and produce. The American folklorist Mary 
Hufford puts it this way: “Context is a historical contingent framework that we generate, shape, 
contest, and critique through our cultural productions” (Hufford, 2003: 168). A good example of 
how this works is found in much of the work of Terry Gunnell in which he examines how ritual 
space, with its special time and liminality, is created by the means of cultural productions, for 
example, within the Viking-Age hall by the means of the semi-dramatic presentation of 
mythological beings (Gunnell, 2001: 20) or “how a form of transformation of space might have 
taken place when the poem [Grímnismál] was performed” (Gunnell, 2016: 101). The new context 
constructed in the transformed ritual space thus opens up for other perceptions of reality. 
119 A similar idea is found in other stories in Saxo’s account, for example in the story of King Fróði 
III (Saxo, 2007: 155-156). 
120 “He [Hálfdan] gained Thorild as his wife. She bore him a son, Asmund, from whom the 
Norwegian kings are proud to be descended, retracing their established line of succession back 
to Haldan” (Saxo, 1979: 207). 
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hátt í lopt upp. Ok því næst sýndisk henni tréit svá mikit, at hon fekk 

varla sét yfir upp […]. Þá váru kvistir á trénu margir ok stórir, sumir 

neðar. Limar tréssins váru svá miklar, at henni þóttu dreifask um allan 

Nóreg ok enn miklu víðara (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 90). 

 
Aside from potentially echoing a perceived family-linage connection between the 

Norwegian kings and trees among the Old Nordic people (like that amongst the 

Semnones), it is noteworthy that this account also reflects the idea of a thorn, a branch 

and a tree encompassing similar features, an idea that has been already suggested in this 

thesis (see Chapter 6.3).  

A similar story of a family lineage originating from two humans that have been 

saved by trees, and thus give life to the generations that follow, can, of course, be found 

in the Eddic poem Vafþrúðnismál which suggests that humanity originates from the 

survivors of the fimbulvetr, who hid in the forest of Hoddmímir. According to 

Vafþrúðnismál (stanza 45): 

 
Vafþrúðnir kvað: 

Líf ok Lífþrasir 

en þau leynask munu 

í holti Hoddmímis; 

morgindöggvar  

þau sér at mat hafa 

þaðan af aldir alask. 

 
There is of course a difference between the lineage of a single family and that of 

all of humanity, and naturally also between a single tree and a forest121 which provides 

the protection or produces the offspring. All of these accounts nonetheless reflect the 

same idea that trees in one form or the other provide a home for, or give birth to the 

                         
121 If the ethnographic material is examined, examples can be found in which the word for “tree” 
is the same as that for “forest” in some languages (Ellen, 2001: 71). Indeed, Laura Rival argues 
that “trees” and “forest” are as such “not naturally given categories: they result from the 
dialectical unfolding of historical and ecological processes” (Rival, 2001: 24). In this way, holt 
might equally refer to a forest (forest or wood is the common translation of holt, see, for example, 
Finnur Jónsson, 1931: 274) or a single tree, as is proposed by G. Ronald Murphy in Tree of 
Salvation (Murphy, 2013: 29). 
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human beings from which life will continue, and protection from the antagonistic aspects 

in the world.122 A natural follow up is of course that such narratives would have formed 

part of the phenomenology of real trees in Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavia, and in 

this way a perception that real trees could encompass knowledge and history and be 

associated with feelings about one’s own origin. The phenomenological characteristics of 

living trees that might have evoked such a perception will be addressed in more detail in 

Chapter 8 which will deal with real trees. 

If we return for now to Hultgård and his idea that the “tré tvau” which according 

to Gylfaginning the sons of Bor found on “sævar ströndu” refer to pieces of wood rather 

than living trees, yet another potential image of people or family lineages “originating” 

from trees might be considered. Several accounts in Landnámabók and the 

Íslendingasögur make reference to öndvegissúlur (Landnámabók, 1986: 42 and 45 

[SH8]123, 124 [S85, H73], 164 [S123, H95], 217 and 219 [S179, H145], 232 [S197, H164], 

302 [S289], 303 [H250], 307 [S297, H258], 311 [H268], and 317 [S310, H270]; Laxdæla 

saga, 1934: 3 and 9; Eyrbyggja saga, 1935: 7; Vatnsdæla saga, 1939: 33; and Kormáks 

saga, 1939: 205) which were pillars situated close to if not on either side of the high-seat 

in the hall (see, for example, Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon,1874: 765; Fritzner, 

1896: III, 1088; and Gunnell, 2001: 22).  

Interesting for the topic of this thesis is the fact that oral tradition suggests some 

settlers threw these öndvegissúlur overboard when they approached Iceland and that, 

following this, they then settled in the places where the öndvegissúlur washed ashore. 

This is especially of interest in relation to the argument noted above by Hultgård who 

underlines in his discussion of the Askr and Embla myth the way in which this settlement 

myth is set in a liminal coastal environment where the “two pieces of lifeless wood, be it 

[sic] tree-trunks drifted ashore” (Hultgård, 2006: 61). One can, of course, see clear 

parallels between Askr and Embla and the öndvegissúlur and the future generations of 

                         
122 Perhaps we see the same idea in the harp in which Heimir hides Áslaug, daughter of Sigurðr 
Fáfnisbani and the skjaldmær Brynhildr, in Ragnars saga loðbrókar (Ragnars saga loðbrókar, 
1943: I: 95). Áslaug later becomes the wife of Ragnar and the mother of, among others, Björn 
járnsíða and Ívarr inn beinlausi (Ragnars saga loðbrókar, 1943: I: 110), in other words, another 
race of rulers. 
123 The “S” and “H” letters refer to different manuscripts which contain Landnámabók and the 
number the chapters in these manuscipts. “S” is based on Sturlubók AM 107 fol. and “H” on 
Hauksbók AM 371 4to and AM 105 fol. (Landnámabók, 1986: 30). 
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the settlers who hoped to prosper in this new land124 in the sites “chosen” by the pillars 

in these settlement myths. Indeed, one account in Landnámabók provides ever closer 

parallels between the myth and the öndvegissúlur. It is stated that Hallsteinn Þórólfsson 

who settled on Hallsteinsnesi: 

 
Blótaði þar þess, at Þórr sendi honum öndvegissúlur. Eptir þat kom tré 

á land hans, þat er var sextigi ok þriggja álna ok tveggja faðma digrt; 

þat var haft til öndvegissúlna, ok eru þar af görvar öndvegissúlur nær 

á hverjum bæ um þverfjörðuna. Þar heitir nú Grenitrésnes, er tréit 

kom á land (Landnámabók, 1986: 163-164 [S123, H95]). 

 
In this account, the öndvegissúlur do not actually decide the site of settlement, 

but they (sent from the gods) provide the symbolic foundation from which the new 

settlement will flourish, indeed not just for one farm but for those of the whole 

community.  

It might thus be argued that the implied relationship between the myth of Askr 

and Embla and the öndvegissúlur underlines several elements of the phenomenology of 

the tré in the Old Nordic world, and not least its connection to origins and its potential to 

become a meaningful locus functioning as a mnemonic device125 within the newly 

colonised landscape. This locus, moved from one site to another, seems to have been 

used to help the settlers to construct new “places” (“locales” in Tilly’s terms, see Chapter 

4.4) in which the tré, transformed into a öndvegissúla which draws on the origin myth of 

Askr and Embla (and that of the Semnones) simultaneously underlines new bonds 

                         
124 It is noteworthy that in one account in Landnámabók some of the soil from the hof in the old 
land is also brought to Iceland. We read that “Þórhaddr enn gamli […] hafði með sér hofmoldina 
ok súlurnar” (Landnámabók, 1986, 307 [S297, H258]). This suggests also a more obvious 
transference of sacred space. 
125 Mnemonics is a system of certain ideas and associations forming a pattern which enhance 
memory (Mnemonic, 2018). The English scholar of Old Norse and Old English literature Carolyne 
Larrington states in her contribution to the anthology Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspective 
(2006) that one of the oldest forms of mnemonic devices is the loci system, which requires three 
different elements: spaces within a well-known landscape or building, a path like an associative 
chain through the landscape, and a set of facts stored in each locus (Larrington, 2006: 273). 
Larrington’s division echoes Christopher Tilley’s locales which are “places created and known 
through common experiences, symbols and meaning” (Tilley, 1994: 18; and see Chapter 4.4). The 
main point made here is that in any environment, features or objects assist memory associations, 
in short, contain a common and shared knowledge which evokes a certain shared perception and 
understanding. 
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between the protecting god Þórr and his people. One might suggest that the multi-

faceted phenomenology of the tré is no clearer than in this account. 

A final aspect of a tree fostering “protection and salvation of the human race” 

(Murphy, 2013: 29) which is worth considering is proposed by G. Ronald Murphy in Tree 

of Salvation. Drawing on the earlier noted story of Líf and Lífþrasir (see also Chapter 6.4), 

Murphy suggests in his book that “the stave church is a Christian Yggdrasil” (Murphy, 

2013: 29; see also Chapter 2.6). In Murphy’s interpretation, the stave church (of course 

also its pillars and the cross tree) served as a representation of the tree for the Nordic 

people, effectively echoing the narratives of Líf and Lífþrasir in Hoddmímis holt, Hálfdan 

in the oak, and possibly even the origin narrative of the Semnones, as a place into which 

one could enter to seek protection and salvation, in this way, securing the continuation 

of human life. Murphy’s approach to the stave churches and its spaces in turn echoes the 

symbolic description of the Church building given in Íslensk hómilíubók (Íslensk 

hómilíubók, 1993: 148-151) and Gunnell’s idea of the creation of ritual space in the Nordic 

world and his statement that the Scandinavians “saw a comparison between the concrete 

structure of the hall and the pagan cosmological world” (Gunnell, 2001: 21). Murphy 

similarly sees a Christian ritual space being created in the church which focused around 

the baptismal font (a locus) which would be understood by the pagans as offering a 

parallel to the brunnr (Mímisbrunnr/Urðarbrunnr). In this way, Murphy elegantly brings 

together ideas of people originating from the protection of trees; the “tree of life” 

(encompassing the idea of Hoddmímis holt); and the Christian and pagan “tree of 

knowledge” (Urðarbrunnr, situated under Yggdrasill [Völuspá stanza 19], and 

Mímisbrunnr [Völuspá stanza 28] which according to Gylfaginning was also situated 

under Yggdrasill: Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 17) in the shape of one coherent idea which 

emically was perceived in the shape of the totality of Yggdrasill, a phenomenology of 

trees and their representations as they might have been understood by an Old Nordic 

person but are hard to express in our modern etic terms.  

