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ABSTRACT 

 

The Norse goddess Skaði is somewhat of a Nordic enigma, in that she seems to 

be much more complex than what we can make from her mentions in the myths, which 

are scarce and yet surprisingly detailed. The question of her role within the Norse 

mythology is still unanswered, and her complexity and controversial roles have 

captured the attention of many of the finest minds in this field, however no study has 

yet succeeded in providing a definite answer to the question of her role during the Late 

Pagan period. As such, this thesis seeks to insert itself into the discussion, by standing 

on the shoulders of giants and, at the same time, attempting to walk its own research 

path in the investigation of the Norse goddess.  

For the purpose of this work, Skaði will be analyzed in a wider European 

context, comparing her to goddesses belonging to the Classical tradition, Artemis and 

Diana, who seem to be linked with similar activities and elements. Drawing from a 

series of literary sources respectively from the Germanic and Classic tradition, together 

with the comparative and the semantic center approach (Schjødt 2009), a comparative 

analysis of the goddesses will be proposed, to individuate similarities and differences in 

their connection with animals, hunting and landscape. Through the use of these sources 

and tools, an attempt will be made of demonstrating the validity of the methodology 

proposed, by testing it both within the frames of Norse religion and comparative 

mythology.  

In conclusion, the underlying aim of this work is to prove the validity of the 

chosen methodology while, at the same time, attempting to answer the ever-present 

questions on the Norse goddess Skaði: what was her role in the late pagan period. 
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ÁGRIP 

 

Fornnorræna gyðjan Skaði hefur löngum verið ráðgáta, þar sem hún virðist mun 

flóknari en ráða má af þeim goðsögum um hana sem varðveist hafa, en þó þær séu fáar, 

kemur á óvart hvað þær eru auðugar af efnisatriðum. Enn er ósvarað hvert hlutverk 

hennar var í goðafræðinni á síðari hluta heiðna tímabilsins þó margir af bestu 

fræðimönnum á sviðinu hafi glímt við spurninguna. Í þessari ritgerð er reynt að taka 

þátt í umræðunni, með því að standa á herðum risa í fræðunum en um leið að feta nýja 

leið í rannsóknum á norrænu gyðjunni. 

           Hér verður Skaði skoðuð í víðara evrópsku samhengi, með samanburði við grísk-

rómversku gyðjurnar, Artemis og Díönu, en þær virðast tengjast svipuðum verkum og 

náttúrufyrirbærum. Byggt verður á samanburðaraðferð sem styðst við norrænar og 

grísk-rómverskar heimildi og notuð aðferð Schjødt (2009) sem leitast við að nálgast 

merkingarmiðju frásagna. Gyðjurnar verða bornar saman til að draga fram hvað er líkt 

og ólíkt með þeim í sambandi þeirra við dýr, veiðar og landslag. Með þessum 

heimildum og aðferðum verður enn fremur leitast við að sannreyna gildi 

aðferðafræðinnar, bæði innan ramma norrænnar goðafræði og samanburðargoðafræði. 

           Samandregið, þá er tilgangur ritgerðarinnar að sannreyna gildi þeirrar 

aðferðafræði sem valin er, um leið og leitast er við að svara sígildri spurningu um 

norrænu gyðjuna Skaða: hvert var hlutverk hennar í heiðni? 
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“In the fell clutch of circumstance, 

I have not winced nor cried aloud. 

Under the bludgeonings of chance,  

my head is bloody, but unbowed.” 

Invictus, W.E. Henley. 

 

 

 

 

 

To my mom, the fiercest woman I know, whose bravery and strength in the face of 

adversities never fail to leave in awe. 

(Alla mia mamma, la donna più coraggiosa che conosca, la cui forza e resilienza di 

fronte alle avversità mi lasciano sempre senza parole.)  
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1. Introduction and Method. 

1.1. The Aims of This Project 

The Norse goddess Skaði is somewhat of a Nordic enigma, in that she seems to be much 

more complex than what we can make out from her mentions in the myths, which are 

scarce and yet surprisingly detailed. The question of her role within the Norse 

“pantheon”1 is still unanswered, and her complexity and controversial roles have 

captured the attention of many of the finest minds in this field, (e.g, Davidson 1964, 

1993; Dumézil 1973; Clunies-Ross 1989, 1994; Lindow 1992, 2001). However no study 

has yet succeeded in providing a definite answer to the question of her role during the 

late pagan period. As such, this thesis seeks to insert itself into the discussion by 

standing on the shoulders of giants and, at the same time, attempting to walk my own 

research path in the investigation of the Norse goddess.  

Being aware of the complexity of the task on hand, especially due to the 

problematics tied to the primary sources on the Old Norse religion (cf. 1.3), which are 

lacking in number and diversity when it comes to “minor” deities,2 I have decided to 

apply to this work aspects of Comparativism (e.g. Paden 1996) and Jens Peter Schjødt’s 

semantic center approach (2009, 2013). Thus, I will attempt to analyze what I believe to 

be similar deities from the Classical pre-Christian religions, the better documented 

Artemis and Diana, looking for patterns, i.e. common general motifs and structures, in 

their involvement with animals and landscape. I will then test them on Skaði to see if 

and in what form she fits these patterns. Moreover, for this thesis, the diachronic 

evolution of the goddesses will be disregarded, and especially no attempt will be made 

to reconstruct the origin of certain motifs or rituals. Focus will be placed instead on the 

																																																																				
1 The question of the correctness of the expression “Norse pantheon” is a complex matter that will not be 
discussed here for brevity. Within this thesis, the term pantheon will only be used in its literal meaning of 
(cluster of) all the gods. For a more in depth discussion on the validity of term in Old Norse religion see 
Gunnell, 2015.  

2 Throughout the thesis the term “minor deities” will be used in a quantitative sense, meaning deities like 
Skaði for which we have less material. 
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way they were understood in their respective pre-Christian periods, according to the 

respective sources.  

The underlying aim of this work is to prove the validity of my chosen 

methodology while, at the same time, attempting to answer the ever-present questions 

on the Norse goddess Skaði: what was her role in the late pagan period? 

1.2. Skaði: a Brief Overview 

Before getting to the heart of the question, it is vital to acknowledge, albeit without 

challenging it yet, the way in which Skaði has been described in the various overviews 

on Old Norse religion that have been produced in the last century or so.  On the one 

hand, the general idea seems to be that of Skaði as a hunting goddess, a skiing goddess, 

an earth goddess, and a winter goddess (e.g. Turville-Petre 1964; Simek 1993; Lindow 

2001), all of which will be further expanded in the following chapters. On the other, 

however, both the etymology of her name and the application of the term goddess to her 

have been matter of discussion and academic disagreement (e.g. Davidson 1993; 

Dumézil 1973; De Vries 1962; Lindow 2001; McKinnell 2005) and will both be 

addressed in detail in chapter 3.  

The question of her origin too has been at the center of the attention, especially 

in the comparisons between the Norse and Saami cultures, where she features quite 

often, together with her father Þjázi, as one of the protagonists. Hilda Ellis Davidson, 

for example, while speaking of the possibility and location of places of worship of the 

goddess, argues that there is a possibility that the goddess might have derived from the 

Saami “since she shows characteristics of the Saami, who were renowned for skiing, 

shooting with the bow, and hunting” (1993, 61-62), a view that is shared also by Jurij 

Kusmenko, who defines hunting with the bow and skiing “typiska samiske 

sysselsättningar”3 (2006, 20).  

The question of her origin in the Saami culture was also brought forth when 

arguing about her role, which seems to revert the traditional masculine-feminine spheres 

as we see them in Old Norse religion and literature, and of which, for brevity, I will just 

																																																																				
3 ‘A typical Saami occupation’ 
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give a simplified overview. Women in Old Norse society are believed to have been 

relegated to indoor domestic tasks, and to have hardly engaged with outdoors duties 

(Jesch 1996, 22). When it comes to Medieval literature, furthermore, women do not 

seem to have had at all the physical agency that is reserved to males, so for example 

when seeking for revenge, they have to rely on the men, by taking upon the role of the 

whetter, and instigating them to act (Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir 2013, 15-25). In 

mythology, instead, “females tend to be strongly linked with the natural, the 

unconfined, the giant, and the mortal” (Clunies-Ross 1994, 84) which in turn prompts a 

“mythological dynamic of appropriation” (Quinn 2005, 524). This dynamic, in turn, 

poses the female and male sphere in a relation of opposition, resulting, for the most part, 

in the portrayal of women as objects of sexual desire and forceful conquest by male 

jǫtnar and Æsir alike (Clunies-Ross 1994, 103-143; Quinn 2005, 524). Skaði however 

does not fit in any of these models, and rather reverts them by physically taking her own 

revenge (Gylf. 50; SkP. 56; Lok. prose ending) and by not being the object of sexual 

desire, but rather being the one choosing a husband (SkP. 56; Clunies-Ross 1994, 103-

143). By means of challenging the traditional feminine role, then, she was again 

associated with the Saami, who were not subjected to the same social rules as the 

Nordic people. It is also my opinion that in their eyes Skaði, and perhaps even the 

Saami, could have been perceived as gender ambiguous, as they did not respect the 

traditionally allotted Norse gender roles. An example of this is hunting on skis, an 

outdoors activity consistently associated with Skaði, as it will be shown in chapter 2. As 

said before Nordic women were hardly ever associated with outdoors activities, which 

were reserved for men instead. On the other hand, however, hunting on skis was an 

actively practiced activity by both sexes in Saami culture, something that in turn reflects 

on the goddess Skaði (Zachrisson 2008, 36). Furthermore, in relation to this, Else 

Mundal argued that, in view of Skaði’s gender ambiguity, it is logical “that she should 

arrive in Ásgarðr with the most masculine manner Old Norse female gender would 

allow, as a skjǫldamær [a shieldmaiden] and as a baugrýgr [daughter entitled to 

wergild]” (2000, 353). 

The question of her marriages with Njǫrðr and Óðinn too has sparked academic 

interest over the years, and it has been analyzed in light of the relation of “negative 
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reciprocity” between the social classes of Æsir and jǫtnar (Clunies-Ross 1994, 103-

143) and in relation of the sovereign marrying the land (Steinsland 2011, 15-68), both 

of which will be discussed in chapter 3. Moreover, it is also worth acknowledging that 

her relation to motherhood has been subject of some analysis in the field. For example 

she has been seen in regards of her parental relationship with Freyr, and perhaps even 

Freyja: it has been suggested that she may even have acted as a loving step-mother to 

them (e.g. von See et al. 1997, 69), as it appears in the prose introduction of the Eddic 

poem Skírnismál, where she is the one charging Skírnir with his mission out of worry 

for her step-son. Furthermore, her connection to motherhood has also been analyzed in 

regards to her son by Óðinn, Sæmingr, as it appears in the ninth chapter of Snorri’s 

Ynglinga Saga (c. 1225 A.D.), which, among other theories (e.g. Steinsland 2011, 15-

68), has also been taken as another clue of her Saami derivation, as his name might 

linguistically derive from Saami (Kusmenko 2006, 20).  

While this is extremely interesting, and provides a good frame for looking at 

certain oddities of the goddess’ character in respect to Old Norse traditional gender 

roles, it will not be discussed any further within this thesis. The reasons for this are 

many, but it will suffice to say that it is my opinion that only one chapter would not 

even begin to do justice to such a complex and ongoing discussion. Furthermore I have 

chosen, within this comparison, to disregard the diachronic aspect of the evolution of 

goddess, that is, her origin and the question of how she became a goddess, and focus 

instead on her Nordic representation in the late pagan myths. Discussing her origin or 

why she did not fit into the traditional feminine roles will not help in analyzing her role 

in late pagan mythology, so I will be focusing instead on what might provide answers: 

her relation to animals and landscape.  

As a final note, her relation to motherhood does not appear as one of the 

discourses analyzed in this thesis, as her role in relation to it is exactly the opposite of 

that of the Classical goddesses. Indeed, as seen above, Ynglinga saga tells us that she 

was married to Óðinn and it appears that through this marriage “áttu þau marga sonu; 

einn þeirra hét Sæmingr”4(Yngl. 9). Far from being an invention of Snorri, this idea is 

taken from a verse of Háleygjatal, a skaldic poem only preserved in Ynglinga Saga 
																																																																				
4 ‘They had many sons; one of these was called Sæmingr’ (transl. mine).  
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through this quotation, and in Skáldskaparmál, probably written at the end of the tenth 

century by Evindr skáldaspillir. While this poem is not entirely trustworthy, as will be 

later analyzed in chapter 3, it still shows that an idea of the goddess as a mother was 

accepted or at least known in the late pagan period. However, this does not seem to be 

the same for the Classical goddesses, who were generally perceived as virgins (e.g. 

Ymn. III.110; Carm. III.22.1). Furthermore, although both the Classical goddesses were 

associated with aiding in childbirth, and providing women with a painless travail (e.g. 

Hel.Peri. I.23.7; Nat.Deo. II.17.69), this does not seem to be the case with Skaði who, at 

least in the late pagan period, and in the literary sources we have, does not appear to 

have any power over childbirth. 

1.3. Methodology 

As mentioned above, the literary sources we have about Old Norse mythology are 

somewhat lacking in diversity and in number, at least in comparison with the 

Mediterranean corpus. They also mostly come from a time in which the pagan religion 

was already long gone and substituted by Christianity. Geographic diversity is also a 

problem that needs to be addressed when talking about Old Norse religion and the 

material connected to it. The majority of sources dealing with Norse paganism have 

been composed in Iceland, which means that these sources cannot be thought to 

represent the whole world-view of the Nordic people, but just that of a minority. While 

Iceland was undoubtedly well connected to the Scandinavian countries, Icelandic 

society was nothing alike the other Nordic ones, so stating that people of such different 

background shared exactly the same worldview or rituals would be a mistake. Rather, as 

it is often the case with pagan religions rooted in orality, the underlying elements 

remained, while other elements, connected to series of factors such as external 

influences, or social, political or geographical differences, changed (Schjødt 2009, 11-

12). 