 

7.3 People as Trees 

Following the discussion regarding a potential connection between human origin and 

trees, it is only natural to consider the way in which the sources provide information 

about issues dealing with other features that suggest the sense of an intimate connection 
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existing between trees and people, in other words, images of people acting as trees or 

being perceived as trees by other people. 

In the same way that an Old Nordic person could naturally distinguish between a 

branch, a tree trunk, a rune-stick, a pillar or a post and a stone-setting in everyday life, 

even though they might all contain similar phenomenological features, so too could she 

or he, like us, naturally tell the difference between a human body and a tree. All the same, 

there is evidence to suggest that the two categorises might not have been as clearly 

distinguished in Old Nordic times as they are in our modern world. Indeed, it seems clear 

that at specific times and in special spaces borders between being human and non-

human could become blurred.126 This approach is implied in Terry Gunnell’s discussion of 

                         
126 Especially in the more recent ethnographies which make use of phenomenology and other 
ways of “being in the world” as part of their methodology, one can find plenty of allusions to 
blurred borders existing between humans and non-humans, for example, in the work of Eduardo 
Kohn and Rane Willerslev (see Chapter 3.3). Most of the allusions in Willerslev’s Soul Hunters are 
connected to Siberian Yukaghir hunters mimicking the animals that they are hunting in order to 
bring the animals within shooting distance. Willerslev argues that despite the fact that the 
imitation is an attempt to move “towards similarity […] it always depends on the opposite — that 
is, difference” (Willerslev, 2007: 11-12), and thus the imitation is only partial. Willerslev uses the 
term “mimesis” to describe the process of the hunter imitating his prey, a term which, he argues, 
is defined as much through differences as through similarities. In order to clarify his point of view, 
Willerslev states that “as imitator, one must move between identities, in that double negative 
field which I [Willerslev], using Schechner’s words, will call “not me, not not-me” (Willerslev, 
2007: 12). The state of being in between species, Willerslev argues, is nonetheless a very real 
experience which needs a ritual of storytelling in order to humanise the hunter when he returns 
from the forest (Willerslev, 2007: 28 and 172-173). While most allusions to such blurring refer to 
animals, according to Willerslev, the Yukaghirs can: 
 

take on the body of any natural entity that is ascribed the status of person. 
An old man thus told me that he had once seen a person turn himself into a 
larch tree in order to hide from the Spirit of Smallpox (Willerslev, 2007: 89). 

 
Following on from this, Willerslev stresses the importance of another level which he terms as 
“mimetic empathy”, used in order to obtain a complete experience of the other being, which 
does not simply imply representation or imagination. Willerslev states: 
 

By mimicking another’s bodily behavior, senses, and sensibilities 
empathetically, I [Willerslev] can assume the quality of the other’s 
perspective, because although the experiences that I come to share with the 
other through the practice of mimetic empathy are imagined as shared, they 
are not fictive. By this I [Willerslev] mean that they are not pure fantasies, 
but acquire a sense of “reality” through their connection to my lived body 
(Willerslev, 2007: 106). 

 
Willerslev’s use of the concepts of mimesis and mimetic empathy to deal with the Yukaghir 
experience of taking on the body of another species is helpful in describing the phenomenology 
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the performer (Óðinn or the goði) taking on the role (the body) of the burning Yggdrasill 

in a performance of Grímnismál as mentioned in Chapter 2.6. Essential for Gunnell’s 

interpretation is his emphasis on the special times and special places in which liminal 

spaces are created in which borders between dichotomies which are otherwise quite 

marked in the world become blurred. It is in this interface in which people can 

temporarily “become” trees that communication with other worlds becomes possible, an 

aspect connected to all the previously discussed emic understandings of Yggdrasill. 

Indeed, it is important to bear in mind at all times that “perception is a plural 

phenomenon” (see footnote 118 in Chapter 7.2; and Willerslev, 2007: 116) and 

something which at all times is dependent on context, as has been pointed out by 

Gunnell. In my view, Gunnell and Willerslev’s views support each other quite well. 

However, other more tangible examples of people being directly connected to 

trees can also be found in the written source material. Snorri Sturluson states, for 

example, in Skáldskaparmál that “maðr er kendr til viða” (Snorri Sturluson, 2007: 64) and 

follows this up with examples of numerous kenningar in the dróttkvæði in which humans 

are described as trees. Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld (c. 965-c. 1007 AD) for example, uses the 

tree kenning “askþollr” for the warriors of the Old Nordic god Ullr: 

 
Askþollum stendr Ullar 

austr at miklu trausti 

rækilundr hinn ríki 

randfárs brumaðr hári (Snorri Sturluson, 2007: 65). 

 
In a similar fashion, in the first four lines of stanza 38 of the hetjukvæði, 

Helgakviða Hundingsbana II, it is stated that the hero Helgi like a beautiful ash rise above 

all thorns, an effective image, underlining how ash trees stood out in the landscape (see 

Chapter 8.2): 

 
Svá bar Helgi 

af hildingum 

                         

of other species, and helpful to the topic of this thesis in terms of clarifying issues regarding, for 
example the performer of Grímnismál taking on the role of the gods or even Yggdrasill (see 
Gunnell’s discussion in Chapter 2.6). 
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sem ítrskapaðr 

askr af þyrni 

 
Here the þyrnir in reflect something less than Helgi, in short, while the askr reflects 

the hero, the þyrnir reflects the crowd. This image reminds us of the þorn from a þyrnir 

tree that, in Queen Ragnhildr’s dream (see above in Chapter 7.2), grows into a huge tree 

which “dreifask um allan Nóreg ok enn miklu víðara” (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-1951: I, 90). 

The comparison of Helgi to a tall ash is echoed in Saxo’s account of Hrólfr kraki in 

Book II of Gesta Danorum, telling of how a young man named Vöggr gave Hrólfr the 

nickname kraki in reference to Hrólfr’s tall appearance, kraki meaning tree in Danish 

(Saxo, 2007: 53). All of the kenningar and allusions to people as trees noted above, which 

naturally echo the idea of Askr and Embla, should probably mainly be understood as 

essentially forming part of the vocabulary of the skáld and storyteller, rather than 

reflecting a direct suggestion that people were actually perceived as trees. All the same, 

they obviously come from a society in which such allusions and symbols would have made 

sense and have a background in the way people appear to have sensed trees as 

representing or parallelling people in some way. In a sense, the same idea is reflected 

(and reinforced) by those accounts that suggest the humanity of trees, which will be 

discussed next. 

 

7.4 Trees and Animism 

As has been previously noted, the anthropological and comparative approaches 

regarding animate trees which made up a significant part of earlier studies of trees in Old 

Nordic religions (and religion in general: see, for example, the discussion of Mannhardt 

in Chapter 2.3; Olrik and Ellekilde in Chapter 2.4; and Tylor and Frazer in Chapter 3.2) was 

gradually abandoned as a result of the criticism from scholars such as Carl W. von Sydow 

(see Chapter 2.3 and 5.6; and Nordberg, 2013: 339). In spite of this it is hard to ignore 

several Old Norse accounts which unquestionably underline aspects of animism127 with 

                         
127 In western societies and within anthropology, the Cartesian division between human and 
animal (not to mention plant) has been taken for granted for centuries (see, for example, 
Willerslev, 2007: 19-20; Ingold, 2011: 172-173) and it needs to be borne in mind that even to the 
early anthropologists, such as Edward B. Tylor, animism was essential seen as a “primordial 
mistake of attributing life, soul or spirit to inanimate objects” (Insoll, 2011: 1005: My italics). To 
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regard to trees which are found in mythology and various other accounts touching on Old 

Nordic religions. One of these is found in Völuspá (stanza 46) where Yggdrasill “ymja” 

when “jötunn losnar” and ragnarök begins (see Chapter 6.2). Another tré (or post) which 

expresses itself by the means of sound is found in Ragnars saga loðbrókar. In the final 

chapter of the saga some men led by Ögmundr inn danski encounter a trémaðr in the 

forest on the island of Sámsey (presumably in Denmark).128 We read that: 

 
Þar fundu þeir einn trémann fornan, ok var fertugr at hæð ok 

mosavaxinn, ok sá öll deili á honum, ok ræddu nú um með sér, hverr 

blótat mundi hafa þetta it mikla goð. Ok þá kveðr trémaðrinn: 

 
[…] 

 
Ok því settumk 

svarðmerðlingar 

suðr hjá salti 

synir Loðbrókar; 

þá vark blotinn 

til bana mönnum 

í Sámseyju 

Sunnunverðri (Ragnar saga loðbrókar, 1943: 148). 

 
The trémaðr who is probably more like a wooden post or statue rather than a 

living tree echoes several other sources which have already been addressed in this thesis, 

for example, Tacitus’ account of the wooden images of gods found in the groves (see 

Chapter 2.2), the authenticity of which is strengthened by archaeological evidence such 

                         

many of the non-western people whose world-views are examined in the ethnographies, the idea 
that animals and even objects can possess personhood is nonetheless pronounced. As already 
mentioned in Chapter 3.3, many of the people in David L. Haberman’s account seem to have a 
personal relationship with trees which they perceive as being a person in the same way that the 
people are themselves. Such world-views echo the earlier recorded world-views of many Native 
Americans of the American northwest in which trees were perceived as having souls and being 
capable of feelings and thoughts like humans (Boas, 1921: II, 1220; Boas, 1966: 155; and Mauzé, 
2001: 239). Among the Warlpiri people in Australia, meanwhile, trees are in some cases directly 
related to dead people, something expressed in statements such as: “this tree […] was Nola’s 
father” or “that wasn’t a tree […] it was a person. A person’s Dreaming” (Jackson, 1995: 56 and 
138). 
128 It has been argued that this island might also be connected to the Saami people. 
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as, for example, the more than 2,5 m high Braak figures from northern Germany (see 

image 7.1) which date to around 300 BC (van der Sanden, 2001: 68; see also Chapter 2.2), 

and the exceptional detailed figurine from Rude Eskildstrup on the Danish island Sjælland 

(see image 7.2)129 which has been dated to the beginning of the sixth century (van der 

Sanden, 2001, 53).  

Not all of the tree figures in the written sources express themselves in speech like 

the two mentioned examples above. In Hávamál (stanza 49) we read about the two 

trémenn:  

 
Váðir mínar 

gaf ek velli at 

tveim trémönnum;  

rekkar þat þóttust 

er þeir ript höfðu, 

neiss er nökkviðr halr. 

 

 

 
 

Image 7.1: The larger-than-life size wooden figures from Braak in northern Germany. 

 

                         
129 For further images of other wooden figures, see, for example, van der Sanden, 2001: 53-69; 
and for their potential links to the bog bodies, see, for example, Glob, 1968: 155-161. 
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Image 7.2: The 42-cm high Rude Eskildstrup statuette from Denmark. 