This makes the literary sources we have inevitably lacking when it comes to 

stories regarding minor deities which had possibly lost importance over time or were 

forgotten, due to the fleeting nature of oral transmission, or perhaps ones that were 

worshipped only in certain areas, far from where the material we have was recorded 
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(Brink 2007; Murphy 2016). Nevertheless, even if these sources present a vast array of 

problems, one cannot dismiss them in full, as it would be impossible to produce any 

kind of research without them, for they constitute one of our best sources of 

information. Furthermore, even though they only portray a portion of the beliefs, they 

are still a vital tool for our understanding of the Norse religion and for interpreting the 

material findings. The literary sources have to be used, nonetheless, with a little caution 

due to the many problems connected to them. To accomplish this, one must find some 

tools that could work as a compass for these sources, helping us to understand and 

navigate them without falling into the opposites of trusting them too little or too much. 

However, the subjective nature of studies in Old Norse religion and the virtual 

impossibility of proving one’s point without reasonable doubt has led to the 

development of opposing schools of thought, and thus approaches and methodologies.  

While there seems to be some degree of general agreement over certain aspects of this 

study, such as the idea that Old Norse religion was not monolithic and still in time, but 

something alive and prone to changes (e.g. Brink 2007; Schjødt 2009; Gunnell 2015; 

Murphy 2016), the discord over which approach works best is still very much raging. 

Choosing a methodology or a school of thought to follow becomes, then, more a matter 

of personal understanding and belief that a certain theory might work better in one’s 

research and thus produce satisfactory results, as opposed to others. For the purpose of 

this thesis, then, my choice falls into Comparativism and the semantic center approach, 

which I consider the methods that might serve best the purpose of this thesis. In the 

following paragraphs I will proceed to illustrate such approaches, before building upon 

them in order to develop my own methodology.  

1.3.1. Comparative Mythology 

Let us start the conversation on comparative mythology with a definition of the term as 

it will be understood in this thesis. Comparative mythology is to be understood as the 

systematic comparison of myths coming from different cultures and societies, and its 

purpose is that of identifying shared themes and characteristics (Littleton 1973, 35). 

From this has stemmed a division between two schools of thought, which Robert Segal 

has termed as particularists, who “maintain that the similarities deciphered by 
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comparativists are vague and superficial” and comparativists, who “contend that the 

differences etched by particularists are trivial and incidental” (1999, 148). Within the 

comparativist school, comparative mythology has been used for a variety of purposes 

between the nineteenth and twentieth century: however, according to Paden, its focus 

can be lead back to three main phases:  

 (a) the reconstruction and evaluation of the so-called beliefs and histories of 
other, i e, non-Christian, religions, (b) the creation of morphological inventories 
of classes of religious phenomena, usually given some hierarchical significance, 
and (c) the reconstruction of transhistorical patterns of religious meaning. (1996, 
5)  

From the general idea of comparing myths, different approaches have stemmed 

from various fields and, while there is no space for going in depth into all the various 

ramifications of this, it is still worth acknowledging some of the most popular methods. 

First of all we have the linguistic comparative approach, to which scholars such as 

Dumézil (1973) and Frazer (1995; for an overview see Mallory and Adams 2006) 

belong. For now it will suffice to say that this is the branch of study that seeks to 

analyze the Proto Indo-European religions by establishing linguistic connections 

between the stories of the different cultures, especially European and Indian, which in 

turn highlight similar ideas surrounding religious themes. However this approach faces 

challenges with deities such as the ones chosen for this thesis, as they all have obscure 

etymologies which have been discussed without success for years (cf. ch.3), and so 

cannot be brought back, at least linguistically, to an original motif. On the other hand, 

the structuralist approach, of which Lévi-Strauss, is one of the most famous 

representatives, seeks to analyze the underlying features that are common in the various 

myths and that are organized, according to him, in non-binary oppositions of which the 

myth is the mediator (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 224). His ideas have, however, received 

significant criticism (e.g. Diamonds 1974; McKinnell 1994) and revision (Schjødt 

2012a). The psychological approach, instead, seems to focus on the individuation of 

archetypes which are present in myths from different cultures and that are believed to be 

unconsciously present in everyone’s mind, as postulated by Jung (Graves 1952, 251). 

The vague and biased nature of these archetypes has, however, been at the center of 

much scholarly criticism (e.g. Holt and Cameron 2010, 170). Lastly, we have the 
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historical and comparative method as proposed by Witzel, which consists in the analysis 

and comparison of complete mythological corpora from Laurasia in order to reconstruct 

older levels of myths (2012, xi). While certainly interesting in theory, comparing such a 

vast array of mythologies in so many languages might be overambitious, if not 

problematic, for a single author which would have to have a deep knowledge of all the 

archaic dialects of every Laurasian society to provide a sound analysis of the primary 

sources. Rather, it seems to me, this is approach may produce sounder results through a 

collective, rather than a single author analysis. Furthermore, this approach is absolutely 

not suited for this thesis, as it implies a diachronic approach, the very thing I have 

decided to disregard. 

For this thesis, then, I have decided to employ a subcategory of the historical 

and comparative method, namely the anthropological comparativism, as it does not 

imply a diachronic approach. Moreover, I believe that this approach will produce a 

sounder analysis, as it overcomes the common problem of comparativism, the tendency 

of sweeping under the rug the differences in favor of the similarities (Paden 1996). 

Paden defined this method of comparison as “the study of two or more objects [mythic 

characters in this case] in terms of a common factor” (1996, 7) which seeks to 

individuate patterns through the comparison without what he calls “a foundationalist 

agenda” (1996, 7).The patterns that this comparison highlights are not to be seen as 

fixed archetypes, but as “refinable concepts to uncovering, sorting out, and testing the 

selected commonalities and differences between religious expressions”(Paden 1996, 7), 

which can ultimately be used as tools that aid in an analysis such as the one I plan to do 

in this work. Indeed, this approach takes into account the different socio-cultural and 

historical elements which inevitably appear when one is comparing different cultures, 

resolving the ever so common problem in this field of the obliteration of “local 

meanings and contexts” (Paden 1996, 8), giving equal space to the differences and the 

similarities highlighted in the comparison (1996, 9-10).  

Nonetheless, that of leaning too much on the similarities and forgetting the 

differences is a risk one might incur in an analysis such as the one that I am about to 

undertake, especially given that I have chosen to disregard the one aspect, aiding in 

childbirth, that marks an evident distinction between the three goddesses, favoring two 
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that are common, their connection with animals and landscape. However, I believe that, 

with some careful premises and through the use of the secular anthropological 

comparative approach, the mistake of producing a fundamentally biased analysis can be 

resolved. First of all, then, this thesis will undertake this analysis with a very clear idea 

in mind, this being that similarity must not, by any means, be mistaken for an identical, 

trivial, and yet often underestimated notion that will also be reiterated in the second part 

of my methodology. This means that whatever similarity will be found in the three 

goddesses, they will always be recognized as belonging to different cultures, who, 

subsequently might have had different beliefs, rituals and possibly world views, even if 

just due to their different geographical locations. This leads to the second premise, 

being that as these goddesses are similar but not the same, there will inevitably be 

discrepancies and similarities between the three of them, and the same attention shall be 

given to both these aspects in the identification of the patterns. Thus, the question of 

their different roles (or lack thereof) in aiding in childbirth will not be forgotten, albeit 

not be treated explicitly, and will further the idea that Skaði is not Artemis or Diana, but 

a different character with possibly similar aspects.  

1.3.2. The Semantic Center Approach 

Studying the preliterate past, one finds oneself inevitably at loss, for the only way we 

have to investigate it is through the lens of our subjective modern understanding of said 

past. To borrow the words of Jens Peter Schjødt, reconstructing reality is never an 

objective feat, and is always subject to the times the scholars live in. This particular 

difficulty is addressed by the author in two of his academic works, where he describes 

three useful methodological tools: model, discourse and semantic center (Schjødt 2009, 

20013). The first of these tools, the model, is an invaluable instrument in terms of 

analysis, and provides a useful skeleton upon which constructing the investigation. This 

tool was first mentioned by Jeppe Sinding Jensen in an essay about conceptual models 

that can provide useful help in the study of religions (2008), and then later applied by 

Schjødt in the field of Old Norse religious studies. According to Schjødt, a successful 

reconstruction much depends on the scholars’ ability to develop models that, as much as 

possible, can mirror the reality without, however, being mistaken for it, and one has 
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always to keep in mind the trivial yet not banal concept that a reconstruction is different 

from reality (Jensen 2008; Schjødt 2013).  

In order to create a successful reconstruction, then, we need to rely on 

constructions that help us build a model of the past that is often based on a series of 

external influences, among which comparative religion is a strong element. 

Comparativism allows us, in this particular case, to take other similar religions 

belonging to the same category as guidelines in order to build a model that works 

(Schjødt 2013). We must recognize, however, that what we are attempting to 

reconstruct cannot ever be pinned down to the very last detail, but just in broad terms, 

and rather what is reconstructed has to be seen as “a model of certain aspects of a 

delimited part of reality” (Schjødt, 2009). While working with the models, however, 

one has to exercise a certain caution, as they cannot by any means be understood as 

reality, but rather just as a map that can guide us but does not correspond to the world 

with a 1:1 ratio (Smith 1978). These models are in fact selective, meaning that they are 

built only on relevant aspects of the reality that reduce it to a more pertinent discourse, 

disregarding anything that does not fit in the portion of the reality we are attempting to 

reconstruct. Nonetheless, in order to be usable, the model has to be further framed into 

smaller discourses, which is the job of the second tool.  

The discourse is then the context “within which a certain culture is able to 

express its ideas and its worldview” (Schjødt 2013). However, while the stories and the 

rituals do not have to be an exact reproduction of all the practices of a certain religion in 

all places, at all times, due to the evolving nature of religion and our lack of sources, 

they still might fit in the pagan religion. This means that even if the stories we have are 

not necessarily an exact reproduction of the original pre-Christian myths, there is still 

no excluding that they could have been broadly recognized as they fit in the pre-

Christian discursive space, meaning that their core remains unvaried. The discourse, 

thus, is the ensemble of ideas that surround a topic, and can consist of a series of smaller 

discourses that can be placed at a lower level (Schjødt 2013, 12), the limits of which are 

then set by the last tool, called semantic center.  
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Jens Peter Schjødt defined the semantic center as “the center around which the 

various utterances concerning a mythic figure or a certain ritual should be seen” 

(Schjødt 2013, 12), that is, the element that defines the subject under analysis to its core. 

The semantic center is, then, the essence of a mythic figure, that one thing that provides 

the limits within which a certain character can be portrayed and, more broadly, 

understood and remembered. Establishing this kind of frame is particularly important 

when one is faced with a situation, such as that of the pre-Christian Scandinavian 

religion, where the material is often sparse and written in the context of a different 

religion. This last factor, especially, might add a degree of confusion to the tales, which 

are, at this point, sometimes biased by Christian interpretation. This is the case for 

example with major deities, which, due to a major availability of material, tend to be 

sometimes overwhelming to analyze, as they often present a vast array of 

characteristics, some widespread and some found in only a few mentions. Finding a 

center, then, is of extreme help when analyzing mythological characters, as it addresses 

that element that remains unchangeable in time, at least within certain temporal 

boundaries, and can be found in all the stories, regardless of when or where they are 

from.  While this approach is particularly useful for understanding the existential 

condition of a certain character, one is still left to deal with some problems that have to 

be necessarily addressed in order to make a fruitful argument. Among these there is 

certainly the question of availability, i.e. can the analysis produce results when the 

primary source material on which it relies is scarce? 

Similarly, another question that ought to be asked is whether there can be more 

than one semantic center coexisting within one single figure, as even with major deities 

there is always one or more characteristics, mostly belonging to the same sphere, that 

seem to be just as consistent as the other. This would be the case, for example, for 

Óðinn and the pairing knowledge/wisdom or strength/defense for Þórr.5 It can be argued 

that both the characteristics, in these instances at least, are not mutually exclusive but, 

rather, complementary and dependent, and thus one is led to wonder whether the 

																																																																				
5 Þórr’s semantic center is still a matter of debate. On the one hand Taggart believes it to be strength. with 
protection as a corollary of it (2018); on the other Schjødt argues for protection, with strength being a 
logical consequence of it (2012a). 
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semantic center is composed of more than one element, all at the same level and equally 

important, or if instead one element is to be seen as central and the others as corollary. 

However, one has to be aware that we are using twenty-first century English labels to 

describe concepts deriving from another culture and language, so it might very well be 

that pairings such as strength and defense, just as much as wisdom and knowledge, 

might have had a closer link than the boundaries of modern English semantics allow us 

to understand. (Murphy 2017, 18-52). 

Nonetheless, the question of major concern when dealing with this kind of 

analysis remains that of availability, specifically since, to find a semantic center, one 

would have to read through and analyze the material related to the chosen subject in 

order to establish what the common element is. This is somewhat easier when dealing 

with a god like Óðinn or Þórr, who appear in many and varied sources, from textual to 

archaeological. This ample availability allows us to make a more thorough investigation 

and find a common element that can be backed up with stronger evidence. However, the 

question becomes more complicated when there is only a handful of stories, perhaps 

even contradictory, or even no mention at all, as there is absolutely no ground for 

analysis to attempt to establish a semantic center, at least in the conventional way. This 

specific situation, then, calls for different ways to find the semantic center, and thus an 

upgrade on the methodology. As was done for constructing the model, I believe that in 

this instance too one shall use comparative mythology as tool for the analysis, taking as 

a starting model not the Scandinavian pre-Christian world, but the western European 

pre-Christian world, in order to include the Greek and Latin pagan religions as well. 

Extending the model to encompass the Classical religions will enable me to build the 

frames for the comparative analysis that will be at the center of this work.  