 

From a later period, accounts of figures and statutes which were apparently 

perceived by the pagans as being alive are found in various places in Old Icelandic 

literature, for example, in the account of “líkneski Þórs” which Rauðr in Rögnvalds Þáttr 

ok Rauðs talks and walks with on a Norwegian island (Rögnvalds Þáttr ok Rauðs, 1944: 

323) and the famous account of Gunnarr helmingr in Ögmundar þáttr dytts ok Gunnars 

helmings, in which Gunnarr wrestles a statue of Freyr, which according to the Swedes 

“væri lifandi” (Ögmundar þáttr, 1944: 374). Yet an example is another apparently living 

“líkneski Freys” in Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar (Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar, 1944: 445). 

Well known is Adam of Bremen’s account of the figures of Thor, Wodan and Fricco 

which were worshipped in Gamla Uppsala (Adam of Bremen, 1959: 207). It seems quite 

clear from Adam’s account that Þórr in Gamla Uppsala, like the trémaðr noted above, 

had an element of agency and personhood, Adam states that Þórr governs the thunder 

and lightning, the winds and rains, fair weather and crops130 (Adam of Bremen, 1959: 

207). It is nonetheless not totally clear whether these powers are attributed to Þórr as an 

idea of a god (in the air) or to the figure itself, because Adam states that while the pagans 

                         
130 Adam states that Þórr resembles the Roman god Iove (Adam of Bremen, 1917: 258) which is 
the same god to which Willibald assigned the oak in Gaesmere (see Chapter 2.2; and footnote 7 
in Chapter 2.2). 
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in the temple in Uppsala worship the statues of three gods, Þórr, according to the pagans, 

rules over the air (Adam of Bremen, 1959: 207). One can naturally see parallels here to 

the image of the Christian cross which is often attributed with power of Jesus. 

There are obvious reasons to connect these various trémenn to the carved pieces 

of wood mentioned by Ibn Fadlan (see Chapter 5.3) and even the öndvegissúlur some of 

which appear to have been carved with images of gods (Eyrbyggja saga, 1935: 8; and 

Gunnell, 2006: 239). If such a parallel is accepted then it might be possible to view even 

the öndvegissúlur as having had some degree of animacy, although there is admittedly 

nothing in most of the sources themselves to justify such a claim. Probably most of the 

statues and the carved images on the öndvegissúlur (whatever they were) should be seen 

essentially as symbolic representations of the gods. All the same if we consider 

Willerslev’s approach to symbolism which, as has been suggested earlier in this thesis, 

implies that religious symbols should be considered more in terms of being the “same as” 

rather than “standing for” gods (see Chapter 4.5), there is good reason to consider some 

degree of “blurring” here, in other words that some degree of animacy was granted to 

these posts and statues.  

In this connection it is worth touching on one aspect of personhood relating to 

beliefs concerning the animism of trees in the Nordic world-view. This is of course, the 

female forest beings, the skogsrå (note that many different names are found throughout 

Scandinavia) mentioned by Olaus Magnus and later noted in connection to early Nordic 

beliefs in Axel Olrik and Hans Ellekilde’s Norden Gudeverden (see references in Chapters 

2.2 and 2.4). Saxo was the first to make reference to such female beings, stating in the 

story of Hotherus and Balderus (Baldr) that “Eodem forte tempore Hotherus inter 

venandum errore nebulae perductus in quoddam silvestrium virginum conclave incidit” 

(Saxo, 2018: ch 3.2.4).131 Saxo goes on to state that these forest virgins were spirits of 

war-fortune and in his account, they play a significant part in Baldr’s defeat by Hotherus 

(Saxo, 2007: 65 and 74-75). 

In later folklore, it is worth noting that these female beings are depicted as being 

more closely associated with trees. Indeed, the Swedish folklorist Gunnar Granberg 

(1906-1983) refers to numerous Swedish legends in which to the skogsrå is actually 

                         
131 “About that time Høther happened to be hunting when he wandered from his path in a mist 
and came upon a retreat of forest maidens” (Saxo, 1979: 69). 
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perceived as a tree (already noted in footnote 18 in Chapter 2.2), noting that the “tree 

features” of the skogsrå are said to be only noticeable when she turns her back on people 

(Granberg, 1933: 159). Despite Granberg’s statement that the ellefolk found in Denmark 

“i stort sett ha en annan karaktär än det svenska skogsrået” (Granberg, 1933: 156), there 

are close parallels because the true nature of the ellefolk is sometimes revealed when 

they turn their back on people and show that they are “hule i ryggen” (Kristensen, 1892-

1901: II, 4), an element which might be connected to the phenomenology of old and 

hollow trees. Another parallel element is that sexual undertones are evident in many of 

the legends told about the skogsrå and the ellefolk (Kristensen, 1893: II, 4-5; Granberg, 

1933: 160; and Häll, 2013: 82-156). 

To name one final aspect regarding the innate power of trees, trémenn, pillars 

and statues it is worth remembering Pope Gregory’s letter to Bishop Mellitus in which 

the Pope explicitly instructs Mellitus to destroy the idols but transform the pagan temples 

into a Christian shrine (see footnote 73 in Chapter 5.4; and Bede, 1978: 86). On the basis 

of the account, Gregory perceives the idols as a bigger threat to Christianity than temples 

that housed them. This is, of course, echoed in later accounts such as Willibald’s account 

of Saint Boniface cutting down the oak of Þórr (Jupiter: see Chapter 2.2), Charlemagne’s 

destruction of Irminsul in Eresburg (see Chapter 5.3), and Ólafur Tryggvason and Ólafur 

helgi destroying the images of Freyr and Þórr in Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar and Ólafs saga 

helga (Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar, 1944, 445-446; and Ólafs saga helga, 1945: 279-284). 

Naturally it is open to question whose world-view the emphasis on the “killing” of these 

trees reflects, that of the Christians or that of the pagans? Nevertheless, it does suggest 

that trees and wooden statues in various religious contexts were regarded as having 

animate religious power. 

 

7.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, issues regarding the animism of trees have been examined in connection 

to Old Nordic religions. As already noted and explicitly shown in the historiography of 

Chapters 2.2-2.6, the considerations of animism as well as folkloristic comparison 

concerning tree beliefs largely ceased with the works of Carl W. von Sydow. This thesis 

has nonetheless argued that in order to fully understand the Old Nordic phenomenology 

of the environment, and especially that of trees, we need to reconsider the approaches 
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of scholars such as Tylor, Mannhardt, and Olrik using their work in conjunction with the 

newer approaches (somewhat reflecting Grønbech, see Chapter 2.4) of anthropologists 

such as Rane Willerslev and Eduardo Kohn (see Chapters 3.3, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7). An 

attempt of this kind will be made in the final chapter of this thesis. First of all, we need 

to consider these accounts concerning the role of the real trees in Old Nordic world-view. 

  



 

142 

8 Real Trees 

8.1 Introduction 

In the first two discussion chapters of this thesis, the focal point has been on metaphysical 

trees and tree representations. In this part however, the focus will be directed towards 

the phenomenology of real living trees. The discussion will deal in particular with 

phenomenological features of the tree species which would have formed a significant 

part of the Iron-Age and Viking-Age Scandinavian environment and thus potentially also 

played an active role in the Old Nordic religions. 

Some of the tree species that would have made up part of the environment in 

Scandinavia during the Iron Age and the Viking Age have already been mentioned in 

Chapter 5.5, and while not all species seem to have been equally important for the Old 

Nordic religions based on the information provided in the extant written accounts and 

found so far in the archaeology record, all tree species nevertheless encompass the same 

phenomenological aspects of the roots reaching down into the ground, the trunk as 

connector, and the crown in the sky (see Chapter 6.3) and the fact that they stand out in 

the environment and live many years (some for hundreds of years), thus having the 

potential to be seen as hierophanies and hence to have taken on a role as significant trees 

of worship. On the basis of the various sources, however, only a limited number of species 

(at least five) can be identified as having potentially played a central role in the beliefs of 

pre-historic Scandinavians: the deciduous species the ash, the oak, the rowan, and the 

birch, and the evergreen yew tree.132 In order to fully understand the phenomenology of 

these five tree species for the people of the past, it is important to present an outline 

description of the main aspects regarding the morphology and phenotypic appearance of 

these trees, and the ecosystems in which they can be found in Scandinavia,133 all of which 

                         
132 There is no doubt that other tree species than the five mentioned here would also have played 
a role in specific areas and regions or among special groups of people and so forth, for example, 
the alder which in southern Scandinavia thrives in wetlands and bogs (Lindman, 1965: 136) and 
to which the belief in the ellefolk in later Danish folklore seems to have been connected (alder in 
Danish is elletræ; also see Chapter 7.4; and Feilberg, 1910-1913: II, 197-198), a belief which 
potentially reflects a survival of a belief in relation to the alder from earlier times. All the same, 
nothing is stated about this tree in earlier sources. 
133 Even though changes have occurred many times in environment and land-use over the last 
2000 years, the contemporary conditions regarding the overall distribution patterns of various 
tree species and ecosystems are sufficiently comparable to that of the Iron Age and Viking Age in 
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will be of significance to the discussion of the sacred that will be undertaken later in this 

chapter.  

 

8.2 A Brief Description of Five Tree Species 

As has been indicated above, in Chapters 2.3, 2.4, 2.6, 4.3, 6.2, 7.2, and 7.3, the ash tree 

seems to have played a leading role in Old Nordic mythology. Only one species of ash 

(Fraxinus exelsior) grows naturally in Scandinavia, and as noted in Chapter 5.5, it seems 

probable that the ash would have been a rare tree in southern Scandinavia during the 

Iron Age and the Viking Age. It is also worth bearing in the mind that the ash is one of the 

biggest trees in Scandinavia and can reach a height of 30-40 metres. Like the alder, it 

grows mainly in wet conditions in swamp-forests (Lindman, 1965: II, 177; Vedel, 1991: 

208), like those which would have surrounded the last resting places of the bog bodies 

(see Chapter 5.4).  

 

 
 

Image 8.1: A swamp-forest in Bialowieza forest in Poland with ash, alder, oak and birch which 

gives a good image of what the Iron-Age swamp-forest in southern Scandinavia would have 

looked like. 

  

                         

Scandinavia to provide a framework for a discussion about the earlier perception of trees in a 
religious context (see also Chapter 5.5, and Thomsen, 1996: 98-102). 
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Indeed, the ecosystem type name aske-ellemoser (ash-alder bogs; see image 8.1) 

is an acknowledged term in Denmark (Fredshavn, 2010: 2). It is worth bearing in mind 

though that the ash is often situated on the edges of the bog because it does not tolerate 

stagnate water as well as the alder does (Vedel, 1991: 208; and Andreassen, 2017: 1-2). 