1.4.   The Structure of This Thesis  

In the following chapters I will then produce an analysis and a transversal comparison 

of Artemis and Diana, which are generally thought as counterparts, in order to highlight 

patterns in their involvement with the two discourses I have selected for this project, 

animals and hunt, which will be analyzed in chapter two, and landscape, which will be 

looked at in chapter three, as they seem to be consistent both with the Classical 
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goddesses and the handful of stories we have on Skaði. I will then use Artemis and 

Diana as guidelines for producing an analysis on Skaði within the same discourses, 

firstly by analyzing the Classical goddesses and highlighting the patterns and structures 

in their relationship with the animals, hunt and landscape, and secondly applying these 

patterns in the analysis of Skaði, to see if and in what form they fit with her image. It is 

important to reiterate, however, that this comparison will not reconstruct a picture full 

of details and be completely adherent to the reality of who Skaði was, but will still, in 

my opinion, provide useful insights for at least narrowing down possibilities for Skaði’s 

semantic center in the late pagan period.   

As a final note, all the translations are my own unless indicated otherwise.   

2. Discourse 1: The Animals and the Hunt 

2.1. The Classical Goddesses  

Before getting to the heart of the question, it is worth briefly discussing the Classical 

goddesses in regards of their organization in the chapters of this thesis.  While Artemis 

and Diana are generally thought to be counterparts (e.g. Rose 2004, 98; Hard 2004, 

193), it is worth noting that the Italian goddess, Diana, has to be seen as two different 

deities, one corresponding with Artemis and Roman Diana (Hansen 2004, 117-120) and 

one being indigenous of the peninsula, the Italic Diana (e.g. Gordon 1932; 1984). The 

merging between the Italic and the Greek goddess, which happened somewhere between 

the fifth and fourth centuries BC (Gordon 1984, 12; cf. 2.1.2), has resulted in the 

Roman Diana assuming most of the aspects of her Greek counterpart, including her 

image, which has derived entirely from Artemis, as the pre-Republican Italian gods 

were believed to be numina, incorporeal spirits, and thus had no physical appearance 

(Fas. II.639-46; Beard, North and Price 1998, 31). The Republican and post-Republican 

myths too, were almost completely derived from the Greek ones, with the exception of a 

handful of mentions which are typically Roman or typically Greek, as the Italic ones 

were mostly in oral form and only very little has been preserved by later authors (cf. 

2.1.2). Thus, to make the individuation of patterns easier, I have decided for the entirety 

of this thesis to analyze Artemis and the Roman Diana together acknowledging, should 
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they present themselves, the differences between the goddesses, and the Italic Diana as 

another, taking her as a completely different goddess.  

2.1.1. Artemis and the Roman Diana 

The goddess Artemis is one of the most well known deities of the Greek pantheon, and 

information about her origins can be found in Hesiod’s Theogonía, the earliest surviving 

Greek source on the origin of the gods, possibly written around 700 BC.  While 

Homer’s epic works are slightly older than this poem, this is the first written literary 

work to deal with mythology and the birth of the gods in general, and is still considered 

to be the most valuable source of material on the matter. Far from depicting the pan-

Greek beliefs, the poem presents the versions of the myths that Hesiod chose to accept 

or perhaps knew, as one must not forget that previous to this and Homer’s epics, all 

Greek mythology and culture were in oral form. Furthermore, with this being the only 

surviving poem of its kind, it is hard to determine whether the culture coming from the 

Eastern countries influenced the work, or if perhaps there were different accounts of the 

same stories at the same time. However, the work is still instrumental as it provides at 

least one version of how certain people perceived the gods. According to the poem, 

Artemis, and similarly Roman Diana, is the daughter of Leto and Zeus, and sister of 

Apollo (Theog. 923-25). In addition to this, we learn from the later text Bibliothēkē, a 

mythological compendium written by Pseudo-Apollodorus and dated around the first or 

second century A.D., that merely moments after being born Artemis, and similarly 

Roman Diana, acted as her mother’s midwife in the delivery of her brother (Bibl. I.21). 

Her cult was generally thought to be widespread in Greece, and in confirmation 

of this various names and adjectives closely connected to the goddess can be found in 

different geographic areas within Greece and Asia Minor, and each of them 

encapsulates a different characteristic of the goddess outside the written myths dealing 

with her. This is evident, for example, in Pausanias’ Helládos Periēghēsis, a ten-book 

work entirely dedicated to the description of Greece through collected first-hand 

observations of the author. The text is of difficult dating, as the author himself is 

somewhat of a mystery, however, thanks to the information provided by his own work, 

the scholars were able to frame his dates of birth and death between 110 and 180 AD. 
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Although this text is probably unfinished, as it seems to lack an introduction and 

conclusion (Raminella 1957, 105), it is still generally regarded as one of the most 

eminent sources on Ancient Greece, especially in regards to places of cult and rituals, 

and provides us with an overview of the diffusion of the cult of Artemis, which was 

evenly spread and worshipped under different names and adjectives, as will be seen in 

this chapter.  

Among all the sub-discourses on Artemis, her connection with the animals is 

certainly one of the most prominent ones – however, it is worth specifying that, when it 

comes to them, she seems to be generally associated only with wild beasts, especially 

the deer, the bear and the boar, which are often thought of as sacred animals of the 

goddess (e.g. Farnell 1896, 431-34; Rose 2004, 92-98; Hansen 2004, 117; Hard 2004, 

186-193). Indeed, when it comes to Artemis’ relation with animals, “it is rare and 

exceptional to find her related by way of sacrifice, legend, or cult-name with the 

animals of the higher cultural community” (Farnell 1896, 431). Furthermore, Cicero in 

his De Inventione, a handbook on rhetoric tentatively dated at around 85 BC, argues that  

“Apud quosdam lex erat: Ne quis Dianae vitulum immolaret” (II.95),6 something that, 

even if Cicero himself later disregards this text as the crude work of an adolescent 

(Orat. I.2.5), provides us with partial confirmation that, at least in some places, there 

was an explicit prohibition to associate her with domesticated animals. Her connection 

with the animals is furthered by the byname potnia theron, often translated either as 

mistress of the animals or mistress of the wild animals, which appears uniquely in the 

Iliás (XXI.470), the epic poem dealing with the war and siege of Troy, attributed to 

Homer and traditionally dated at around 750 BC. Despite appearing only once, not only 

in this text but in Greek literature in general, this term has become increasingly popular 

and it is often used to indicate any female deity connected to animals (Nosch 2009, 23).  

Artemis is also often portrayed in the company of, or in association with, various 

undomesticated or hunting animals, as shown for example from iconography such as the 

one found on a Boeotian vase dated between 900-800 BC, which displays a female 

figure, taken by some to be an Artemis-like figure surrounded by birds, fishes, an ox 

																																																																				
6 ‘Among certain people it was a law: that no one (can) sacrifice a calf to Diana.’  
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head, and possibly wolves (Hughes 1990, 192). Before proceeding any further, 

however, it is important to point out the problems in identifying such old images with 

gods, i.e. how do we know that this image really portrays Artemis? According to Neil 

Price, we cannot say certainly whether certain images really did represent gods, or at 

least specific gods, or not (Price 2006). We can still speculate, however, and there are 

certain cases in which external elements might suggest that an association is more likely 

than another. Case in point, according to Price, is the Eyrarland statue which, on the 

basis of the hammer and the consistent association of said element to the god, may 

probably represent Þórr (2006, 180). Similarly, for this vase, the presence of wild 

animals and their traditional association with a potnia theron kind of goddess, together 

with its geographic location may suggest the idea that the female figure depicted on the 

vase may be a representation of Artemis. Moreover, in reference to the animals in the 

illustration, Hughes noted that “archaic and Classical Greek art shows Artemis most 

often in company with bears, stags, hinds, and fawns, though she is also seen with wild 

horses and bulls, lynxes and other wild cats, wolves, foxes, hares, water birds, and 

quails” (1990, 192), further strengthening the association of this vase and the goddess.  

 

Figure 1 Copy of an illustration of the drawing on a Greek vase from Boeotia, 9th 
century BC. (Farnell 1896, Plate XXXIXa) 
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A similar connection to animals appears in the statue of Artemis of the 

Ephesians, whose original version was conserved in the temple of Ephesus, one of the 

seven marvels of the world  (Hel.Peri. VII.7-8; X.38.6). Following the destruction of 

the temple and the icons contained within it in the fifth century AD (Foss 1979, 86), the 

original version of the statue was lost, but survived in different copies, some even 

dating back to the first century AD (Nielsen 2009). The statue, which is now 

widespread around Europe, shows a portrayal of the goddess that presents curious 

protuberances from her breast, still very much at the center of academic debate, which is 

also decorated with images of various animals in rows of three, identified by Morna 

Hooker as lions, which appear also on her sleeves, alongside griffins, horses, bulls and 

bees (2013, 44). 

 

Figure 2 Copy of the statue of Ephesian Artemis. Farnese collection. (Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, n.d.) 
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The goddess’ connection with wild animals, then, seems to be a well attested 

element within Greek mythology and, within the myths, it is usually expressed by two 

opposed aspects, one of life, where she assumes the role of protector of the animals, and 

one of death, where she becomes the huntress. Similarly, these dual aspects of the 

goddess are connected to her second most famous association, the hunt, which, although 

not always a central element, features as part of most myths, especially those revolving 

around her dual portrayal of savior and killer of the wild beats, as will be now analyzed. 

Her aspect of life is then identified by her role of protector of the animals and 

“patron of the chase, and more specifically of those who practiced it” (Farnell 1896, 

431). This latter role is confirmed for example by the Greek historian and philosopher 

Arrian, in his Kynēgetikos, a treaty written mid-second century AD about hunting with 

dogs inspired by the older and more famous homonymous work of Xenofon, which tells 

us that in order to have her favor, hunters are supposed to pay homage to Artemis 

Agrotera, the huntress, and offer her the first fruits of the hunt (KynA. XXXIII). Not 

only was Artemis the patron of the hunt, however, she was also reported to have 

invented it together with her brother Apollo. Indeed, in Xenophon's Kynēgetikos, the 

oldest treaty on the hunt that we have, composed probably in the fourth century BC, 

tells us that  “Τὸ µὲν εὕρηµα θεῶν, Ἀπόλλωνος καὶ Ἀρτέµιδος, ἄγραι καὶ κύνες· ἔδοσαν 

δὲ καὶ ἐτίµησαν τούτῳ Χείρωνα διὰ δικαιότητα.”7 (KynB. I.1), who later taught it first to 

heroes (KynB. I.2). This seems to be, to my knowledge, the only version in which this 

art is reported to be invented by the goddess, and so it should be taken with certain 

caution, as this affirmation cannot be proved nor disproved.   

However, regardless of her being the inventor or just the patron of the art, the 

goddess exercises power over the act of hunting. Indeed, she is the one to authorize the 

hunter to kill, but in return the hunter must treat the nature, and the prey, with respect or 

incur the wrath of the goddess, as the large majority of myths dealing with this seem to 

demonstrate.  The story of Teuthras, for example, is a clear epitome of this. This myth is 

found in a Greek work mostly known through its Latin name, De Fluviis, whose content 

																																																																				
7 ‘Hunting and hounds are the invention of the gods Apollo and Artemis. They gave and honoured 
Chieron with it, because of his righteousness.’ 
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deals with this things found in rivers and mountains.  The author of this work is 

unknown, and while it has been mistakenly attributed to Plutarch, a Greek biographer of 

the first to second centuries AD, it does not respect the style of the same, and has been 

recategorized, together with similar works mistakenly attributed to the author, under the 

authorship of Pseudo-Plutarch, a conventional name for these kinds of texts. While this 

work is usually perceived to be of little importance, I believe that this example has 

certain value in my analysis, as it follows what I believe is the pattern of Artemis in her 

role of protector of the animals when confronted with disrespectful hunters. According 

to the myth, Teuthras was said to have chased a wild boar, which sought shelter in 

Artemis’ sanctuary and begged him to be spared for the sake of the goddess. Teuthras 

killed the animal regardless of this plead, thus violating the sacred sanctuary of the 

goddess, which in turn took her terrible vengeance on the hunter, driving him insane 

(Fluv. 21).   

The story of the sacrifice of Iphigenia too follows a similar pattern. According to 

the Greek tragedy Eléktra, written by Sophocles towards the end of his career, around 

400 BC, the story goes that Agamemnon, her father, killed a stag in Artemis’ sacred 

grove and boasted of being a better hunter than her. The goddess, angered by this 

comment, sent winds to prevent his fleet from sailing towards Ilio, thus preventing him 

from taking part in the Trojan war, and her anger was only acquitted when the king 

sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia (Elek. 563-72). A similar account is given by Ovid in 

his Metamorphoses (XIII.123-381), which is not entirely surprising, considering how 

heavily he relied on the Greek sources for the myths. The work, first published in the 

eighth century AD, comprises over two hundred different myths spacing from the 

retelling of Greek stories, such as the case in question, and more typically Roman ones, 

such as the deification of Caesar.   

Furthermore, this work is also among the sources for another very famous and 

widely retold myth, that of Actaeon. The general structure of the story goes that 

Actaeon engaged in an insulting activity towards the goddess, which inevitably lead to 

his gruesome death at her hands, who turned him into a stag which was killed by his 

hunting dogs and companions. John Heath has observed in regard to these myths that, 

while the base structure is identical, starting from an offence and ending with his 
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transformation into a stag, the motif for the goddess’ anger, changes from author to 

author (Heath 1994, 196). Therefore, on one hand we have authors such as Ovid, and 

Callimachus (3rd cent BC), with his Ymnoi, a fragmentary collection of poetic hymns 

about gods and myths, who interpreted this as a result of his accidental spying on her 

naked (Ymn.V; Met. III.138foll.). On the other, we have authors such as Euripides, who, 

in his tragedy Bákchai (405 BC), argues that he died because “κρείσσον’ ἐν κυναγίαις 

Ἀρτέµιδος εἶναι κοµπάσαντ’” 8 (339-340). On this note, Hughes notes that a plausible 

first version of the story might have involved something similar to the story of 

Agamemnon and Iphigenia, in terms of killing a deer sacred to the goddess and boasting 

about being a better hunter, and the motif of the hunter disrupting Artemis’ intimacy 

came only later, once her virginity became established. (Hughes 1990, 192). In return, 

this would fully fit with the punishment (Hughes 1990, 192), whereby he would suffer 

the same death of the very animal he killed hunting. This seems, at least in my opinion, 

a sensible conclusion as the idea of the goddess’ virginity, which will be explored 

further in the next chapter, seems to be of later derivation than her role as protector of 

the animals.  

While all these myths above follow the pattern of the goddess intervening to 

punish those disrespectful to the art of hunting, and thus to the animals, there are also 

examples of how she is generous with those who respect her. Indeed, within the myths 

of the hunters molesting animals sacred to the goddess, the only one to be spared a 

punishment is Heracles, who, on his third labor was tasked by Eurystheus to catch the 

Ceryneian hind, sacred to the goddess. According to Pseudo-Apollodorus, Artemis and 

Apollo met the hero carrying the hind on his shoulders while crossing Arcadia, and 

rebuked him for catching the animal (Bibl. II.5.3). Heracles, however, was able to 

placate the anger of the goddess by explaining the necessity and thus blaming 

Eurystheus. The goddess, appeased by the fact that the animal had not been hurt in any 

way, allowed him to complete the labor and carry it to Mycenae (Bibl. II.5.3), showing 

her forgiving side in the face of a respectful hunter. Artemis’ nature then was that of 

allowing the hunters to kill when the need justified it, and it is related that hunters were 

expected to be attentive to the goddess’ rules and of nature’s balance. For example 
																																																																				
8 ‘He boasted about being more powerful than Artemis in the hunt.’ 
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Xenophon relates that it was expected from the hunters to be compassionate to the 

newly born animals: “τὰ µὲν οὖν λίαν νεογνὰ οἱ φιλοκυνηγέται ἀφιᾶσι τῇ θεῷ” (KynB. 

V.14).9  

In relation to her connection with the death of animals, Artemis is Agrotera, 

huntress, as well, but in this case the meaning of the name is not that of patron of the 

game, but of exceptional player (Il. XXVI.471; KynB. VI.13). Art and stories depicting 

her physical appearance too confirm her appearance as a huntress, as she is always 

represented wearing practical attire for hunting, consisting of a short chiton and carrying 

a bow and arrows, all of which were donated to her by her father Zeus, as per 

Callimachus’ third hymn, dedicated to the goddess (Ymn. III.1-28).  

 A few interesting descriptions of the Roman Diana, and thus Artemis, appear 

also in the Roman mythic corpora. The first of these mentions comes from Virgil’s 

Aeneid, the Italian epic poem narrating the story of the legendary Trojan Aeneas, who 

travelled from Troy to Italy and became the mythical ancestor of Rome. The epic poem 

was written between 29 and 19 BC under the patronage of the emperor Augustus, and 

was meant to provide illustrious antecedents for the Julius-Claudius dynasty: thus, while 

being scarcely useful for an historical analysis, it is particularly useful for a religious 

one. The poem, composed of twelve books, was never completed as the author died 

before he could give it its final touches, and yet it was published regardless at request of 

the emperor. At the end of the first book of the poem, when the Trojan heroes are in a 

forest in the nearness of Carthage, it is related that Venus, Aeneas divine mother, 

appears to him in the shape of a huntress, described in such fashion: “namque umeris de 

more habilem suspenderat acrym venatrix dederatque comam diffundere ventis, nuda 

genu nodoque sinus collecta fluentis”(Aen. I.318-320).10 While the Trojan does not 

initially recognize her, he certainly identifies her as a goddess and, judging by her attire, 

asks her whether she is the sister of Apollo, Diana (Aen. I.329). A similar portrayal 

appears in Nemisiani’s Cynegetica, a didactic poem about the hunt dating to around 284 

																																																																				
9 ‘Hunters, however, leave the very young ones to the goddess.’ 

10 ‘From her shoulders in huntress fashion she had slung the ready bow and had given her hair to the wind 
to scatter, her knee bare, and her flowing robes gathered in a knot.’ 
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AD. While the work is certainly incomplete, it still provides a useful insight into the 

goddess’ appearance, when he states: 

tu modo, quae saltus placidos silvasque pererras, Latonae, Phoebe, magnum 
decus, heia age suetos sume habitus arcumque manu pictamque pharetram 
suspende ex umeris; sint aurea tela, sagittae; candida puniceis aptentur crura 
cothurnis; sit chlamys aurato multum subtegmine lusa corrugesque sinus 
gemmatis balteus artet nexibus; implicitos cohibe diademate crines. (Cyn. 86-
93) 

(Only you, who roam placid in clearings and in the forests, Diana, great glory of 
Latona, come now, resume your usual attire, with the bow in hand and suspend 
from the shoulder the colorful quiver, be the weapons golden, the arrows, and 
your fair feet be fit in scarlet buskin, let your cloak be tricked with golden 
thread, and a belt with its fastening jewelled tighten the wrinkled fold of the 
tunic, and contain your hair adorned with a diadem)  

 The oldest Latin description is over three centuries younger than the Greek one, 

and the Roman ones themselves were written over two hundred years apart from each 

other, and yet it is impossible not to notice the astonishing similarity of these 

descriptions, which certainly seem to endorse the idea of a definite long lasting idea on 

the appearance of the goddess, at least from a physical standpoint. 

In the form of a huntress, however, Artemis seemed to be infallible, and in his 

hymn to her, Callimachus relates how Artemis, still a child, was said to have asked her 

father for a bow and arrows made by cyclops and twenty river nymphs to attend her and 

her hounds when she was out hunting (Ymn. III.1-28). Later in the poem, we are also 

told that after having received some dogs from the god Pan, she captured six deer to pull 

her chariot and practiced on trees before practicing her shots on beasts (III.46). The 

heartbreaking version that Hyginus gives of the myth of Orion also provides 

confirmation of her ability as huntress, especially when it came to shooting with the 

bow. This myth is told in the Fabulae, a text of uncertain attribution between two 

possible Hyginus’ that, for this reason, cannot be dated more precisely than somewhere 

during the first century AD. The text, which was supposedly thought as a school 

manual, not structurally different from Snorri’s Edda, is a very crude collection of 

myths, genealogies and quotes from Greek authors, dealing with mythic material. For 

this reason, this is generally considered a poorly executed work, whose only redeeming 

trait is its role in the conservation of Greek sources that would have, otherwise, been 
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lost. In this version, Apollo challenges her sister to hit an extremely distant target to 

demonstrate her ability as a huntress. The goddess accepts the challenge, and hits the 

target with her arrow, with her pride turning to desperation upon discovery that the 

target had been Orion, her lover (Fab. II.34). The story of Orion, however, appears very 

differently in other sources, for example the more widely known one given in the 

Metamorphoses (II.464-65). For example, while in the Metamorphoses Orion and 

Artemis are simply hunting companions, in the Fabulae they share a romantic bond in 

addition to being hunting partners. For this reason, while debate is still open about the 

validity of the Fabulae in regard to its challenging the virginity of the goddess, which 

was unquestioned in other versions, I still think it is of value for this specific portion of 

analysis, as it contributes to confirming that her being an infallible huntress was a well 

established motif that seems to never be challenged both in earlier myths and in the 

retellings.  

Not only infallible, she was also thought to be extremely avid and cruel when it 

came to the sacrifices that were supposed to be dedicated to her. According to 

Pausanias, it was customary in Patrae to offer to Artemis Laphria, literally meaning the 

devourer, an annual sacrificial culling of wild animals, burned alive on a pile (Hell.Peri. 

VII.18.12). Furthermore, Plutarch, in his Perí tēs Herodótus Kakoeteías, a harsh literary 

critique against Herodotus’ Historiae, written somewhere in the second century AD, 

relates that when the Athenians won in Marathon, she received a sacrifice of five 

hundred (undomesticated) she-goats as a thanksgiving, which then became an annual 

festival (XXVI.862).   

Strangely enough, while Artemis is associated with hunting on land, there does 

not seem to be much connection between the goddess and fishing, aside from the fact 

that she was perceived as a fish goddess in her Eurynome form in Arcadia. This, 

however, seems to be a unique form, and possibly recalls an earlier role of the goddess 

in the area (Farnell 1896, 429; cf 3.1.1). However, it is worth noting that Artemis bears 

a faint association with fishing under her byname Dyktinna, under which she appears 

for example in works such as Callimachus’ Ymnoi (III.188) and in the only surviving 

ancient Roman romance, the second century AD Apuleius’ Asinus Aureus (XI.5ff).  

While neither of these works present it in connection to water, Dyktinna was taken to be 
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associated with the diktya, the hunting nets used by the fishermen for hunting in 

Diodorus Siculus’ Bibliothēkē historikē (V.76.3). This mention should, however, be 

taken with a certain caution, as Diodorus Siculus’ monumental work on the universal 

history is often accused by the critics to stretch the reality of facts when needed, 

rendering the etymological reconstruction of Dyktinna coming from net at least dubious 

in my opinion.   

Lastly, another pattern emerges from the myths, which is the idea of the goddess 

having complete power over the animals, which she uses, again, for reasons of death or 

life. Emblematic of this is the story of Actaeon, as seen above, but the legend of the 

Calydonian boar also shows the degree of power of the goddess on the animals, and 

relates how Oeneus, after neglecting to sacrifice to the goddess, was hit by her 

vengeance in the form of a boar terrorizing his kingdom, which could only be hunted 

down and killed by a truly phenomenal hunting party, comprising of the likes of  the 

mythic hero Meleager and the infallible huntress Atlanta. (Il. IX.532; Met. VIII.260-

450; Bibl. I.7.2-3).  If, on the one hand, she uses animals to kill or bring her vengeance 

forth, she also uses them to save lives, such as the case of the above mentioned huntress 

Atlanta, who, according to Pseudo-Apollodorus, was abandoned in the forest and 

suckled by a she-bear, one of the animals sacred to Artemis (Bibl. III.9.2). Furthermore, 

a similar version is given by Aelian, a Roman rhetorician that lived between the second 

and third centuries AD, in his Poikílē Istoria (XIII.1), a miscellany of material written 

in Greek and ranging from anecdotes to biographies and descriptions, suggesting that, at 

least from the second century AD there was a consistent idea of at least this mythic 

character being brought up by an animals sacred to Artemis.  

All things considered, this section has demonstrated that Artemis, and thus the 

Roman Diana, is unquestionably connected with the wild animals, towards which she 

exercises a function of life and death in her roles of protector and huntress. 

Furthermore, it is worth noting that her power over the animals extends also to physical 

control, as they are often the instruments through which she applies her revenge or 

through which she saves her favorites.   
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2.1.2. The Italic Diana 

As previously stated, an indigenous form of the deity dates back to before the 

Roman republic, and it has been argued that she presents characteristics that would put 

her back to indigenous Italian cults, as suggested by the words of the Latin architect and 

author Vitruvius, who, around the first century BC, described of Diana Nemorensis in 

the area of Nemi, in his work De Architectura as ancient and Etruscan in its appearance 

(4.8.4). Regardless of the origin, the cult of the Italic Diana is extremely mysterious and 

poorly documented, and as such has sparked the attention of many Roman authors and 

scholars. For example, the complicated nature of the goddess was already well known 

by the authors, and Diana is said to be trivia by Vergil (Aen. VII.761), and triformis by 

Horace, the most famous lyric poet during the empire of Augustus, who sees her as 

Diana (a sylvan goddess), Luna (a goddess associated with the moon), and Hekate (a 

goddess associated with crossroads and the spirits) in his majestic Carmen Sæculare, a 

hymn composed for the emperor in the seventeenth century BC (III.22.4.). Furthermore, 

her nature in the pre-Republican religion has been a question of debate since the early 

1900s, where she has been seen by some as a goddess of womanly nature (Preller 1881, 

1:312-17; Wissowa 1912, 248), while others have seen her as a friendly spirit towards 

humans (Morpurgo 1903, 346-51) or as a spirit of the woods (Fowler 1911, 235). 

Generally, this latest assumption seems to be favored by more recent scholars, such as 

Renato Del Pozzo, who regarded her as a sylvan goddess (1999, 178-183), as will be 

seen in chapter 3. However, some others such as C.M.C. Green have proposed the idea 

that she was a deity of the hunt from the beginning as well. In my opinion this theory is 

impossible to prove as the earliest mentions of Diana as huntress come from the Roman 

Republic (509-27 BC) when, as seen at the beginning, the merging with Artemis had 

already happened. However, it has been argued that from a ritual standpoint she still has 

to be seen as a hunting goddess nonetheless, due to her connection with the wilderness 

(Green 2000, 24-63; 2007 112-144). In his article about the cult of the rex nemorensis, 

C.M.C. Green furthers this claim, by arguing that the ritual associated with the priest of 

the sanctuary of Diana in Nemi, a woodland area outside the Colli Albani overlooking 

the Lake Nemi, is a parable of the inevitable destiny of the hunter to become victim 

himself. According to Green, “the rex nemorensis[...] is a very primitive figure, a 
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remnant from the distant past when the first settlements of Latin peoples were forming 

in the Alban [...]. He was a priest of Diana and a king, whatever that might have meant” 

(Green 2000, 25). 

The possible earliest mention of a priest of Diana in Nemi, might be from the 

Aeneid where, the seventh book, Vergil relates the story of Virbius, who has been 

postulated to be a roman version of the Greek Hippolytus, a favorite of Artemis, who 

was revived from death by Diana and Aesculapius, a hero and later god of medicine 

among the Greeks and Roman (Aen. VII.764-777). After coming back to life, he was 

hidden by the goddess in her sacred groves near Nemi, in order to protect him by the 

wrath of Jupiter (Aen. VII.764-777). He, thus, was pointed by Frazer as the first rex 

nemorensis, and depicted as a king of the woods and a dying god in a fertility related 

cyclic rite (Frazer 1995, 1-7). While Frazer’s work is generally thought to be naive at 

best (e.g. Green 2000, 25), his description of Virbius as the first priest of Diana in Nemi 

is confirmed also by Pausanias, who, however, provides a slightly different version than 

Vergil’s.  