Ash leaves meanwhile are a pinnately compound with the leaflets growing in opposite 

pairs along the central stem of the leaf. The small and inconspicuous flowers which 

emerge in early spring prior to leafing collect in light-purple clusters (Lindman, 1965: II, 

177). Also worth considering is that the ash can live to be 200-300 years old, meaning 

that it would have outlasted many generations of people as a striking feature of the 

environment (Ask, 2018; see image 8.2). In this context, it is also worth bearing in mind 

that ash trees grow independently or in small groups (that is, they do not form forests) 

and would thus often have stood out from, and above, the other trees around them. 

 

 
 

Image 8.2: An old impressive ash at Guldsmedsmora, Södermanland, Sweden. 

 

Only two species of oak are native to Scandinavia: the common oak (Quercus 

robur) and the sessile oak (Quercus petraea), the latter of which is only native to the 

southernmost regions of Scandinavia, that is Denmark and southwestern Sweden 

(Lindman, 1965: I, 139). Phenomenologically speaking, the main difference between the 

two oak species is the massive and graceful structure of the older individuals of the 

common oak with its heavy horizontal branches and the impressive trunk which can have 

a potential circumference of more than 10 metres (Lindman, 1965: I, 138; and Gylling, 
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1992: II, 145-146; see image 8.3). The reason for why the common oak can reach such an 

enormous size is largely because of the extremely old age that common oaks can reach: 

the Kongeegen (still alive) in the Jægerspris forest in Denmark, for example, is estimated 

to be c. 1500 years old (Lindman, 1965: I, 138; and Gylling, 1992: II, 146), and the massive 

above-ground roots at the base of the trunk of such old trees are similar impressive. It 

might be noted that the common oak prefers drier soil than the ash but it can thrive in 

more moist conditions as well and because of the relatively open crown structure that 

allows sunlight to reach the forest floor below it, many other tree species such as the ash 

and birch but also the elm (Ulmus glabra), and the sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus) can 

thrive in proximity to even massive old common oaks (Lindman, 1965: 138). It is worth 

bearing in mind (not least concerning the account in Völsunga saga: see Chapter 5.7) that 

the flowers of the oak are negligible and dull (Lindman, 1965: I, plate 171).  

 

 
 

Image 8.3: The lithograph “Kongeegen, 1000-aarig eg ved Jægerspris med et omfang paa 20 

alen” from 1839 by the Danish-German painter Louis Gurlitt (1812-1897). 

 

An interesting fact is that the oak seems to be more often struck by lightening 

than other tree species134 which might explain the connection between Þórr (or Jupiter) 

                         
134 The English historian William Warde Fowler (1847-1921) used information regarding the 
comparative danger that various tree species face of being hit by lightning in his book Roman 
Essays and Interpretations (1920). The information had been recorded over a period of 16 years 
by foresters of Lippe-Detmold, Germany. In the book it is stated: 
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and the oak tree (see Chapter 2.2). While the oak during the Iron Age and the Viking Age 

would have formed forests in southern Scandinavia (Lindman, 1965: I, 138; and Schrøder 

et al, 2004: 10), a massive old oak, would have been rare and would thus, like the ash, 

would have stood out from other trees around it, playing a key role in the memory of 

many generations. 

The rowan (Sorbus aucuparia) is one of the three species of the genus Sorbus 

which are native to Scandinavia and is distinct from the other two species (S. aria and S. 

Intermedia) by having pinnate leaves with the leaflets arranged in pairs along the stem 

of the leaf in much the same way as the ash (Lindman, 1965: II, 62), a resemblance which 

might explain why the rowan is also called the mountain-ash in English (Phillips, 1981: 

198). The genus Sorbus is botanically closely related to the genera Pyrus and Malus (pear 

and apple) among other things on the basis of the structure of the flowers and the fruits 

(Lindman, 1965: II, 63) with delicate whitish flowers appearing in spring or early summer, 

and red berries in late summer or early spring (depending on the latitude in which the 

tree grows.) 

 
 

Image 8.4: A young Icelandic rowan in autumn colours in a birch thicket.135 

                         

The forest was stocked as follows; oak 11 per cent., beech 70, spruce 13, 
Scotch fir 6. Thus the beech is far the most abundant tree in the forest, and 
the oak comparatively rare. Yet in the sixteen years only 33 beeches were 
struck, while the stricken oaks numbered 310, spruces 34, Scotch fir 108. The 
danger to a beech taken as 1, that to a spruce was 6, to a Scotch fir 37, and 
to an oak no less than 60 (Fowler, 1920: 39). 

135 Gene flow from the dwarf birch into the Icelandic birch population has, among other things, 
resulted in more shrubby birch trees and pronounced reddish hues in the autumn colours of the 
birch, as can be seen on the picture (see image 8.4) from Heiðmörk in southwestern Iceland 
(Þorsteinn Tómasson, 1994: 38-40). 
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Unlike the tree species mentioned above, the rowan is a small hardy tree which 

is native to all regions of the Nordic countries, including Iceland. It can reach 10-15 metres 

in height and live to be approximately 100 years old (see, for example, Arnór Snorrason, 

2006: 54; and Bendix, 2003: 13). 

A distinct feature of the rowan is, of course, its broad scale of the autumn colours 

of its leaves ranging from yellow to red (Gylling, 1992: 286: see image 8.5) which would 

have made it stand out from its environment on the basis of colour alone. It should be 

borne in mind that it also grows independently rather than as a forest (see image 8.4). 

 

 
 

Image 8.5: The flaming autumn colours on the c. 70-year-old rowan at Ferstikla, Hvalfjörður, in 

southwestern Iceland. 

 

As noted in Chapter 5.5, there are two different species of birch which are native 

to the Nordic countries.136 The silver birch (Betula pendula) and the downy birch (Betula 

pubescens) both grow naturally throughout all of Scandinavia, the latter preferring moist 

soil while the silver birch prefers drier and warmer soil conditions (Vedel, 1951: 164; and 

Gylling, 1992: I, 81), both species having the distinct feature of silvery-white trunks 

(Gylling, 1992: I, 81). In the southern parts of Scandinavia both species tend to have the 

distinction of being the first plants (the so-called pioneer-plants) to invade newly exposed 

land which, in later ecological succession, will give way to more shadow-tolerant species 

                         
136 A third species of the genus Betula, the dwarf birch (Betula nana) also grows naturally, mainly 
in the northern parts of the Nordic countries, including Iceland. The dwarf birch, however, is a 
shrub which only reaches a maximum height of 1 metre (Gylling, 1992: I, 78) and hence is of little 
importance to the topic of this thesis. 
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like hazel, alder, beech, and oak (Vedel, 1991: 164; Lindman, 1965: I, 166), In Iceland 

however, downy birch also represent the end-stage of the ecological succession of 

natural forests (Þorsteinn Tómasson, 1995: 77). Like many other pioneer plants, the 

birches, which unlike the trees discussed above form forests in the more northern 

latitudes, only live for a relatively short period, 80-100 years (Baldur Þorsteinsson, 1990: 

97; and Bendix, 2003: 9), and while both species can reach up to 20 metres in the 

southern regions of Scandinavia (Phillips, 1981: 90-91) they rarely reach 10 metres at 

more northernly latitudes, as with the downy birches in Iceland (Arnór Snorrason, 2006: 

49). They would thus not have stood out in the same way as the other species discussed 

so far. 

The evergreen yew (Taxus baccata) is another rare tree which in Scandinavia 

grows naturally only in the southern part of the region (below 62 degrees north: Lindman, 

1965: I, 30). Compared to the ash or oak, the yew is a small tree or shrub, but it has a 

broad crown and can grow to 10-14 metres in Scandinavia (Gylling, 1992: II, 340), also 

reaching a very old age and outlasting many generations of people. While there are no 

ancient yews in Scandinavia today, in England, for example, the Much Marcle yew in 

Herefordshire is believed to be more than 1000 years old (Hooke, 2015: 208: see image 

8.6).  

Of special significance here is the connection the yew has to death: all parts of the 

yew are toxic (Vedel, 1991: 137; and Gylling, 1992: 340); indeed, according to Vore giftige 

blomsterplanter (1963) the yew is lethal. As Lindemark137 writes: 

 
I dag forekommer forgiftning af mennesker med Taks meget 

sjældent, men er ret almindelig blandt kreaturer og specielt 

heste, der ynder at spise af Takstræet. 

Symptomerne på en taksforgiftning indtræder efter ½ til 

1½ times forløb med opkastning […] Hjerte- og pulsvirksomhed, 

der i begyndelsen er tiltaget, bliver efterhånden langsom […] Og 

ofte efter forudgående kramper, indtræder død i koma på grund 

                         
137 Otto Lindemark was a Danish Pharmaceutical chemist born in 1897. 
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af kredsløbs- og åndedrætslammelse. Forgiftningens prognose 

er meget ugunstig (Lindemark, 1970: 15). 

 

 
 

Image 8.6: The yew in Much Marcle, Herefordshire, England. 

 

8.3 Tree Species as Hierophanies  

A significant part of the phenomenology of trees in the past (and present) is the fact that 

they all contain the potential to become hierophanies (see Chapter 2.5 and 3.2). While 

Eliade’s theoretical approach to hierophanies is largely concerned with trees as a class of 

phenomena like stones, as has been shown above, each individual tree species contains 

morphological and ecological characteristics that would make it stand out from the other 

trees, attracting special attention and thus, finding itself chosen as a particular 

manifestation of the sacred.  

It is not surprising that this applies in particular to the ash. As noted above, fully-

grown ashes are among the tallest trees in the southern Scandinavian landscape, 

especially in the aske-ellemose ecosystem where the neighbouring alder reaches no more 

than 20-25 metres (Vedel, 1991: 166) also having a considerably lesser thickness of trunk 

and a much shorter lifetime (Bendix, 2003: 3 and 8). In such an environment the ashes 

would clearly have stood out. The fact that the ash grows higher than other trees in the 

forest was of course acknowledged by the Nordic people. It can be found, for example, 

in the description of Helgi, who in Helgakviða Hundingsbana II (stanza 38), is said to rise 

above all other heroes like a beautiful ash above the thorn (see Chapter 7.3).  
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As noted in Chapter 5.5, the ash during the Iron Age would nonetheless have been 

a comparatively rare tree and even today “danner [the ash] sjældent rene bestande af 

større omfang” (Lindman, 1965: 177). In short, the image of a big old ash standing among 

many alders, birches and willows beside the water of a Danish bog seems like a plausible 

scenario in the Iron Age (see image 8.1). The potential connection of a sacred ash to bogs 

and water naturally brings up several other issues such as the relationship of the Nordic 

world ash to Urðarbrunnr noted in Völuspá (stanza 19) (see in particular: Olrik, 1917: 50). 