λέγουσιν Ἀρικιεῖς, ὡς τεθνεῶτα Ἱππόλυτον ἐκ τῶν Θησέως ἀρῶν ἀνέστησεν 
Ἀσκληπιός· ὁ δὲ ὡς αὖθις ἐβίω, οὐκ ἠξίου νέµειν τῷ πατρὶ συγγνώµην, ἀλλὰ 
ὑπεριδὼν τὰς δεήσεις ἐς Ἰταλίαν ἔρχεται παρὰ τοὺς Ἀρικιεῖς, καὶ ἐβασίλευσέ τε 
αὐτόθι καὶ ἀνῆκε τῇ Ἀρτέµιδι τέµενος, ἔνθα ἄχρι ἐµοῦ µονοµαχίας ἆθλα ἦν καὶ 
ἱερᾶσθαι τῇ θεῷ τὸν νικῶντα· ὁ δὲ ἀγὼν ἐλευθέρων µὲν προέκειτο οὐδενί, 
οἰκέταις δὲ ἀποδρᾶσι τοὺς δεσπότας.  

(The Aricians tell a story [...] that when Hippolytus died because of the curses of 
Theseus, Asclepius raised him (from the dead). But when he lived again, he 
deemed his father unworthy of forgiveness; rejecting his prayers, he went in 
Italy to the Aricians. There he became king and devoted a sanctuary to Artemis, 
where down to my time the priesthood of the goddess was the prize for the 
winner in a single combat fight. The contest was open to no freeman, but only to 
slaves who had run away from their masters.) (Hel.Peri.II.27.4). 

A completely different version of this story is given by Servius, a grammarian 

who lived in between the 4th and 5th century AD, in his In Vergilii Aeneidem 

commentarii, a commentary of the Aeneid, where he states that the first rex is not 

Virbius, but Orestes, Iphigenia’s brother, who brought the cult of Diana to Nemi, and 

the choice of runaway slaves as the only ones who can access the trial for this particular 

position would then represent his run from Greece to Italy (Aen. II.116; VI.136). 
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That of the Rex Nemorensis is thus a well-established figure in the cult of the 

Italic Diana, and further mentions of it appear. For example, in Ovid’s Fasti, a possibly 

incomplete six-book poem published in the year 8 AD, the year of his exile, it is said 

that  “Regna tenent fortes manibus pedibusque fugaces, / et perit exemplo postmodo 

quisque suo” (Fas. III.271).11 Similarly, Suetonius, in his early second-century AD 

biographical masterpiece De Vita Caesarum, while speaking of Caligula says  

“Nemorensi regi, quod multos iam annos poteretur sacerdotio, validiorem adversarium 

subornavit” (Caes. VI.35).12  It has to be noted how both of these accounts provide 

confirmation of the inherent violent nature of the rituals connected with the priesthood 

of the temple of Diana in Nemi, which seems to have remained unaltered since the 

archaic Roman period. Indeed, the priesthood of Diana at Nemi was believed to be 

conquered (or maintained) by slaying the adversary, either the priest or the challenger, 

in a trial by combat. The challenger, to be considered so, had to be a runaway slave who 

managed to be successful in collecting a bough from the oak sacred to the goddess. 

Whomever won the fight would thus become or remain the priest of the goddess, and 

would continue to be so as long as he successfully defended his post against new 

challengers.  

Green explains this circle of becoming slayer and victim as the parable of “the 

hunter who must always be hunted” (2000, 29) and argues that it “re-enacts the triumph 

and anxiety of the hunter for whom she was the divine patron” (2000, 29). Diana, as 

goddess of hunting, he further argues, provides the hunter with permission to hunt, and 

thus provides him with good fortune in his actions. However, “the essence of the hunt is 

that there is no being that may not be hunted if the goddess permits. And the goddess 

does permit” (Green 2000, 29). While certainly an enticing theory, Green bases his 

work on the poem Cynegeticon, a poem composed by Grattius on the matter of hunting, 

which invokes Diana at the beginning, something that definitely underlies a connection 

between the goddess and hunting. However, the poem was composed at some point 

																																																																				
11 ‘[the priest] holds the kingdom safely in his strong hands and fast feet / and dies in accord to the 
example he set himself.’ 

12 ‘He [Caligula] had provided the king of Nemi, which already for many years had held the priesthood, 
with more valid adversaries [to oppose him].’ 
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during the reign of August (63 BC – 14 AD), and thus much after the Hellenization of 

the goddess, which, according to A.E. Gordon, could not have happened later than 399 

BC, when she appeared alongside Apollo in the first lectisternium, and could be 

tentatively set back even all the way to the fifth century BC (1984, 12). Thus, while the 

poem proves a definite connection between the goddess, hunting, and animals in later 

times, it still provides no contribution to the pre-Republican cult of Diana as a huntress. 

With this, one does not want to deny this association altogether, and it is certainly 

possible to suggest that Diana could have had some sort of native Italian connection 

with it, at least in regards to the wilderness. However, to my knowledge, there are no 

surviving indigenous sources that reported any association of the Italic Diana with 

animals and hunting, leaving us with absolutely no certainty as to whether this was an 

original characteristic of the goddess, or if this connection was a derivation of the later 

merging with Artemis.  

2.2. The Pattern So Far  

So far my analysis has seen the Classical goddesses in relation to hunting and wild 

animals. On the one hand, when looking at Artemis and the Roman Diana, this analysis 

has seen three patterns emerge quite clearly in relation with this discourse which I 

named the protector of the wild animals, the (avid) huntress and the mistress of the 

animals.13  

1. The protector of wild animals: according to this pattern, the goddess is 

associated with the life and respect of the animals. She is in charge of the rules 

of hunting and as such allows the hunters the kill when the need justifies and 

takes her revenge on the disrespectful hunter. 

2. The (avid) huntress: according to this pattern, the goddess is connected to the 

death rather than the life of the animals. She appears, and is considered, as a 

phenomenal huntress, whose weapon of choice is the bow and arrow.  

3. The mistress of the animals: according to this last pattern, the goddess exercises 

great power over the wild animals in general, so much so that she appears to be 
																																																																				
13 This last name shall be taken to mean “the one who has agency over the animals” and bears no 
connection to the primitive goddess described for example by Davison (1998, 13-51).  
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able and to have the power to use them to save young humans or to bring forth 

her revenge.  

When it comes to the Italic Diana, however, the patterns fail to appear, as there 

is no explicit mention of her as a huntress dating before the first half of the Roman 

Republic, when she was thought to have merged with Artemis. While we cannot be 

certain that she was never associated with the hunt or wild animals due to the little 

material we have on her pre-Roman life, the sources we have do not seem to describe 

explicitly this aspect of her cult. Let us now revolve our attention to the analysis of 

Norse goddess Skaði to see whether any of these patterns fit her mentions in the 

sources.  

2.3. Skaði 

The idea of Skaði as “ein germanisches Gegenstück zur griechischen Artemis”14 (1957, 

336) has been entertained as early as the 1930s by Jan De Vries as a mention passim 

while describing the goddess. However, contrary to the Classical goddess, on whom one 

can rely on a major availability of primary source material, when it comes to a goddess 

such as Skaði the situation is entirely different. The few significant mentions of the 

goddess are indeed not enough for us to point out with any degree of certainty who she 

really was in terms of her role in the Norse pantheon. However, the little we know about 

her seems to highlight an inherent connection with the earthly elements, namely animals 

and landscape, which leads to the assumption that perhaps the patterns highlighted in 

the previous chapter may shed some light on the role of the goddess. 

One of the main sources of information on the Norse goddess is, without a 

doubt, the Prose Edda. This text, composed by Snorri Sturluson around the year 1220, 

is thought to be as a textbook for young skalds, which was supposed to provide them 

with the necessary mythological information for producing kenningar and heiti 

(Clunies-Ross 1987). While on the one hand this work provides stories that would be 

otherwise lost, one cannot, on the other hand, fail to notice that the author himself was a 

Christian, and thus his view of the Norse religion must have been biased in principle by 

a different world view. Trusting this work, therefore, is something that has to be done 
																																																																				
14 ‘A Germanic counterpart to the Greek Artemis.’ 
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with a certain caution, and without the naivety of taking everything as the complete 

truth. However, this work contains the only two explicit sources which describe her as a 

huntress, one in Gylfaginning 23, that says “ok ferr hon mjǫk á skíðum ok með boga ok 

skýtr dýr,”15 and the other in Skáldskaparmál 22, as part of a kenning for an ox, “hval 

Várar þrymseilar,” which literally translates as “the whale of the goddess with the 

bowstring.” While this last association cannot be considered to be certain as there is no 

explicit mention of this várar being Skaði, she seems to be the only goddess in the 

sources we have to be associated with the bowstring, making it believable that it should 

refer to her. Furthermore, while both these observations come from the same, largely 

discussed work, it is important to note that the second mention is not derived by the 

creativity of the author, but is a quotation from the fifth strophe of the skaldic poem 

Haustlǫng, composed around the tenth century and attributed to the Norwegian skald 

Þjóðólfr ór hvini, and only partially preserve in the Prose Edda. Both of the instances 

seen above seem to substantiate the idea that she was perceived as a hunting goddess: 

however it is worth noting that the Snorra Edda, although it contains mentions from 

Norwegian skalds, is of Icelandic origin. Her worship, on the other hand, at least 

judging by the place names highlighted by De Vries, seems to have taken place mostly 

in eastern Sweden and for a very small part in Norway (e.g. 1957, 337-339). 

The study of place names is particularly important when it comes to the study of 

religion, as they not only “represent a large body of evidence that provides clues to 

which gods and goddesses were worshipped and where”(Brink 2007,106), but also 

provides us with “clean” information on “the beliefs and actions of the general 

population” (Brink 2007, 106), unadulterated by an agenda as written texts can be. 

Although this information might sometimes result in obscure data, they nonetheless 

help in understanding the diffusion of a cult, which in turn might aid in explaining 

certain oddities in the written sources. For example, in the case of Skaði, the lack of 

place names in Iceland and their presence in Sweden and Norway might suggest that 

prominence of the cult dedicated to the goddess might have existed in Scandinavia, 

rather than the island, which would in turn explain why the Icelandic sources give such 

an awkward portrayal of the goddess. And indeed, why would the Icelanders need a 
																																																																				
15 ‘And she travels great lengths on snow-shoes and shoots animals with a bow.’  
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hunting goddess when the majority of animals in the land were domesticated? Sweden 

and Norway, on the other hand, being connected to the continent, had a wide variety of 

indigenous wildlife mammals that would provide more suitable prey for hunters, and 

thus for a goddess such as Skaði.  

 

Figure 3: Map of Skaði's place-names. (De Vries 1957, 339) 

 

A reference that supports the idea that her cult must have been of importance 

somewhere at some point comes from Skaði herself, discussing her own holy places in 

Lokasenna 51. Here she tells Loki that “frá mínum véum /ok vǫngum skulu /þér æ kǫld 

ráð koma.”16 The importance of this phrase is twofold and, in my opinion, is tied both to 

the existence and the importance of these places. Indeed, on the one hand, as pointed out 

by Gro Steinsland, to a deityös “home” corresponds a “physical shrine” (Steinsland 

1986, 213). This in turn corresponds to, according to Simek, the fact that the place 

																																																																				
16 ‘From my sanctuaries and my fields cold counsel, shall always come to you.’   
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names associated with the goddess seem to point to a function of places of cult (1993, 

287). On the other hand, we must not forget that the phrase Skaði utters is a threat, 

which would be valid only if she was perceived, at least at some point, and at least 

somewhere, as more important than we can now possibly reconstruct.   

Similarly, her connection to animals is testified by very few remarks, these 

being again the kenningar from Haustlǫng, describing the ox as the whale of the 

goddess with the bow. According to the Skaldic Project, there seem to be about six 

kenningar used by Þjóðólfr ór hvini referring to the ox, four in Haustlǫng and two in 

Ynglingatal (Skaldic Project, n.d.). Among these, only two refer to a god or goddess by 

name, one to the even more enigmatic Gefjun, associated with ploughing, which 

appears as “mar ár Gefnar,” “the horse of Gefjun” (Skaldic Project, n.d) and the other 

“hval Várar þrymseilar,” “the whale of the goddess of the bowstring” (Skaldic Project, 

n.d;), as also quoted in Skáldskaparmál, seeming to be associated with Skaði. This could 

be taken to mean that at some point maybe Gefjun was associated with domesticated ox 

and Skaði with the wild species, the aurochs, who would certainly be prey for hunters.17 

This would also make sense in the light of Artemis’ association with she-goats, both 

animals that in captivity and domesticated bear connections to other deities, but in their 

wild state are tied to the goddess. The she-goat too makes her appearance in the story of 

how Loki made Skaði laugh, related in the Prose Edda (SkP. 56). However it is my 

opinion that in this case the animal has more to do with the emasculation of Loki than 

Skaði’s relationship to the animals, and thus cannot be taken as a reference to the Greek 

goddess. 

Another animal connected with the goddess seems to be the snake, which she 

possibly caught in the wild, and certainly held over Loki as punishment, as related in 

Gylfaginning, “Þá tók Skaði eitrorm ok festi upp yfir hann svá at eitrit skyldi drjúpa ór 

																																																																				
17 It is my belief, thus, that perhaps in earlier times Skaði, or a goddess of a similar kind which later was 
merged with Skaði, might have been associated with such animals when they existed in Scandinavia. 
However, the aurochs population in Scandinavia appear to have gone extinct long before the Iron Age 
(e.g. Rosengren, 2018; Bro-Jørgensen et at. 2018), which seems to exclude, or at least complicate, this 
association in the late Iron Age. 
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orminum í andlit honum”18 (50) and in Lokasenna: “Skaði tók eitrorm ok festi upp yfir 

annlit Loka. Draup þar ór eitr”19(Prose ending). Snakes do not generally seem to be 

associated with either Artemis or Diana, but here they seem to be connected to the 

Norse goddess, as it seems at least coincidental that, among the whole group of the gods 

partaking in the action she is the one to be able to decide to hang the snake over him. In 

turn, this would fit within the paradigm of the wild animals connected to a potnia theron 

type of deity, as they are certainly not domesticated or farm animals, and it seems to be 

implied that the goddess has a certain degree of control over them, as would be expected 

with this kind of goddess. While she seems to use at least one wild animal to help her 

further her revenge plan, Skaði does not seem to be connected with any role of 

protection of the animals, but it must be considered that the material we have barely 

suggests a connection with the animals at all.   

2.3.1. Does Skaði fit the pattern? 

All things considered, we can conclude that Skaði, at least in the material we have, 

certainly does not resemble the Italic Diana, as she is evidently linked to the animals 

and the hunt in the sources. However, she does not fit in the first Artemis/Roman Diana 

pattern either, that of the protector of the animals, as there is no explicit mention of the 

late pagan Skaði caring about the life and preservation of wild creatures. That does not 

mean that she absolutely was not a protector of animals, but simply that, within our 

constructed model, and within our sources, she was not explicitly perceived as such. 

With due differences, instead, the pattern of the (avid) huntress and the mistress of the 

animals seem to fit the Northern goddess better. While we cannot say whether or not 

she was ‘avid,’ the late pagan Skaði was undoubtedly a huntress, as her appearance and 

a few explicit mentions seem to suggest, although we do not have any myths describing 

her hunting in more detail, possibly because the primary sources are of Icelandic origin, 

where the hunt was not practiced at all. Her weapons of choice too seem fit with those 

seen with Artemis/Roman Diana, however we are not able to say whether or not she 

																																																																				
18 ‘Then took Skaði a venomous snake and placed (it) up over him so that venom should drop out from 
the snake in his face.’  

19‘Skaði took a venomous snake and fastened it up over Loki’s face. Dripped out of there poison.’ 	
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was regarded as infallible and phenomenal in the hunt. Lastly, I believe that Skaði 

partially fits within the last pattern, a mistress of the animals, as well, because according 

to the two identical mentions in Gylfaginning 23 and Lokasenna pros.end., she is the 

one to hang the venomous snake over Loki’s face. This is certainly not proof enough to 

say that she fully fits the pattern, for example, she is not reported to have any wild 

beasts with her when she takes it upon herself to seek compensation for the death of her 

father. However, it can also be argued that not all the revenges of Artemis/Roman Diana 

involve them using the animals to fulfill their purpose, and this could be the same for 

Skaði as well. Nonetheless, with only three mentions, two identical ones fitting the 

pattern and one not, it is not possible to say whether she absolutely does, or does not fit 

it, but rather, simply, that there is at least one myth in which she uses animals for 

purposes of revenge.   

3. Discourse 2: the Landscape 

3.1. The Classical Goddesses 

As it was done for the animals, it is important here as well to clarify, albeit just 

briefly, what kind of landscape do Artemis/Roman Diana and Italic Diana belong to. 

While the animals have been inherently discussed in the previous chapter, the question 

of landscape is more complicated, and thus needs to be discussed on its own before 

getting to the heart of the question. First of all, we need to distinguish between what our 

etic understanding of landscape is and what the ancient Greeks and Romans emic 

perspective was (Murphy 2017, 18-52). According to Jan N. Bremmer, the ancient 

Greeks and Romans’ distinction between cultural and natural spaces was not as 

sophisticated as ours (2012, 25-53). Rather, it seems that all that was cultural was 

summed up with the emic concept of pólis, which we understand as city proper and the 

territories depending to it, located at the center. The natural spaces, instead, were 

summed up by the emic concept of khôra, in its sense of peripheral space outside the 

pólis. The Greeks and the Romans did not; however, seem to distinguish between wild 

and domesticated spaces within the khôra, at least on a linguistic level. Indeed, they did 

not have a word for wilderness, which they identified instead as single undomesticated 

elements, such as mountains and groves (Bremmer 2012, 43). To describe Artemis’ 
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dominion then, we will be using for this portion of the thesis our etic modern idea of 

wilderness and domesticated land. The domesticated spaces are, thus, farmed lands, 

believed to be dominion of Demeter, while the wilderness will indicate forests, groves, 

meadows and other similar areas, which were thought to fall under Artemis’ powers 

(Farnell 1896, 455-56; Hard 2004, 125-134; 186-194). This is of course valid for their 

assimilated Roman counterparts, as well.  

3.1.1. Artemis and the Roman Diana 

Artemis’ connection with landscape seems to be deeply rooted in the goddess’ essence, 

even more so than was seen in the previous chapter, at least according to myths, legends 

and rites coming from Arcadia and Athens. These elements, which appear in books 

seven and eight of Pausanias Helládos Periēghēsis, are supposedly older than any 

written source we have, and show a persistent connection between the goddess and wild 

nature, seemingly preceding that with the hunt (Hel.Peri. VII-VIII; Farnell 1896, 427). 

Furthermore, similarly to the discussion of wildlife, her connection to the landscape 

seems to comprise exclusively of the wild aspects of it, which has been seen as a 

remnant of the nomadic people’s beliefs (Farnell 1896, 427). Her connection with the 

untouched in regard to animals and nature, has prompted many scholars to argue that 

her name Parthenia, virgin, must have been related to the fact that every element 

associated with her, whether flora or fauna, is to remain intact from human violation 

(Otto 1954, 82; Khail 1983, 239). While Artemis is undoubtedly connected with the 

untamed, be it in regard to nature, animals or sexuality, I do not think that it should be 

said that she is a virgin because she is connected with nature or vice versa. Indeed, her 

virginity seems to be a newer characteristic of the goddess and, although it was already 

established by Homer's time, there is no sign of an earlier worship of her as Parthenia in 

works such as Pausania's Helládos Periēghēsis (Farnell 1896, 442-9; Green 2007, 141-

44). Furthermore, contrary to the case for deities like Athena, who were consistently 

perceived as asexual, earlier authors did not necessarily portray Artemis as chaste, but 

simply as unmarried, as seen for example in the previous chapter with the legend of 

Orion. In my opinion, it would be more reasonable to see her virginity as the result of 

the society moving towards a more patriarchal understanding of women, whereby 

unmarried could only mean chaste, as argued by Farnell (1896, 449). For this reason, 
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while the goddess’ chastity in terms of refusal of any sexual activity will be disregarded, 

as it is not part of the discourse on hand in my opinion, her role of protector of the 

“virgin” nature, untouched by men, will be very much central in this analysis.  

Among the elements of the wild that first come to mind analyzing this aspect of 

the goddess, there is, curiously, her connection with water. Indeed, while the previous 

chapter has shown that Artemis’ proclivity for the hunt was more connected to land 

hunting, rather than fishing, under this discourse she appears consistently connected 

with sea and fresh water, especially rivers. This connection is best described by the 

myth of Alpheus, a minor river god. According to Pausanias, Alpheus was in love with 

the nymph Arethusa, one of the chaste attendants of Artemis, but she did not love him 

back. Scared by his insistence and in order to escape him, the nymph fled from him and 

changed herself into a well. This, however, did not stop the god, who transformed 

himself into a river whose flow was connected to the well she had become, so that he 

could unite himself with her (Hel.Peri. V.7.3). This version might have been well 

established around the second century AC, when the geographer lived. However, the 

versions of the story given by Ovid (Met. V.572) and Vergil (Aen. III.694), coming 

from around a century earlier, are slightly different and see Artemis as instrumental for 

the story. Indeed, in both these versions it is said that the nymph, feeling unsafe, asked 

Artemis/Roman Diana for help, and the goddess took pity on her and transformed her 

into a well. Possibly older than this, although it cannot be dated with certainty, could be 

a regional variation of the story mentioned by Pausanias before relating what he 

regarded as the principal one. In this alternate version, Artemis was the object of the 

interest of the river god, and in order to escape him she fled to Letrini, where she 

covered herself and her nymphs with mud, in order to trick him into not distinguishing 

her (Hel.Peri. IV.22.5). This suggests that Arethusa could have been a byname for the 

goddess, who exercised a certain stronger power over waters. In addition to this, the 

twenty river nymphs whom, according to Callimachus, she obtained by Zeus as 

attendants (Ymn. III.1-28), have been taken to validate her connection with streams too, 

as they act as servants for the goddess, which in turn is related to rivers. Furthermore, 

according to Pausanias, she bore a strong connection to lakes in places such as Sparta, 

Epidauros Limera and Sicyon (Hel.Peri. II.7.6; III.14.2; III.23.10), and it is again 
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Pausanias who provides information about the cult of the goddess in the form of a 

mermaid in Phigaleia. He relates that in this area there was a temple at the junction of 

two rivers surrounded by a grove of cypresses which was opened once a year: in there a 

mysterious deity was worshipped, whose image was portrayed as half human and half 

fish (Hel.Peri. VIII.41.4). While there are some suggestions the goddess might have 

been Eurynome, a sea goddess, and not Artemis, Farnell provides an analysis leaning 

towards the hunting goddess. Salt water too may have been a well-known connection 

for the goddess, as she seemed to share some temples with the famous god of the sea, 

Poseidon (Hel.Peri. II.3.5; III.14; Farnell 1896, 431), although this may very well just 

be in connection to her becoming the moon in later cults, which regulates the tides. 

Furthermore, her connection with water hints to another well-known association of the 

goddess, that of trees and groves. 

Her associations with the wildlife of the woods is certainly very much evident in 

her companionship with the nymphs, creatures of the woodlands and water, which 

might have come to be connected with the deity especially because of her relation with 

rivers, trees, and groves. Artemis is often seen dwelling in the woods, accompanied by 

nymphs who function as attendants and companions, both in her role of protection of 

their natural territory, and in relation to her hunting, as we learn from Callimachus’ 

Hymn to Artemis (Ymn. III.1-28). Similarly, she is believed to have been associated 

with wild trees, through names such as Karuātis (goddess of the nut tree) and Kedreātis 

(goddess of the cedar), all names apparently derived from Arcadia (Farnell 1896, 429; 

Hughes 1990, 193). Furthermore, still in connection with wild trees, we learn from 

Pausanias that among the mountain of Arcadia that there was a grove named Condyles, 

believed to be sacred to the goddess. There an effigy of Artemis was hanged annually, 

earning her the byname of Apanchomenē, the hanging one (Hel.Peri. VIII.23.5). Also 

from Pausanias and still in Arcadia, we find information of a grove bearing various trees 

planted on a large mound, which was thought to be the tomb of Kallisto, one of the 

goddesses’ attendants and a byname of Artemis herself (Hel.Peri. VIII.35.8). This grove 

was a sanctuary to Artemis Kallista, the most beautiful, which furthers the idea of 

groves as a sacred space for the goddess.  
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Mountains too were thought to be strongly connected with the goddess, and we 

learn again from Callimachus that the dominion on all the mountains in the world was 

among the list of things she requested from Zeus (Ymn. III.1-28). This is confirmed by 

Aristophanes (c. 4-3 BC) too, the most famous Greek comediographer, who in the 

Thesmorphoriázousai, his play revolving around the subversive role of women in a 

patriarchal society, says: “τάν τ᾿ ἐν ὄρεσι δρυογόνοισι κόραν ἀείσατ᾿ Ἄρτεµιν 

ἀγροτέραν”20(Thes. 114-115). The connection of the goddesses and mountains is very 

old, and can be traced all the way back to Homer, who mentions it in the other eighth 

century BC epic poem generally attributed to him, the Odýsseia. In describing 

Odysseus’ first impression upon seeing Nausicaa playing with her attendants, Homer 

says that “οἵη δ᾿ Ἄρτεµις εἶσι κατ᾿ οὔρεα ἰοχέαιρα, ἢ κατὰ Τηΰγετον περιµήκετον ἢ 

Ἐρύµανθον” 21(Od. VI.103-4).  

The elements seen above are just some examples of the many natural 

connections of the goddess that can be found in Greek mythology. In each of these 

stories, the general demeanor of the goddess seems to be only concerned with the 

survival of nature, not its destruction. Towards the untouched nature, then, Artemis has 

without a doubt a role of protection and preservation of life (Hughes 1990), which, 

however, is not accompanied by the opposed aspect of death, as it was the case for her 

connection with hunting and animals. Furthermore, in this case Artemis’ dominion over 

nature is very different to what we came to see before, as she does not use her power 

over it as an instrument of her vengeance, as she appears to do with the animals. This 

seems evident even from the etymology of her name which, although still debated, has 

been taken by many to be involved with bears and nature. According to this 

interpretation, the Ark- at the beginning of the name must come from Arktos, meaning 

bear (Shepard and Sanders 1985, 112-18; Vidal-Naquet 1983, 145-46), while the second 

part has been traced back to temenos, literally meaning sanctuary (Hughes 1990, 193). 

This would make her name literally “bear sanctuary”, or at least some sort of derivation 

																																																																				
20 ‘And sing about the maiden born in the oak-filled mountains, Artemis of the wild.’  
 
21‘And even as Artemis, shooter of arrows, she wanders over the mountains, along the crests of the high 
Taygetus or Erymanthus.’ 
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of it, which would further her connection with animals and wild nature, as bear 

sanctuaries were usually groves of trees (Hughes 1990,193).  

Nature seems to be inherently sacred to her and thus she protects it, just like she 

did for the animals, through a set of rules that humans have to respect. Among these 

rules there is the prohibition of touching the flora and fauna in her sanctuaries, which 

has been postulated by modern scholars to have been incredibly vast and hosting 

different species of animals as well as plants and water sources (Hughes 1990, 193). 

Whenever these rules are violated, however, the second pattern of Artemis’ relation to 

wild nature emerges, as she is said to have no mercy towards those who violate her 

sanctuaries, and punishes the culprits relentlessly and cruelly, for example by maiming 

their animals or harming their wives or children (KynA. XXXV). This is evident 

especially in myths such as that of Agamemnon and Iphigenia as related in the previous 

chapter, where it was the man’s violation of the sanctuary which lead to the killing of 

the deer, just as much as his prideful boast, that led to him receiving such a harsh 

punishment.  

All things considered, then, it is evident that Artemis, and thus the Roman 

Diana, is unquestionably connected with the wild nature, towards which she exercises a 

role of protection and tutelage. Furthermore it is worth noting that her power over 

nature does not extend, in this case, over the physical control of the elements, as she 

does not seem to be able to dispose of natural elements or phenomena like she does with 

the animals.  