As noted above, another relationship worth considering is that many bog bodies were 

evidently hung before being deposited in the bog (see Chapter 5.4), something which 

suggests that the nearby trees may well have played a significant part in the rituals carried 

out in these cases, as is implied by the earlier Latin accounts of human sacrifice (see 

Chapters 2.2 and 6.4). 

However, it should not be forgotten that the oak also grew in these wet areas, as 

has been noted in Chapter 8.2, and that this tree would also have stood out in the 

landscape, not as much because of its height like the ash, but because of its massive 

crown and trunk. In these wet areas both trees would have attracted attention, also 

because of their extensive lifespan, making them known across generations as possible 

bearers of memory, especially when associated with particular events or particular sites 

in the landscape like grave mounds (see the discussion of Slindebirken below in this 

chapter). One can see why these trees in particular had the potential to take on the role 

as central sacred trees in different regions of Scandinavia. Certainly, regional differences 

in the environment might well have occurred between regions that were not actually that 

far apart from each other and while it is impossible to say anything conclusive about 

which tree species would have been more important in different regions, it seems evident 

that different emphasises were placed on each of the two species in the written sources 

from different backgrounds. On the one hand, there is an emphasis on the askr in the 

Icelandic written sources with a probable background in Norway (see, for example, 

Völuspá [stanzas 19 and 47]; Grímnismál [stanzas 31 and 32]; and Gylfaginning, 17-19) 

and on the other, an emphasis on the oak found in Gesta Danorum (Saxo, 2007: 156 and 

263), Völsunga saga (see chapter 5.7), and the foreign accounts (see, for example, the 

discussion of Willibald’s account of Saint Boniface in Chapter 2.2; and Emperor 

Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus’ account Chapter 5.3).  
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These ideas reflect Axel Olrik’s natural history and botanical approach, mentioned 

in Chapter 2.4, and Olrik’s conclusion based on both Scandinavian fauna and flora that 

the myth of askr Yggdrasill as found in Grímnismál “næppe [can] have fundet sted andre 

steder en i det vestlige Norge” (Olrik, 1917: 55). Admittedly Olrik’s overall conclusion is 

not in clear accordance with what has been suggested in this thesis based on the 

phenomenology of the aske-ellemose in Denmark (see Chapter 8.2) Nonetheless, even 

though, according to Olrik, the askr Yggdrasill found in Grímnismál has a Norwegian 

background, this does not rule out the potential importance of ash trees in some regions 

or some contexts in southern Scandinavia, where, phenomenological speaking, the ash 

wherever it was found would still have contained the same possibility to be seen as a 

hierophany as the oak. All the same, one cannot ignore the evidence of the written 

sources noted above, which, if nothing else, underline the importance of the oak for some 

people. The idea that the oak was potentially more important than the ash in some more 

southern parts of the Nordic countries might also find support in Anders Andrén’s idea of 

a village-tree forming the circular movement of the village Vorbasse which was relocated 

seven times over a time-period of 1100 years (see Chapter 5.4). As noted above, the oak 

is one of only two tree species in Denmark that could live to be more than 1000 years old 

(the other being the yew which will be discussed further below.) 

This brings us to the rowan which also seems to have played a role in the Old 

Nordic religions (albeit less important).138 As has already been noted in Chapter 2.2 and 

3.2, the only myth that mentions the rowan directly is the story in Skáldskaparmál in 

which Þórr travels to Geirrøðr and encounters problems when crossing the river Vimur:139 

“í því bili bar hann at landi ok fekk tekit reynirunn nokkvorn ok steig svá ór ánni. Því er 

þat orðtak haft at reynir er björg Þórs” (Snorri Sturluson, 2007: 25). There are several 

things which are of interest in this account. Firstly, over and above its uniqueness, later 

folklore suggests that the tree (and this account) seems to have had a particular 

importance in Iceland. Secondly, here the rowan is directly connected to water, which is 

                         
138 Indeed, the rowan played a significant role in all Nordic folk beliefs in later times (see, for 
example, Feilberg, 1913-1910: II, 134; and Jónas Jónasson, 2010: 410). 
139 It might be noted, one other enigmatic account mentioning the rowan can be found in 
Sturlunga saga (see footnote 142 below in this chapter). 
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noteworthy because the rowan (unlike the ash) has no preferences for growing close to 

water.  

As mentioned in Chapter 8.2, the rowan is a hardy tree and can thrive in many 

different soil types (Vedel, 1991: 183). Even though today the rowan is found all over 

Iceland, it never forms woods or forests but rather grows as single trees or in small groups 

within the birch forests (Baldur Þorsteinsson, 1990: 101), a pattern that would also have 

been the situation prior to and during the landnám (Margrét Hallsdóttir, 1995: 22-23), 

albeit on a much larger scale than in the less than 2% of the original Icelandic forests that 

are left today (Ása L. Aradóttir, 2006: 29; Ólafur Arnalds and Ása L. Aradóttir, 2015: 20).  

In Chapter 7.2, discussion is made of the ways in which the landnámsmenn seem 

to have used their öndvegissúlur to ritually create and recreate their cosmology in Iceland 

when they arrived. Similar ideas about the apparent recreation of home landscapes by 

the settlers have been noted by scholars who have underlined the seemingly deliberate 

resemblance between place-names and their locations within the landscape in Viking-

Age settlements on the Hebrides and in Leirársveit in Iceland (Helgi Þorláksson, 2006: 58). 

It certainly seems logical that the immigrating Viking-Age Norse would have tried to adapt 

the ideas of both the physical and metaphysical trees that they and their forefathers 

knew at home to the nature of their new environments in Iceland. As Finnur Magnússon 

suggested in Eddalæren og dens oprindelse:  

 
Klimatets Forskjel og andre lokale Omstændigheder, vare naturligvis 

meget ofte Aarsag til Forandring i Træarternes Dyrkelse blandt 

udvandrede Folk (Magnusen, 1824-1826: II, 159-160). 

 
If we return to the ash and consider it in its natural habitat and its connection to 

water (see Chapter 8.2), in Norway it is often found growing on the edges of the forests 

(Andreassen, 2017: 2) alongside streams, rivers, lakes and ponds, like the rowan in the 

Þórr myth. As noted above, Olrik concluded that the key Yggdrasill myth must have 

originated in southern Norway. According to many Íslendingasögur, Íslendingabók and 

Landnámabók, Norway was the place of origin of many settlers who came to Iceland,140 

                         
140 Modern genetic studies also conclude that the majority of the male settlers in Iceland came 
from Scandinavia (Agnar Helgason et al., 2000: 714-715). 
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and the implication is the landnámsmenn that came to Iceland brought with them an idea 

of the order of the world in which the ash in particular played a significant part in 

connection to both the world-tree and the creation of humans. Upon arrival, they appear 

to have started to culturalise the environment in such a way that it reflected the 

environment they knew at home, even placing their homegrown öndvegissúlur in similar 

central positions in their new halls. The likelihood is that some of them would also have 

looked for and found trees that would have resembled the sacred trees they knew back 

home in order to carry out similar rituals. Terry Gunnell sheds further light on this 

dynamic between the immediate experience and past experiences in culturalising the 

landscape in the following statement: “for the people of the past, the landscape that they 

inhabited was “clothed” in a vast repertoire of legends based on both experience and 

tradition” (Gunnell, 2009: 308: My italics). Iceland, however, had no ancient ash trees (or 

oaks for that matter). However, as noted in Chapter 8.2 and in this chapter, it is worth 

remembering that many phenomenological features of the rowan resemble those of the 

ash, for example, the shape of leaves (see images 8.7 and 8.8) and the fact that both 

species tend to grow in small groups or as single trees141 among other trees. 

 

                         
141 It has been suggested that the rowanʼs connection to Þórr in Old Nordic mythology is related 
to or echoes myths of the Finnish thunder-god Ukko and his wife Rauni, rauni meaning rowan 
(see, for example, Olrik and Ellekilde, 1926-1951: I, 98-99; Turville-Petre, 1975: 98; and Puhvel, 
1989: 204). While the American folklorist John Lindow recognises that the rowan might have been 
part of the Old Nordic religion, he sees the myth given in Skáldskaparmál as a stand-alone 
etiological narrative designed to answer a question about the lost origin of a well-known saying: 
why is the rowan Þórrʼs salvation? (Lindow, 2014: 12). Both of these ideas have some value to 
them and do not rule out any of the ideas which will be put forward in this thesis with regard to 
the phenomenology of the rowan potentially taking on the role of the ash for Icelanders. Of 
course, the rowan would also have been part of the environment back in Norway and thus the 
connection between Þórr and the rowan could have been part of the phenomenology of the 
rowan there from an earlier point (especially if it formed part of a saying). If the story in 
Skáldskaparmál was made up to explain why the rowan was important in Iceland, it is still clear 
the rowan would have stood out from other trees, and it is very likely that other now lost stories 
would have been known in earlier times. Rudolf Simek nonetheless recognises the intrinsic 
connection between the rowan and the ash suggested here in a section named “Ash-trees” in 
Dictionary of Northern Mythology (1993). Simek states that “the ash is Thorʼs salvation (reynir er 
björg Þórs), and this connexion of Thor to ash-trees is also mentioned in a skaldic stanza in the 
Grettis saga” (Simek, 2007: 20-21). The reference that Simek is referring to in Grettis saga, 
however, actually speaks of a reynir not an ash (Grettis saga, 1936, 171). The implied connection 
between the rowan and the ash is apparently a controversial matter as Simek’s section does not 
form part in the Icelandic translation of the dictionary (Simek, 1993: 20-21). 
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Images 8.7 and 8.8: A leaf of an ash (left) and a leaf of a rowan (right). 

 

While it is by no means being suggested here that the settlers would not have 

been able to distinguish a rowan from an ash, it does seem that the similarities between 

the ash and the rowan might have been more important than their differences when the 

settlers were searching for a tree in the new environment that might serve as a natural 

cosmological symbol, outside their pillars from home. It must be underlined, however, 

that, of course, there are no extant references to Icelanders ever worshipping trees, like 

their forefathers in Scandinavia (perhaps with the exception of the enigmatic reference 

to the rowan in Geirmundar þáttr heljarskinns).142  

As the example given above shows, there seems to have been some flexibility in 

the names given to trees in the period, and even a different form of classification and 

naming to our own (indeed such flexibility is apparent even to this day in, for example, 

                         
142 Geirmundar þáttr heljarskinns is a short story which is only found in Sturlunga saga which was 
compiled around 1300 AD (Guðni Jónsson, 1948: viii). The story takes place during the time of 
settlement. The role of the rowan in the story is enigmatic because here the tree is presented in 
a negative light while at the same time containing many of aspects that might 
phenomenologically have suggested a degree of sacredness: the reynilundr mentioned in the 
story only grows in one particular place on Geirmundr’s property, there is a certain bright light 
that hangs over the reynilundr, and a church was later built on the exact same place where the 
rowan had grown (Geirmundar þáttr heljarskinns, 1948: 7-8). All the same, it is evident that 
Geirmundr wishes to erase the place from his property and when a herder grazes Geirmundr’s 
cattle near the rowan and uses a rowan stick to drive the cattle forward, Geirmundr beats up the 
herder, burns the rowan stick and pours away the milk collected from the cows that day 
(Geirmundar þáttr heljarskinns, 1948: 8). A plausible explanation for the enigmatic features in the 
story could be that they are designed to eradicate the apparent glorification of a surviving pagan 
belief in trees that the story seems to imply. Indeed, it is worth bearing in mind that the author 
of Sturlunga saga is assumed to be Þórðr Narfason lögmaðr (died 1308) who was son of the priest 
Narfa Snorrason (1210-1284) (Guðni Jónsson, 1948: viii). Geirmundr’s action might nonetheless 
also reflect pagan taboos related to the power of the rowan tree. 
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Denmark: see, for example, Lange, 1959-1961: I-III; and Jens et al, 2003: 7). As noted in 

Chapter 4.3, in order to get a better picture of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions it 

is important to examine the various emic terms that the Norse written sources use to the 

describe various tree species, terms such as askr commonly translated with the etic term 

ash (Fraxinus), and eik seen as an oak (Quercus), and this will be attempted in the 

following section. 

As noted in Chapter 5.7, an eik with beautiful flowers is said to stand in the hall of 

king Völsungr in Völsunga saga, but, as mentioned in Chapter 8.2, the fact is that flowers 

of an oak are no spectacular sight. This had led some scholars in the past to suggest that 

the eik in Völsungr’s hall must in fact have been an apple-tree (see the discussion of Viktor 

Rydberg in Chapter 2.3; Davidson, 1960: 3; and Finch, 1965b: 4). Another example of such 

an admixture of characteristics between tree species (also seen in the potential 

ash/rowan blurring mentioned above) is found in a tenth-century Anglo-Saxon boundary 

clause in which references are made to “æsc apaldre leage” (ash-apple wood: Hooke, 

2015: 266). In her book Trees in Anglo-Saxon England the British historian Della Hooke 

suggests this name must actually refer to the true service tree (Sorbus domestica) 

because of the marked resemblance between the fruits of the true service tree and crab 

apples, and the resemblance between the leaf of an æsc and some members of the genus 

Sorbus (a resemblance also noted above in connection with the rowan: see images 8.9, 

8.10, and 8.11).  

 

    
 

Images 8.9, 8.10, and 8.11: The fruit and leaves of a true service tree (left), a crab apple 

(Malus sylvestris) (middle), and a rowan (right). 

 

It seems evident that issues regarding the emic terms used in the Nordic countries 

in the Iron Age and Viking Age need to be reconsidered. One way to re-examine these 

terms is to note their meaning in modern Icelandic, because remnants of their earlier use 
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which do not follow the Linnaean taxonomy system can still be recognised in Iceland 

today. For example, it is noteworthy that the word eik (oak) is sometimes used in 

Icelandic to stress that a particular tree is very old rather than referring to a specific 

species.143 For example, in Lesbók Morgunblaðsins from 1998, in an article about one of 

the oldest gardens located at Skriða in northern Iceland the Icelandic landscape architect 

Einar Sæmundsson writes that “enn sjást veggjabrot garðanna þar og feikilegar reyni-

viðar eikur” (Einar Sæmundsson, 1998: 14). In another example, we find the term eik 

being applied to a group of birch trees near Ranaskógur in eastern Iceland, about which 

the Icelandic natural scientist Helgi Hallgrímsson writes in his book Fljótsdæla (2016): 

 
Einstæðingar nefnast fáein eldgömul og mjög gild birkitré er standa 

stök í túni á Skógarbala innan og neðan við Ranaskóg […] Slík tré 

kallast eikur á þessum slóðum (Helgi Hallgrímsson, 2016: 30: Italics 

original).  

 
If Anders Andrén’s argument that the single-element place-names such as Ask and 

Eik (see Chapter 5.6) would refer “to important individual trees” (Andrén, 2014: 38) is 

accepted and that what has been noted above might reflect linguistic survivals, then it is 

difficult to ignore the fact that place-names such as Eik might simply just mean the place 

of the old tree144 rather than an oak.145 

What is being suggested here is that the differences in characteristics of different 

species in their role as hierophanies would not have been as marked when they are fitted 

into emic terms used in the Iron Age and Viking Age such as askr or eik.146 These terms 

                         
143 Eik may also simply mean tree in Icelandic (see, for example, Cleasby and Guðbrandur 
Vigfússon, 1874: 119; and Mörður Árnason, 2007: 177). 
144 The author has found no similar examples in the ethnographical material but it is clear that in 
India, for example, many different species are worshipped (Haberman, 2013: 54-55) and that the 
most sacred of these which has the scientific name Ficus religiosa is actually known by various 
different emic names/terms such as pipal, ashvattha, bo or bodhi, all according to social and 
regional context (Haberman, 2013: 67). 
145 No such survivals seem to be found in Norway (Eik, 2018) or in Denmark (Eg, 2018). 
146 To my mind, the epli (emic term) that Óðinn sent his óskmey to give king Rerir (Völsunga saga, 
1943: 5) could actually potentially refer to a rowan berry (etic term). Indeed, rowan berries are 
referred to in botanical terms in modern Danish as bæræble (Gylling, 1992, II, 284). Furthermore, 
in modern Icelandic potatoes are called jarðepli (see, for example, Cleasby and Guðbrandur 
Vigfússon, 1874: 323; and Mörður Árnason, 2007: 489). It might thus be suggested that the emic 
term epli would have rather been closer to meaning the word fruit than apple. 
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thus appear to have contained other perceptions and carried different meaning than the 

etic terms ash (Fraxinus) or oak (Quercus) do today. Besides referring to the living tree, it 

also seems that these earlier emic terms were often closely connected to mythological 

stories that were connected originally to a certain tree species known in the 

environment, because the myth would have formed an essential part of the 

phenomenology of the tree in its role as a hierophany alongside the experience of the 

biological tree species. As already noted above, people would naturally have been able 

to tell the difference between various species, but when identifying a potential sacred 

tree in the environment it would have been the tree species in its hierophanic role that 

was most important. If the “original” tree was not available in the environment (as applies 

in the case of the ash with the settlers), one would have needed to look for something 

that contained similar phenomenological features to fill its role. 

This, it might be argued, could help explain some of the individual features of the 

tree in Völuspá which seems to be connected to both the passing of time and the passing 

of the seasons as has been discussed in Chapter 6.4. In this sense, one aspect of the 

phenomenology of the rowan might shed particular light on the description of the ash 

tree found in Völuspá in second half of stanza 55, where we read: 

 
geisar eimi 

við aldrnara,  

leikr hár hiti 

við himin sjálfan. 

 
In the poem we have reached the “end of the world,” something which if we relate 

it to the seasonal year would refer to late autumn, a time at which the rowan stands out 

from other trees, red and yellow in the landscape prior to its leaves falling to the ground. 

In essence one can say that the tree is “on fire” before its winter “death” and green 

rebirth in spring.147 Needless to say, such an interpretation would work not only in an 

                         
147 In a recent article, the British volcanologist Clive Oppenheimer and his team connect the 
aspects of fire of the end of Völuspá to the Eldgjá volcanic eruption in Iceland which took place 
from spring 939 AD to the autumn of 940 AD (Oppenheimer et al., 2018: 9-10). The main 
argument is convincing not least for its images of fire and the sun being blotted out. Of course it 
does not rule out the idea of the burning world-tree also reflecting a phenomenological 
experience of the rowan’s autumn colours. On the basis of their findings, Oppenheimer and his 
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Icelandic context, but in all places where the rowan grows and could be taken as an ash 

substitute. It is a feature that would naturally have formed part of the perception of the 

rowan, with or without a myth as part of its phenomenology. Indeed, few trees show the 

passing of time as clearly as this tree. 

While the rowan and the three other deciduous trees which were described in 

Chapter 8.2 all change significantly in appearance with the changing seasons, underlining 

their potential to form symbols of time or “measuring rods” containing both life and 

death, the fifth and last tree discussed in this chapter has the additional quality of 

remaining green throughout the year. As noted in Chapter 8.2, the yew seems to have 

been a relatively uncommon tree in Scandinavia, something reflected in the small 

amount of yew pollen found in the sediment core-samples from Denmark (see Chapter 

5.5). There is little question that like an ash or oak, a yew would have stood out in a forest 

because of its rarity. Bearing this in mind, the yew has, from an early point, been related 

by scholars to the ever-green tree which, according to Adam of Bremen, stood by the 

temple at Gamla Uppsala (see, for example, Läffler, 1911: 655; Turville-Petre, 1975: 183; 

and Ström, 1985: 132). Indeed, while Adam’s account refers to the worship of “Thor”, 

“Wodan” and “Fricco”, other scholars have pointed to the possibility of an even older cult 

of the Old Nordic god Ullr possibly having proceeded this at Gamla Uppsala (see the 

discussion in Molin, 2015: 41-42). Ullr, of course, seems to have been closely associated 

with the yew if we consider Grímnismál (stanza 5). Such an idea is given some support by 

Anders Andrén has argued that possible significance of the evergreens (yew or the 

spruce) playing a key role in Old Nordic religions at an early point might be supported by 

the tree images on Bronze-Age rock carvings which look more like conifers than 

deciduous trees (Andrén, 2014: 46; see also Chapter 5.2 and image 5.2). Whether the 

tree at Gamla Uppsala was actually a yew or not remains, of course, open to question 

and most likely will only be proven if the remains of such a tree are found, which is of 

                         

team conclude that Völuspá must have been composed after the autumn of 940 AD 
(Oppenheimer, 2018: 10), but if we consider the nature of the oral tradition (see footnote 41 in 
Chapter 2.6 and Chapters 2.7 and 3.3, see further on the dating of Eddic poetry: Thorvaldsen, 
2016: 72-91) there seems little question some ideas and images in Völuspá might be older than 
the Eldgjá event. In short, a phenomenological perception of the rowan “burning” in autumn 
colours at the end of the seasonal year would have been part of the phenomenology of autumn 
prior to 940 AD. 
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course unlikely. Nonetheless, there are other features worth considering with regard to 

the potential role of the yew as a sacred tree, over and above the idea that bodies might 

have been hung effectively in yew trees. 