3.1.2. Italic Diana 

In the case of chapter 2, Roman Diana and Italic Diana appeared as two entirely 

different goddesses, one bearing an actual connection to the act of hunting through the 

merging with Artemis and one whose connection is yet unproven. When it comes to the 

discourse of nature, however, it brings forth a wholly different scenario as the three 

goddesses all seem to be deeply rooted in the wild nature, albeit with their due 

differences. As done in the previous section, then, this one too will concern itself to the 

association of the Italic goddess and the wild nature.  
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This is undoubtedly the discourse that seems to fit Italic Diana the most, as she 

is consistently seen as a sylvan goddess. For example Servius (c. 4th century AD) that 

“omnis lucus Dianae est consegratus” (Ad Georg. III.332).22 Furthermore, also in one 

of Servius commentaries, this time to the Aeneid, he calls her “numen silvarum” (Ad 

Aen. IX.408),23 a view that is shared by the stoic Seneca (4 BC-65 AD), who in his 

tragedy Phaedra invoked Diana as “o magna silvas inter et lucos dea” (Phaed. 409)24 

and by Horace who invokes her as “Phoebe silvarumque potens Diana” 

(Carm.Saec.1).25 It could be argued that these sources come from a period in which 

Artemis and Diana had already become one goddess: however, earlier rituals and names 

attributed to the goddess seem to testify that she was connected with nature well before 

Artemis became part of the picture. Indeed, Diana was already Nemorensis, ‘of the 

groves,’ before the year 399 BC, the terminus ad quem26 for her merging with Artemis, 

and under such form she was worshipped by the people of Latium in her now destroyed 

sanctuary in Aricia.  

In addition to this, she is believed to have been worshipped in the woodlands 

and groves surrounding the lake of Nemi, where she “had several groves dedicated 

under her various titles” (Porteous 2002, 173) and where “her sanctuary in the crater 

indicates a deity closely involved with nature, especially the wild” (Green 2007, 112).. 

Particularly well known among these is the grove of Diana Nemorensis at Aricia, where 

she was said to dwell in the groves where the oak trees grew, the same tree that the rex 

nemorensis was supposed to defend from the aggression of his potential challengers in 

the gruesome rituals described in the previous chapter. Furthermore, in this grove slaves 

and pregnant women celebrated a festival called Nemoralia, in the ides of August, in 

honor of the goddess (Fas. III.259-275; Porteous 2002, 175). Through Pliny the Elder’s 

last published, and only surviving work, his Naturalis Historia, an encyclopaedic text 

on the natural world, published between the 77 – 79 AD, we also get information about 

a hill called Corne, which had a grove of Beech trees sacred to Diana, and he relates that 

Passienus Crispus, an orator, was so attached to one of these trees that he even began to 
																																																																				
22 ‘Every woodland clearing is dedicated to Diana.’ 
23 ‘Deity of the groves.’ 
24 ‘Oh goddess, great among groves and woodland clearings.’ 
25 ‘Oh Phebus, Diana queen of the groves.’ 
26	‘The latest possible date.’ 
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be physically affectionate with it, hugging and kissing it, and watering it with wine 

(Nat.Hist. XVI.91). 

In regards to a possible role of the Italic Diana as a protector of the nature and 

the sanctuaries, we learn from Livy (c. 64 BC–c. 17 AD), author of a monumental 

historical work called Ab Urbe Condita (27–8 BC), that ritual gatherings where leaders 

from hostile communities could meet in neutral grounds were held in the groves 

dedicated to her and were supposed to work in a way that the disarmed leader would be 

able to placate their hostilities or ally against others (Green 2007, 109). Specifically, he 

tells the story of how the last king of Rome, Tarquinius Superbus (535–509 BC) got rid 

of his enemy Turnus by abusing this disarmament rule. The story goes that, after calling 

for a meeting at the Lucus Ferentinae, one of the sanctuaries possibly related to the 

goddess, Tarquinius arrived exceptionally late, insulting the group, and Turnus, a rival 

king, attacked him at the assembly and was, in turn, attacked back by the Roman king. 

The assembly agreed to reconvene the following day and, in order to win the argument, 

it is said that Tarquinius bribed a slave of Turnus in order to have him hide a significant 

quantity of weapons close to where his master was camped. The following morning the 

concealed weapons were discovered and Turnus, found guilty of corrupting the 

sanctuary, was drowned in the Acqua Ferentinae (Urb. I.50-1). It must be noted, 

however, that Livy’s work should not be trusted as a purely historic point of view, as 

this work does not shine for its accurate distinction of what was real and what was 

legendary. Nonetheless, this work is still relevant for the purpose of this thesis, as it 

provides useful insight on the legendary tradition of the early Roman periods, such as 

the aforementioned episode. Indeed, there seemed to be a strict rule of no weaponry in 

her sanctuary, probably because, similarly to what happened with the sanctuaries of 

Artemis, any form of killing was expressly prohibited. Furthermore, these sanctuaries 

were without exception outside of the walls of the cities, which would have granted not 

only a neutral setting but also a space safe from any accident that might have occurred 

in an enemy town (Green 2007, 88-9). There seems to be, however, no mention of the 

goddess punishing the violators of the sanctuary herself, like Artemis and Roman Diana 

were believed to do, but rather it was for the law and other peers to pursue the culprit.  
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On a last note, Italic Diana, contrary to Artemis and Roman Diana, seems to 

have shared some places of worship with two minor entities, Virbius and Egeria, which 

were believed to dwell in the Arician grove sacred to the goddess. The legend of 

Virbius was briefly touched in the previous chapter and was believed to be a 

reincarnation of Hippolytus, a young hunter close to the goddess. According to the 

legends related before, he is restored to life by Aesculapius and Diana herself and now 

dwells in the woods of Aricia, where she hid him (Met. XV.530-9). His presence in the 

woods was taken by some to be an explanation as to why horses were not permitted 

within the sacred grove, as they played an important role in his death (Aen. VII.775-

780; Fas. III, 265foll; Green 2007, 208-35). Furthermore, Virbius was believed to have 

been the first rex nemorensis, as seen in chapter 2, and an alternative etymology of the 

name, deriving from verbena, branch, and virdis, green (Del Ponte 1999, 186), would 

connect him to the oak branch that was at the beginning of the fight for the title of priest 

of Diana. Together with Virbius, albeit not in connection to him, there was the nymph 

Egeria. She is a water spirit, and like the later form of Diana, was believed to be 

associated with pregnant women on grounds of a very uncertain etymology (Del Ponte 

1999, 186). She was a nymph of springs and was believed to dwell in the premises of 

the grove of Aricia, where she became adviser and lover of the second legendary 

Roman king Numa Pompilius, who was believed to have reigned between 715 and 673 

BC (Urb. I.19.5; Met. XV.487). While both of these entities inhabited and shared the 

Arician sanctuary with Diana, however, none of them seem to have had a proper 

worship, which was instead reserved for the goddess. Some scholars have, however, 

postulated that they were an integral part of said worships (e.g. Green 2007, 431) and it 

is possible, in my opinion, that they could have had a role in protecting the sanctuary 

together with the goddess, mentions of which may have been lost in the various 

religious and territorial changes within the Roman Empire.   

3.2. The Pattern So Far 

The analysis done so far has seen the Classical goddesses in relation to the landscape, 

which has been narrowed to encompass the wild aspect of the khôre. On the one hand, 

this survey has produced a pattern that is common to all three goddesses, which I will 

call the protector of the sanctuary, and on the other it has highlighted a pattern, named 
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avenger of the wilderness into which only Artemis/Roman Diana fit, while Italic Diana 

does not present any elements that may suggest, within the sources, her belonging 

within this pattern: 

1. The protector of the wilderness: In this pattern, the goddesses assume a role of 

preservation of the nature through the sanctity of her sanctuaries. These were 

natural wild spaces, e.g. groves or meadows, that could not be violated by 

violence of any kind. 

2. The avenger of the wilderness: In this pattern, the role of Artemis/Roman Diana 

is that of punishing whoever violates the sanctity of the sanctuary, which does 

not explicitly appear in the Roman Diana, although it cannot be excluded that 

this aspect may have existed and was simply not recorded. 

3.3. Skaði 

As it was done for the Classical goddesses, here too we need to frame the landscape that 

we are dealing with when talking about Skaði. Also in this context, as seen before, our 

etic understanding of wilderness is certainly different from the idea of it that the Norse 

peoples might have had. According to Schjødt, the Nordic people may have perceived 

wilderness as “what is out there,” something peripheral and seen as a threat and a 

potential (2012b, 185). An example of this is the relationship between Æsir and male 

jǫtnar, seen as threats, and Æsir and Vanir and female jǫtnar, seen as lovers or 

companions. Nature is not only perceived as wilderness, then, but as whatever is 

unknown and distant from the domesticated, the society and thus the center (Schjødt 

2012b, 185). While the Nordic wilderness is not the same as the Classical khôra, the 

idea of periphery-as-opposed-to-the-center is similar enough to allow comparison. To 

avoid confusion, I will use the etic term “wilderness” to refer to the untouched natural 

landscape where this goddess may have dwelled. 

Wilderness, together with hunting, seems to be another fairly common 

association with the goddess. In this case too, the amount of mentions in the sources is 

incredibly scarce and seems to be limited to just a few remarks connecting her to 

mountains and dry-land. However, to my knowledge, there seems to be no direct 
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narrative myth left of Skaði’s interaction with nature, as it is instead the case of the 

Classical goddesses portrayed above. Nonetheless, the inherent connection of Skaði and 

landscape seems to appear in the meaning of her enigmatic name and her nature of 

being a jǫtunn, which both seem to indicate a link between the two. For this reason, her 

name and her essence will be taken into consideration together with the mentions in the 

sources, as in my opinion they may aid in filling in the gaps left by the stories and 

maybe provide useful insights on Skaði’s identity.  

Trying to answer the questions of Skaði’s identity is not an easy task, as it is 

evident from the etymology of her name, equally as elusive as the goddess herself and 

which has generated different suggestions throughout time. Through the years it has 

been suggested to come from the Old Norse masculine stem skað-, from which the verb 

skaða (að) and the substantive skaði, meaning “(to) harm” or “(to) injure” (e.g. 

Titchenell 1985, 247; Davidson 1993, 63; Zöega 2004, 366). Scholars have tried to 

justify the masculine stem of the word by comparing it with Sturla and Skúta, masculine 

names with feminine declensions that might have been used as nicknames, suggesting 

that Skaði was also a nickname, possibly for Ullr, who shares much of his 

characteristics with her (Turville-Petre 1964, 164-5). This theory is certainly interesting: 

however, it seems unlikely that a nickname with such grim connotations was attributed 

to a god which has been associated by most scholars with and idea of “glory” or “light” 

(e.g. Turville-Petre 1964, 184; Dronke 2011, 127).  

Others connected the etymology of Skaði’s name to the Gothic skadus, Old 

English sceadu, Old Saxon scado, Old High German scato, all meaning “shadow” (e.g. 

Davidson 1993, 63; McKinnell 2005, 63; De Vries 1962, 480; Schröder 1941, 162-66), 

with Turville-Petre suggesting her origin as a goddess of darkness (1964, 164). This 

prompted the reiteration of the idea of her connection with Ullr, and it has been 

suggested that they might have represented a pair of winter deities, one perhaps 

connected to the light (and the gods), and one to he darkness (and the jǫtnar) (Simek 

1993, 286-7; Lindow 2001, 299; Kusmenko 2006, 21). The Indo-European concept of 

sacred twins is certainly well known and could have perhaps have even spread to 

Scandinavia (Vandkilde 2013, 165-171) and one might be tempted to draw a parallel 

with another similar couple, Artemis and Apollo. However, there seems to be nothing to 
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substantiate this claim or to suggest that at some point in time Ullr and Skaði may have 

been siblings or a pair, as opposed to Freyr/Freyja who are, instead, explicitly 

connected: therefore the question shall remain unanswered.  Furthermore, one of the 

most common kenningar associated to the goddess is “skír brúðr góða” (Grimn. 11; 

Gylf. 23), “bright wife of the gods,” which plainly contradicts this association of Skaði 

and darkness by attributing to her the adjective skírr, literally meaning bright (Zöega 

2004, 377).  

Another popular theory sees her name connected to Scandinavia. This theory 

seems to have originated from a remark in Pliny’s Naturalis Historia. In his account, 

possibly the first to mention Scandinavia, he lists it as “Scadinavia” and “Scatinavia 

(Nat. Hist. IV.96; VIII.39), and although it is the only source to do so, this has prompted 

the speculation of a possible derivation of the term from “scaðin-aujo”, the dangerous 

island (Vandkilde 2013, 1) or “Scadin-avia”, the island of Skaði (Dumézil 1973, 35). 

The earliest records of Saami’s traditional jók songs too seems to contain the idea of 

“Skaði’s island” when referring to the world (Svennung 1963, 54-5). However, if Skaði 

was indeed the one to give the name to Scandinavia, this would have meant that she 

should have had a great importance in the peninsula, which in turn would prompt the 

idea that place names dedicated to her should have been more central and evenly spread. 

This of course does not correspond to reality, as place names containing her name are 

only found in peripheral areas of Sweden and Norway, lacking the prominence that such 

an important goddess should have had. I believe that a more reasonable option would be 

thinking that it was actually Skaði to owe her name to Scandinavia, not vice versa, as 

put forth by Dumézil, and that the term progressively lost its meaning, finally turning in 

a proper name (1973, 35).  With the exception of the idea of harm, the other two 

possibilities seem to firmly ground Skaði to the earth and the nature, and the idea of her 

being a goddess of shadow or of darkness, together with her being defined an 

ǫndurdísir, a goddess of the snowshoes (e.g. Gylf. 23; SkP. 23), have contributed in 

creating the general idea of Skaði as a winter goddess (e.g. Turville-Petre 1964, 164). It 

is my opinion, however, that there is no actual proof to define her a winter goddess in 

the late pagan period, other than the idea that many jǫtnar are connected to cold and 

snow (Simek 1993, 159), as there is no indication, at least in the material we have, of 
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her power over it, but simply that she wore skis. Furthermore, according to what we can 

read, she seems more connected with earthly matters, specifically dry land, than 

celestial ones, as the seasons would have reasonably been perceived.  