It was argued in Chapter 6.3 that trees can be seen as symbolic doorways to other 

worlds and then in particular to the world of the dead, and indeed two phenomenological 

aspects of yews, the facts that they are ever-green and have toxic properties, can both 

be related in some way to aspects of death. First of all, as opposed to the death and 

resurrection of the tree described in Völuspá, the yew stands green throughout all 

seasons and in this way phenomenologically it transcends seasonal death. Just as the 

rowan stands out in the autumn, the yew would have stood out in the environment 

significantly during the wintertime when all other trees around it stood stand naked and 

“dead”. There is thus good reason for the yew in particular to have been connected to 

rituals during the winter or early spring. This pronounced phenomenological experience 

relating to yew trees during winter might help explain the relation of the yew to Ullr who 

was a god apparently connected to winter, skiing and snow (see, for example, Turville-

Petre, 1975: 184; Snorri Sturluson, 2011: 26; and Molin, 2015: 6, 80 and 95). 

The second reason the yew might be associated with the world of death is, of 

course, its role as a direct provider of death by means of its lethal toxic properties. 

Arguably, it might be proposed that the hanging of animals and humans from a green 

yew tree at Gamla Uppsala in early spring would have been related in some way to both 

of these aspects, in other words, to the tree’s dual role as a bringer of death, and a symbol 

of transcendence and continuation.  

This dual aspect of the yew might actually also be considered in relation to other 

trees in other contexts. The mutual cultural influence that the world-view of Saami and 

the Norse had on each other has long been acknowledged, even though the 

understanding of the ways in which the influence worked has changed over time (see, for 

example, Olrik, 1910: 2; DuBois, 1999: 27; and Hultkrantz, 2001: 419-420). The potential 

Saami-Norse relationship might be considered in connection to two contemporary finds 

which have some relevance to the present study: the Saami bear burial at Grundskatan 

near Skellefteå in northern Sweden and the Frösö birch tree (see Chapters 2.6 and 5.4). 

The bear burial from Grundskatan dates to the tenth century, and here the bones of a 

bear were found under a cairn together with charcoal of various plant species, birch, 
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alder, heather and yew (Broadbent, 2010: 79-82). What is of interest here is that 

Skellefteå is considerably north of the natural area of distribution of the yew, meaning 

that the yew in the grave must have travelled a considerable distance in order to end up 

in the bear burial at Grundskatan. It is self-evident that transporting yew hundreds of 

kilometres (in the form of fresh wood or charcoal) would only have been done because 

it was seen as having had a purpose and a certain meaning to those who organised the 

burial (Broadbent, 2010: 183), most likely in relation to aspects of life and death like those 

pointed out above.  

The Grundskatan finds might be applied to the interpretative framework of the 

Frösö birch especially when it is kept in mind that the world-tree carries simultaneously 

aspects of life, death and rebirth (see the discussions in Chapter 6). The Frösö birch was 

surrounded by bones of animals, among others, 121 bones from pigs, 36 bones from 

cattle, 77 bones from 7 elks, and 256 bones from a minimum of 7 brown bears (Magnell 

and Iregren, 2010: 228), and in addition a significant amount of charcoal (non-specified: 

Magnell and Iregren, 2010: 227 and 231). If the charcoal from Grundskatan (in particular 

the imported yew) was meant to contain some symbolic aspects of death and rebirth or 

“passage” between worlds then it is equally plausible that this might also have been the 

case at Frösö. Indeed, the rituals which were carried out at the site at Frösö has, due to 

the presence of bear bones and the fact that the tree is a birch tree, been interpreted as 

a potential fusion between Saami and Norse ritual practices (Näsström, 1996: 77), the 

bones of the bears being more associated with the Saami, just as the yew in the Saami 

burial was more associated with people living further south.  

As opposed to Adam of Bremen’s account where animals and humans hung from 

the branches of the tree in question (see Chapter 2.2), no animals seem to have been 

hung from the birch tree at Frösö (Magnell and Iregren, 2010: 235). Here the bones were 

scattered directly on the ground close to the trunk of the birch tree (covering approx. 9 

m2: Magnell and Iregren, 2010: 227), something that might be connected to the 

phenomenology of birch trees, and especially the birch’s quality of regenerating from 

suckers (see image 8.12).148  

                         
148 A sucker, botanically speaking, is a shoot springing from the base of a tree or from roots below 
the ground at some distance from the main trunk (Sucker, 2018) which eventually will become a 
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Image 8.12: Downy birch trees with suckers, Jämtland, Sweden. 

 

What is suggested here is that new trees emerging from the base of the old trunk 

(close to it or even to its roots from below the ground) would have given an experience 

of a kind of symbolic rebirth from the tree in direct connection with the ground. The area 

around the tree in which the bones were found (approx. 9 m2) could easily mark the area 

in which the suckers from the old birch would have emerged and grown into new trees 

which might then have been cut down and used for symbolic or ritualistic purposes (as 

charcoal or sticks). Another important issue worth considering in this case is that, while 

the sacred symbolic quality of the tree was clearly important, the choice of tree for this 

purpose seems to have had less to do with the individual tree itself (its species, height, 

age or quality) than the nature of the site. As noted earlier, in pre-historic times, the Frösö 

birch seems to have been surrounded by grave barrows (see Chapter 6.3; and Andrén, 

2014: 58). In short, it is the fact that the Frösö birch and the future generations of the 

tree grew out of the grave area or out of a grave mound itself (see image 8.13) in which 

local ancestors were buried, which defined the Frösö birch’s role as a hierophany and the 

sacredness of the tree as a recognised site of worship. 

                         

tree itself. Other important Nordic species which produce similar suckers are the species of the 
genera Sorbus and Malus (Evert and Eichhorn, 2013: 171). 
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Image 8.13: Slindebirken or Slindebjørka stood on the Hydnes grave mound, in Sogn, in western 

Norway until 1874. Apparently the local farmer used to pour a jug of beer onto its roots every 

Christmas (Slindebjørka, 2018). The painting “Slindebirken” (1839) is by Norwegian painter 

Thomas Fearnley (1802-1842). 

 

As suggested in Chapter 4.6, it is the phenomenology of any object, site or 

landscape feature (trees in this case) which determine what rituals are carried out at a 

particular site. In short, the remnants of ritualistic practices found in the ground (or in 

descriptions) will reflect to some degree how a tree was perceived as a phenomenon by 

the people who carried out the ritual. Thus, in the case of Frösö, the ritual practice of 

placing sacrifices in a relatively small area on the ground directly underneath the tree 

instead of hanging it from its branches, for the local people must have been connected 

in some way to the phenomenological features of the birch tree and the area in which it 

grows. The suggestion here is that if it was not simply the idea of the tree’s roots being 

connected to the earth, of the grave site that gave the tree its meaning, it might also be 

the simple experience of the birch’s properties of regenerating from this ground. In short, 

such rituals might have referred to the idea of ensuring fertility and regrowth of the 

animals and plants which supported the life of the people living around Frösö. Another 

possibility is that some reference was being made to the origin and prosperity of the local 

people, especially because the birch grew on or out of the ancestors’ graves. The 
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ancestral graves played a significant role in Old Nordic societies (Laidoner, 2015: 17-18). 

By placing the bones and the charcoal on the ground close to the tree, direct connections 

were clearly being made to other worlds making reference to the phenomenological 

narratives related to the tree, as a symbol for fertility and prosperity for the community. 

 

8.4 Conclusion 

In the above discussion, it has been argued that distinct features of different tree species 

and their ecology in the Nordic countries would have prompted specific 

phenomenologies amongst the local people which would have been strengthened and 

emphasised by means of ritual practices and mythological narratives. It has also been 

argued that migrating Norse populations would have carried with them 

phenomenologies from their earlier home environment that they would have tried to 

adapt to their new environments, something that seems to have occurred in Iceland. 

Finally, it has been stressed the importance of being aware that the Old Norse words 

(emic terms) used in narratives which at first might seem to refer to a specific tree species 

(etic terms) might actually refer to something else (other species), and it is stressed that 

these terms might potentially carry a wider, deeper meaning which needs cultural 

interpretation to be fully understood. 

In the final concluding chapter of this thesis, the anthropological material and 

methods which have largely been provided in footnotes over the course of the last three 

chapters will be addressed in conjunction with the phenomenological approaches 

discussed above in order to clarify how anthropological comparison can shed ever further 

light on the role of trees in Old Nordic religions.  

  



 

164 

9. Conclusion 

It was stressed in the introduction to the thesis that the experience of people in the past 

of “what a tree is” would have been significantly different from the experience of modern 

people, something that has been underlined in this thesis in the attempted 

reconstructions of potential perceptions of “trees” during the Iron Age and Viking Age in 

Scandinavia. 

In order to be able to reconstruct these potential perceptions, various theoretical 

approaches have been brought together as part of the methodology of the thesis. As 

noted, phenomenology has formed the main part of the methodology but as mentioned 

in Chapter 4, phenomenology needs other approaches and material in order for its true 

potential to be achieved. One of the most important sources in this regard is material 

drawn from anthropological ethnographies showing active practices. Before summarising 

the main conclusions reached in the three discussion chapters, I would like to briefly 

discuss in which way such anthropological comparison can be beneficial to the study of 

the role of trees in Old Nordic religions.  

As the examples from the anthropological ethnographies provided in footnotes in 

the discussion chapters show, “other” experiences of “what a tree is” regularly form part 

of the phenomenology of trees as experienced in other cultures around the world. I find 

the anthropological ethnographies noted above particularly useful for the study of the 

role of trees in Old Nordic religions in two different ways: firstly, on a theoretical level, 

they can add to our understanding of scholarly terms as in the discussion concerning the 

intrinsic meaning of the word “symbol” where I, in line with Willerslev (see Chapter 4.5), 

suggest that instead of taking the position that symbol means “stand for” we should 

accept the “same as” view in order to be able to look further. Secondly, such 

ethnographies have the potential to broaden our modern western outlook on the world, 

providing possible explanations for the extant Old Nordic source material dealing with 

interactions with trees, essentially functioning as potential eye-openers (see Chapters 3.3 

and 4.7). There is little question that more recent ethnographies dealing with trees in a 

religious context (and not least their constructed methodologies) provide valuable 

approaches which can be applied advantageously to the study of the role of trees in Old 

Nordic religions (see Chapters 3.3, 4.5 and 4.7). Naturally this thesis makes no attempt to 
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suggest that any pan-human or even pan-Nordic perception of trees should ever have 

existed, over and above the fact that all cultures which live in environments which 

contain trees seem to make use of tree symbolism as part of their religious outlook (see, 

for example, Rival, 2001: 3; and Bloch, 2001: 41).  