The most famous story regarding Skaði and her association with dry land is 

perhaps that of her failed marriage with Njǫrðr. Snorri tells us in Skáldskaparmál 56 

that after the gods killed her father, the jǫtnar Þjázi, she “tók hjálm ok brynju ok ǫll 

hervápn ok ferr til Ásgards at hefna fǫður sín.”27 The Æsir offered to compensate her 

and to provide her with a husband within their ranks, an honor that did not seem to be 

typically offered to any female jǫtnar, who were usually taken as lovers, and were 

suitable spouses only for the Vanir. She would, however, only be able to choose him by 

looking at the feet, and convinced to have chosen Baldr, she ends up instead with 

Njǫrðr. The marriage was, however, a failure due to the incompatibility of the two, as 

we learn from a stanza from the eleventh-century skald Þórðr Sjáreksson quoted by 

Snorri in Skáldskaparmál 97 “nama snotr una goðbruðr Vani.”28 Moreover, we learn 

from Gylfaginning 23 that the incompatibility in this case was mostly territorial, with 

both of them being incapable of living in the natural element of the other as “Skaði vill 

hafa bústað þann er átt hafði faðir hennar—þat er á fjǫllum nokkvorum þar sem heitir 

Þrymheimr—en Njǫrðr vill vera nær sæ.”29 After attempting to spend nine nights in 

each home, the marriage comes to an end, and the two are finally free to live in the 

space they are more comfortable with, Njǫrðr at sea and Skaði in the mountains.  

This story is particularly interesting for the analysis of this goddess, as it might 

be thought to be a hieros gamos, a sacred marriage between two natural elements 

symbolized by a certain god and goddess (DuBois 1999, 55-56; McKinnell 2005, 62-

64), specifically in this case earth, symbolized by Skaði, and water, by Njǫrðr. While 

this opposition of earth and water might appear odd at first, given how tightly connected 

they are, it seems to clear up in the moment that we consider Njǫrðr as being connected 

																																																																				
27 ‘Took (the) helm and mail coat and all weapons of war, and travelled to Ásgard to avenge her father.’  

28 ‘The wise bride of gods did not come to love the Vanir.’ 

29 ‘Skaði wants to have that home in which her father lived — which is there in these mountains called 
Þrymheimr — but Njǫrðr wants to be near the sea.’ 
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to the sea, and not rivers or lakes. Indeed, while we have absolutely no idea whether 

Skaði was connected to any source of freshwater, as Artemis and Diana are, it seems 

reasonable to think that the wilderness of forests and mountains were thought to be 

more incompatible with the sea than with lakes or rivers. Furthermore, Margaret 

Clunies-Ross, makes exactly this point in her chapter on the relations of negative 

reciprocity between mythic classes, and she points out that behind the story of the failed 

marriage there is the inherent incompatibility of mountains, associated with the jǫtnar 

and sea, associated with at least this god, which in turns highlights another way in 

which negative reciprocity is expressed between these social classes (1994, 126). In 

addition to this, going back to Schjødt’s definition of wilderness, it is my opinion that 

this marriage could also be taken to symbolize a (failed) attempt of the known and the 

domesticated, Njǫrðr, and thus the Norse society, to interact with the unknown and the 

wild, Skaði and thus others, perhaps even the Saami, as it was postulated in chapter 1.  

Skaði’s marriage with Óðinn too, as described in Ynglinga Saga, a saga that 

forms part of Heimskringla, written around 1225 by Snorri and dealing with the dynasty 

of the Ynglingar, has been argued to be a demonstration of hieros gamos (Clunies-Ross 

1994, 126-7), at least in terms of negative reciprocity. The idea of Óðinn and Skaði 

marring and siring a dynasty comes from a strophe of the fragmentary poem 

Háleygjatal, quoted in Ynglinga saga. The poem is traditionally dated somewhere at the 

end of the tenth century and is generally thought to have been written by the skald 

Evyndr skáldaspillir. The poem has a heavy agenda, as its aim was to celebrate the 

Hlaðir dynasty and legitimize them with a mythic ancestry, proposing them in all as 

equals of the Hárfagri dynasty (Steinsland 2011, 35), and should be read with some 

skepticism. However, it still contributes to this discussion, as it has been pointed out by 

Steinsland that there is an inherent connection between sexuality and conquest, and an 

intimate one between the sovereign and the land. Both the stories of Skaði’s marriages, 

then, and the structurally identical one between Freyr and Gerðr (Yngl. 9; Skirn.), 

should be then taken as metaphors for the relation between the land (female) and its 

(male) sovereign. The marriage between Njǫrðr and Skaði would then represent an 

attempted assimilation of the untamed character of an untamed nomadic society, and the 

fertility of a settled agricultural society, represented by the jǫtnar and the Vanir, which 
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are the only ones who seem to be allowed to take a jǫtunn as a wife (Clunies-Ross 1994, 

131). Similarly, the marriage between Freyr and Gerðr, and perhaps that of Óðinn and 

Skaði, seems to offer a similar situation but with a different outcome: the wild nature, 

Gerðr, is resistance at first, just as much as wild land was against the settlers, but after 

being coerced, she submits to this new relation.  

The idea of Skaði representing the wild nature is deeply rooted in her being, 

firstly, a woman, as mythological “females tend to be strongly linked with the natural, 

the unconfined, the giant, and the mortal” (Clunies-Ross 1994, 84). But Skaði is not 

only a woman, she is a jǫtunn as well, which also connects her with wilderness, 

especially mountains and wild spaces (e.g. Ármann Jakobsson 2006, 106) and the idea 

of the untamed nature, which corresponds to her role of mythological “others” as 

opposed to the settled society of the gods (McKinnell 2005; Schjødt 2012b, 185-204). 

She is thus, at least for her natural association, still a jǫtunn at heart, although she is 

numbered among the goddesses (McKinnell 2005, 62-63). This claim, I believe, is 

substantiated by the range of characteristics she is associated with, which in one way or 

the another are more “wild” and earthly than what is expected by the more “civilized” 

heavenly deities. Skaði is, then, without a doubt a goddess of wild nature, and while she 

seems to share these chthonic associations with the Classical goddesses, there are some 

aspects in which she does not entirely adhere to their paradigm.  

First of all, while there is an evident vengeful vein in Skaði, this wrath is never 

directed at those who disrupt nature, at least in the material we have, unless we choose 

to believe that the killing of Þjázi and the subsequent revenge mission to be a parable of 

the destruction of natural spaces and the reaction of their warden. However, while this 

would certainly make for some enticing speculation, the proof for this theory would be 

circumstantial at best, and would be built upon the assumption that the jǫtnar, or at least 

this one, are not connected with nature but are nature themselves. I believe that the 

absence of proof, and the basis on which this assumption would be built, would make 

for a theory too feeble to actually be followed, and I believe that this aspect of the story 

may just simply refer to an association with Skaði, and more generally women, and 

vengeance (cf. ch.1; 2). Furthermore, Skaði, in the story of her failed marriage, rejects 

the water—a unique characteristic that is not found in Artemis or either Diana who, 
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instead, seem to be associated with the water just as much as more earthly elements. If 

we are to believe that at least one of the layers of meaning of her failed marriage story is 

the incompatibility of earth and water as forces, at least in the form of the sea, then we 

cannot consider Skaði as being connected to all the wild nature. The totality of the 

wilderness means everything that is untouched and does not bend to man’s dominion, 

sea included, as demonstrated by Artemis, whereas it seems more reasonable to take 

Skaði as being connected to the untouched woodland nature more than the general wild.   

3.3.1. Does Skaði Fit the Pattern? 

Skaði is, then, without a doubt, a goddess connected wild nature, and while she seems to 

share these chthonic associations with the Classical goddesses, there are some aspects 

through which she does not entirely adhere to the patterns previously highlighted. 

Furthermore, her refusal of water places her connection with nature only in the frame of 

the dry land, as opposed to the Classical goddesses. Regarding the first pattern, the 

protector of the sanctuaries, it can be said that Skaði, just like Artemis and Diana, 

seems to have had cult places, and thus probably sanctuaries, as seen in the previous 

chapter, but we have no mention to substantiate any claim about what might have 

happened in her sanctuaries. That is, for example, whether or not violence was allowed, 

nature protected, and violators punished, which in turn means that she does not fit this 

pattern in full.  

On the second pattern, the avenger of the wilderness, it has been noted that, 

while Skaði is indeed vengeful, she does not appear to exercise this characteristic 

against those who disrupt nature. The only way this seems to happen is if we embrace 

the idea of her father Þjázi as an allegory for wild nature. This may very well be the 

case, if we accept the supposition of the jǫtnar as symbolizing the land, with all the 

aforementioned problems. However, the question of her revenge remains puzzling, as 

she does not take it, but rather accepts compensation, something that would be 

unfathomable for the Classical goddesses, and that shows that she does not fit this 

pattern in full either. 
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4. Conclusion 

As said in chapter 1, the underlying aim of this work was to prove the validity of my 

chosen methodology while, at the same time, attempting to provide an analysis of the 

Norse goddess Skaði as she was understood in the late pagan sources. Given the scarcity 

and the problematic nature of the Norse literary sources dealing with the goddess, I thus 

decided to use her Classical counterparts to attempt filling the gaps by looking for 

patterns, i.e. common general motifs and structures. 

In chapter 2, focus has been placed on the discourse surrounding the hunt and 

the wild animals. Within this discourse, the analysis of Artemis/Roman Diana has 

produced three patterns in their involvement with the wild animals: the first one, the 

protector of the animals, has at its center the goddess acting as a protector of the 

animals, regulating the laws of the hunt and taking revenge on the respectful hunter. 

The second, the (avid) huntress, shows her role as a phenomenal player of the game and 

specifically focuses on her connection with her weapons of choice, the bow and arrow. 

Lastly, we saw the mistress of the animals, who has the power to dispose of the animals 

to bring forth her own personal means. On the other hand, in the case of the Italic Diana 

the patterns failed to appear, as she does not seem to explicitly appear as a huntress or in 

connection with the animals before the merging with Artemis.  When it came to Skaði, 

thus, it was immediately noted that she did not resemble the Italic Diana, as her 

connection with animals and hunt is evident. At the same time that she did not fit, at 

least where our sources are concerned, the position of the protector of the animals 

either, as there is no indication in the material we have of her covering such role.  

In chapter three, focus has been placed on the second discourse: the landscape as 

the unspoiled and undomesticated nature.  Within this discourse, two patterns have 

emerged: the protector of the sanctuary, in which the goddess assumes a role of 

preservation of the wild nature through the sanctity of her association, and which is 

shared by the three figures; and the avenger of the wilderness, which is only explicit in 

the case of Artemis/Roman Diana, and deals with the vengeance of the goddess against 

those who violate her sanctuaries. When it came to Skaði, the analysis has shown first 

of all that her association seems to be more with the wild dry land than with the whole 
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of the wild spaces. In regard to the pattern of the protector of the sanctuary, it was 

concluded that she partially fits the pattern, in that according to the reference to her 

place names, and the place names themselves, she might have had sanctuaries, but we 

have no way of knowing whether or not they were meant to preserve the nature. Where 

the avenger of the wilderness is concerned, it has been concluded that while Skaði has a 

vengeful nature, she does not appear, in our sources, to direct her wrath specifically on 

those who spoil the untouched nature.  

What I concluded from this analysis is that while Skaði shows a clear connection 

to hunting and seems to have a degree of power over the wild beasts, she does not 

appear as a protector of the animals, as Artemis/Roman Diana do. Furthermore, when it 

comes to nature, she does not seem to be associated with any kind of watery element, 

but rather appears to favour dry land, as opposed to all three Classical goddesses. She 

appears to have sanctuaries: however, her role in protecting and avenging the nature is 

not represented in any of the sources. In conclusion, this thesis has not succeeded in 

providing a clear and definite answer to the question of her role in the late pagan period, 

and thus a precise semantic center for the goddess.  

However, it is my opinion that this work was far from unfruitful, as it was still 

able to begin to frame the semantic center of Skaði within the sources dealing with the 

late pagan understanding of the goddess and place it within the spectrum of wild, dry 

land and wildlife. Nonetheless, this is still far from a precise identification of a core 

function of the goddess, which leaves a door open for further analysis on the subject.  

On a final note, I still believe that this methodology should be considered valid, 

and although the work has not produced positive results in the identification of a precise 

core function of the goddess, it has still demonstrated to be a useful tool when carrying 

out an analysis of this kind, at least in regard to bringing awareness to natural traps that 

may arise in this kind of analysis. First of all, the model, discourse, and semantic center 

approach has helped in focusing and understanding exactly what I was looking at, that 

is, a “scholarly” construction of reality, and not reality itself. In turn, this has 

contributed, when looking at the sub-discourses of hunting and landscape, to the 

awareness that one should not fall, at least consciously, into the trap of assuming that 
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the absence of an element in the sources means that said element was absent in reality as 

well, but rather understand that the element is absent in the material we have, but might 

have very well been present in reality.  

Furthermore, using a comparative method meant for the comparison of two 

objects without any foundational agenda has helped to avoid the risk of a circular or 

biased reasoning. Indeed this way of comparing elements is built to give equal attention 

to the differences and the similarities, overriding one of the most evident problems of 

the comparativist approach, which most often resulted in biased conclusions due to a 

tendency to accept only what was similar and ignoring what was not. In addition to this, 

it was specifically this premise of considering similarities and differences as equally 

important that has been instrumental in framing Skaði’s area of influence in late pagan 

source material a little more, by taking notice of which patterns fit the goddess, and 

which did not. Lastly, it is my opinion that, in the analysis of a major Norse deity, a god 

or goddess on which we have more material, this kind of approach will be able to 

produce more precise findings.  
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