A good example of the ways in which comparison with ethnographies of living 

tradition can potentially add to the interpretation of primary sources is the case of the 

story of Óðinn’s hanging on the windy tree in Hávamál (stanza 138) in order to obtain the 

runes (see Chapters 5.4 and 6.2). It would be foolhardy to ignore the fact that this reflects 

shamanistic practices among the Siberian reindeer herders who use a larch tree to travel 

between worlds (see footnote 96 in Chapter 6.2). Another good example exemplifying 

the ways in which the anthropological theoretical approaches used in the ethnographies 

can shed new light on earlier scholarly interpretations, is the question of what might be 

“going on” when people take on the role of a tree in a ritual context, something proposed 

by Terry Gunnell regarding Grímnismál (see Chapters 2.6 and 7.3). Rane Willerslev’s 

approach to mimesis in other cultures is particular useful here (see footnote 126 in 

Chapter 7.3). Using Willerslev’s approach, I suggest that it is not only the people (the 

audience) who participated in the ritual who would have experienced the performer 

(perhaps the goði) as a tree, but also that the performer himself / herself might have had 

the experience of actually “being” the tree, as Willerslev puts it, taking on “the quality of 

the other’s [the tree’s] perspective” (Willerslev, 2007: 106), thereby drawing on the tree’s 

knowledge and connection to the world of death, if not a sense of world history. In a 

sense, I am building here on the legacy of early post-processual archaeologists (see 

footnote 46 in Chapter 2.6) such as the British pre-historic archaeologist Bryony Orme 

(Coles) who in her book Anthropology for Archaeologists (1981) argued for the use of 

anthropological ethnographies regarding approaches to ritual, stating that: 

 
The present dearth of archaeological studies in this field has been 

aggravated by the way in which the word “ritual” has been used, to 

cope with evidence that was not immediately explicable in 

commonsense terms. This is generally held to be a misuse of the term, 

in the sense of it being overworked, whereas the real abuse has been 

to employ the word without exploring its meaning, to use it as a final 
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explanation of the data when it should have been no more than an 

initial classification (Orme, 1981: 218). 

 
The first discussion chapter examined the image of the world-tree as part of the 

Old Nordic world-view and it was noted that previous scholarly works have acknowledged 

a connection between the pagan image of the world-tree and knowledge (see Chapters 

6.2 and 6.3). Such a connection is pronounced in the comparative material, in particular 

in the mythology of some of the Siberian tribes which provides a good comparative 

material to that of the Old Nordic, the emphasis on the roots in these accounts reflecting 

that in Old Nordic mythology. Most striking is the way that many Siberian tribes see the 

Milky Way as the world-tree (see footnote 96 in Chapter 6.2) underlining that the world-

tree idea might be connected to other physical phenomena than living botanical trees.  

I argue that ideas of the metaphysical world-tree would potentially have been 

phenomenologically present for people not only in the shape of the whole tree, but also 

in parts of living trees, for example, in its trunk and branches (and potentially also in its 

roots and seeds). Having suggested this, I go on to raise the idea that just as trees, 

branches (roots and seeds) and wooden sticks (and potentially also the Milky Way: see 

also Chapter 2.6) might represent the world-tree (Andrén also imagining that huge 

monoliths could potentially represent the world-tree: see Chapter 5.4; and Andrén, 2014: 

51-52), so too might the world-tree be represented by the iron staffs found in some 

female graves from the Viking Age. As Marianne Hem Eriksen suggests, doorways could 

be seen as liminal spaces which are connected to the dead (see Chapter 6.3). I suggest 

that all (or at least some) of the various representations of the world-tree (branches, 

trees, monoliths and iron staffs) would have been perceived as having the same function, 

referring to a sense of then representing liminal space between worlds and providing 

access to the realm of the dead from whence knowledge could be obtained. 

In the second discussion chapter, the focus was directed towards issues dealing 

with animism, tree-spirits and human as trees and trees as humans. To my mind, it is time 

to reconsider Mannhardt and animism (see Chapter 2.3) when dealing with the nature of 

trees in Old Nordic religions. Indeed, I have shown in Chapter 7.4 that there are several 

medieval Nordic accounts which point to the existence of ideas of animate posts and 

statues, and beliefs in forest spirits. Of course, Tolkien makes an attempt to recreate such 
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a perceptual world in The Lord of the Rings with his description of the Ents and Treebeard 

(see Chapter 2.7).  

Another aspect of human relations to trees, which also suggests some idea of 

animate trees, is the Germanic idea of human beings originating from trees (also 

reflected in Vafþrúðnismál: see Chapter 7.2). If people originated from trees, then it is 

only natural to assume that trees must have been perceived as animate and that they 

contained human characteristics to some degree (an idea reflected in the Askr and Embla 

myth, and in kennings: see Chapters 7.2 and 7.3). To my mind, our modern world-view 

with its clear-cut distinctions between what is human and what is tree often prevent us 

from understanding the dynamics of perception in other cultures, like those of the past. 

In that sense, it might be more beneficial to speak of varying degrees of “treeness” and 

“humanness” just as we talk of varying degrees of the sacred rather than seeing these 

terms pointing to clear-cut dichotomies. The theoretical approaches in recent 

ethnographies underline how such perceptions might have been experienced (see 

footnote 126 in Chapter 7.3; and footnote 127 in Chapter 7.4). 

The final aspect of the role of trees in Old Nordic religions considered here has 

been that of living trees in the natural environment of Iron-Age and Viking-Age 

Scandinavia and the relations that seem to have existed between humans and these 

trees. It is argued in the thesis that important issues to consider here include the ecology 

of specific species and the ways in which a specific tree would have stood out from the 

rest of the trees, drawing to itself the potential of becoming a hierophany. The names 

given to such trees has also been given some attention here. Following Axel Olrik’s earlier 

natural history and botanical approach (see Chapters 2.4 and 8.3), I have shown that it is 

of utmost importance that we consider the morphology of different tree species and their 

habitat if we wish to fully understand the motives and dynamics behind how and why 

people select special trees to take on a sacred role. I argue that there are a variety of 

morphological and ecological factors that appear to be of importance here. The thesis 

has included detailed discussion of the ash and oak which are mentioned several times 

in the extant sources, but seem to have been comparatively rare (especially old 

individuals) in Scandinavia during the Iron Age and Viking Age. As the thesis stresses, it is 

probable that these trees would have stood out in the landscape because of their rarity 

and their size, and not least because of their potential age (outlasting generations). I have 
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also noted the connection that the ash seems to have had to water (bogs and 

Urðarbrunnr: see Chapters 8.2 and 8.3); while the oak (which also has some attraction to 

water) seems to have been prone (then and now) to be struck by lightning thereby 

manifesting the power of the sky god Þórr (see footnote 134 in Chapter 8.2). In another 

example, discussed in Chapter 8.3, I have suggested that the morphological resemblance 

between the leaves of the ash and the rowan might have given an additional sense of 

sacredness to the rowan when the Scandinavians were settling culturally and 

cosmologically in Iceland, a country that would have lacked ash trees (see Chapter 8.3). 

Other trees would have stood out from the rest of the trees around them for 

different reasons such as because of the places in which they grew. A typical example is, 

of course, the birch from Frösö, which would by no means have stood out because of its 

quality as a special species, but more because of the place in which it grew among the 

dead, possibly on top of a grave-mound, like Slindebirken on the Hydnes grave-mound in 

Norway (see Chapter 8.3). Such an interpretation find support in the Yasushi 

Uchiyamada’s ethnography dealing with the Malayali people in South India. Indeed, the 

Malayali people make a clear distinction between trees that are planted and trees that 

grow by themselves, the latter being seen as directly connected to the life force (shakti). 

Also comparable is the way the Malayali connect trees to their ancestors and especially 

a funeral coconut tree grows out of a cremation pit and “inspires special feelings in the 

relatives of a dead person” (see Chapter 3.3; and Uchiyamada, 2001: 178).  

As noted above, I have also underlined the importance of being aware of what 

names might have been given to trees (or how trees might have been classed in earlier 

times), and in particular the fact that we should be cautious about connecting modern 

scientific terms too readily to the emic terms used in the extant sources. Both the 

variations in later folk-names of trees (see, for example, Lange, 1959-1961: I-III; and Jens 

et al, 2003: 7, and see Chapter 8.3) and the anthropological ethnographies (see footnote 

144 in Chapter 8.3) suggest that emic tree names are by no means as consistent as the 

scientific names (see Chapter 8.3).  

The thesis as a whole has attempted to demonstrate the benefits of applying 

phenomenology to the trees encountered in Old Nordic religions, as well as the benefits 

that can be attained from comparison with anthropological ethnographies. It is evident 

that relations between the humans, the various species of living trees, and the ideas of a 
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metaphysical world-tree in Old Nordic religions were complex and by no means self-

evident. They are nonetheless in line with Anders Andrén’s statement that, from an 

archaeological point of view, “the Old Norse idea of a world tree seems to be a hybrid, or 

a figure of thought with many roots” (Andrén, 2014: 66-67). To my mind phenomenology 

and anthropological comparison can nonetheless help reduce the complexity and clarify 

various issues which might otherwise seem enigmatic in the extant sources, leading to 

potentially new ways of understanding the central role that the tree played in Old Nordic 

and Germanic cosmology and religious thought. 

This thesis should by no means be seen as what Bryony Orme would phrase “a 

final explanation of the data” but rather as “no more than an initial classification” (see 

above; and Orme, 1981: 218), a point of departure for further examinations of the 

sources. A logical next step would be to include other features in the environment such 

as, for example, the idea that Yggdrasill was actually the Milky Way, which was initially 

proposed by Björn Jónsson (see Chapter 2.6) and which I, early in the thesis, stated would 

not be considered within the scope of the thesis. Such an examination would nonetheless 

quite clearly go hand in hand with the methodology suggested in this thesis and especially 

in terms of careful comparison with ethnographies from Siberia (see Chapter 2.6; and 

footnote 96 in Chapter 6.2). 

Another logical next step might be to consider differences in the local 

environments in more detail and those tree species which are not mentioned in the 

extant source material, but would nonetheless have formed part of the natural 

environment, trees which evidently played a role in later folklore. I believe that I have 

shown in Chapter 8 the true potential of the phenomenological approach for considering 

the understanding of real trees and tree species, and not least its potential to shed new 

light on the role that these trees played in Old Nordic religions, helping us advance a few 

steps in our understanding of the complex interactions that existed between humans 

(and their mental world) and their environment, and in particular the trees they 

encountered on a daily basis in the Nordic Iron and Viking Ages. 
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