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Abstract 
 

Að hitta skrímslið í skóginum: Animal Shape-shifting, Identity, and Exile in 
Old Norse Religion and World-view  

This thesis is a study of animal shape-shifting in Old Norse culture, considering, among 
other things, the related concepts of hamr, hugr, and the fylgjur (and variations on these 
concepts) as well as how shape-shifters appear to be associated with the wild, exile, 
immorality, and violence. Whether human, deities, or some other type of species, the 
shape-shifter can be categorized as an ambiguous and fluid figure who breaks down many 
typical societal borderlines including those relating to gender, biology, animal/ human, and 
sexual orientation. As a whole, this research project seeks to better understand the 
background, nature, and identity of these figures, in part by approaching the subject 
psychoanalytically, more specifically within the framework established by the Swiss 
psychoanalyst, Carl Jung, as part of his theory of archetypes. This project includes, among 
other things, a critical examination of the extant archaeological and Icelandic literary 
sources (as well as other works such as Historia Norwegiæ and Gesta Danorum) relating 
to shape-shifting as a means of analyzing the concept of Old Norse animal shape-shifting, 
and earlier understandings of human/ animal relationships as a whole, noting how this 
motif seems to have been perceived by Scandinavian society over time. In short, the thesis 
aims to understand the “inner mechanics” of shape-shifting and why these figures later 
came to be demonized, exiled, and persecuted in Scandinavian society.    

 

Útdráttur 

Að hitta skrímslið í skóginum: Hamskipti, sjálfsmynd og útlegð í 
fornnorrænum trúarbrögðunum og heimspeki 

Þessi ritgerð er rannsókn á hamskiptum í fornnorrænni menningu þar sem meðal annars er 
fjallað um skyld hugtök hamr, hugr og fylgjur (og tilbrigði við þessi hugtök) sem og 
hvernig formbreytingar virðast vera í tengslum við náttúruna, útlegð, siðleysi og ofbeldi. 
Hvort sem það er mannkyn, guðdómur eða önnur tegund af veru, þá er hægt að flokka 
hamskiptinginn sem tvíræða og breytilega veru sem brýtur niður margar dæmigerðar 
samfélagslegar ímyndir, þar á meðal þær sem tengjast kyni, líffræði, dýrum/ mönnum og 
kynhneigð. Í heild sinni leitast þetta rannsóknarverkefni við að skilja betur bakgrunn, eðli 
og sjálfsmynd þessara vera, að hluta til með því að nálgast viðfangsefnið frá sjónarhorni 
sálfræðinnar, nánar tiltekið innan þess ramma sem svissneski sálfræðingurinn Carl Jung 
setti upp sem hluta af kenningu sinni um erkitýpur. Þetta verkefni felur meðal annars í sér 
gagnrýna athugun á fornleifafræðilegum og íslenskum bókmenntaheimildum (sem og 
öðrum verkum eins og Historia Norwegiæ og Gesta Danorum) varðandi formbreytingu 
sem leið til að greina fornnorræn hamskipti og fyrri skilning á samskiptum manna/ dýra í 
heild sinni, og vekja athygli á því hvernig þetta mótíf virðist hafa verið álitið í 
skandinavísku samfélagi í gegnum tíðina. Í stuttu máli miðar ritgerðin að því að skilja 
„innri vélfræði“ lögunarbreytinga og hvers vegna þessar verur urðu síðar dæmdar, útlægar 
og ofsóttar í skandinavísku samfélagi. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Of Monsters and Myth: The Idea of the “Other” 

You are always in danger in the forest, where no people are. Step between 

the portals of the great pines where the shaggy branches tangle about you, 

trapping the unwary traveler in nets as if the vegetation itself were in a plot 

with the wolves who live there, as though the wicked trees go fishing on 

behalf of their friends – step between the gateposts of the forest with the 

greatest trepidation and infinite precautions, for if you stray from the path 

for one instant, the wolves will eat you. They are grey as famine, they are 

as unkind as plague. […] Fear and flee the wolf; for worst of all, the wolf 

may be more than he seems (Carter, 2015, 142).  

We all remember our parents reciting fairy tales and folklore to us while we lay in bed at 

night, and like any remarkable story, there was always a “monster” figure that lurked in 

the dark, at the edge of the forest, or underneath our bed. These monsters were often 

considered shape-shifters of an ambiguous nature, and through the shifter’s body, the 

listener could explore the idea of the “other” and reveal identities (cultural, sexual, 

psychological, and more). More often than not, these tales were passed down to convey 

caution, reinforce appropriate behavior, and condemn “taboo” actions and ideology in 

society (incest, bestiality, violence, and such like).1  

 As in the past, the concept of animal shape-shifting remains mysterious in the 

modern western world-view, but could ultimately be defined as the idea of an individual 

becoming something “other” than themselves, an exploration of individual and cultural 

identity involving the crossing of biological and/ or gender boundaries to encounter one’s 

“inner beast”. As the American Jungian psychoanalyst, Clarissa Pinkola Éstes, writes, 

“there is human time and there is wild time” and indeed, the boundary line dictating what 

is considered “human” and what is considered “animal” was not always as rigorous as it 

might seem to be in the modern era’s typical anthropocentric mindset (Éstes, 1992, 256; 

see also Jennbert, 2001, 212-213). While humans have always been infatuated with the 

idea of an “inner animal” and the concept of shape-shifting, particularly in early religions, 

 
1 For a unique perspective on how shape-shifting in Germanic fairy tales has continued to influence society 
and reinforce specific behavior, see Bruno Bettelheim’s The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and 
Importance of Fairy Tales (1991, 66-82). 
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mythology, folklore, and psychology, modern society has largely deemed the phenomena 

as being impossible. In our modern “civilized” society where humans and animals are 

categorically separated from one another, even something as natural as walking in the 

woods seems to take on an “other-worldly” element.  

 In modern times, these ancient shape-shifters of legend and myth tend to be 

considered as symbolic or simply imaginary figures. They nonetheless continue to 

fascinate and horrify individuals on a global scale in novels (such as Dracula), movies 

(such as Underworld), television series (such as Being Human) and pop-culture (such as 

the figure, Mystique, from X-Men) because these creatures invoke very real human 

emotions, and not least fear and desire (Stoker, 2012; Wiseman, 2003; Singer, 2000; 

Whithouse, 2008; Cohen, 1996, 16-17). As the American author and scholar, Jeffery 

Jerome Cohen notes, the “monstrous lurks somewhere in that ambiguous, primal space 

between fear and attraction” because we as humans both fear and envy the fluid nature of 

the “monster”, that is to say the presence of hybridity and the absence of identity often 

conflicts with our modern western world-view (Cohen, 1996, 19; Higley, 2005, 375).  

 I became attracted to animal shape-shifting at a very young age largely because the 

motif dominated in fairy tales and other fantasy books that I would escape into. “Little Red 

Riding Hood” has continued to be my favorite fairy tale because I have always felt kindred 

with the main character’s curiosity, longing to uncover the real nature of the wolf lurking 

in the forest. The “wolf” figure in the tale is clearly ambiguous, causing listeners to 

question whether they are reading about an actual animal, a male stranger, or even a shape-

shifter (Perrault, 2012, 21-26). Growing older, my curiosity only increased as I threw 

myself into the study of early religions, myth, and folklore. It was not until I read Völsunga 

saga for the first time, however, that I realized that the concept of close human/ animal 

relationships, shape-shifting, and particularly the idea of the werewolf, were once 

considered to be a unique, yet natural phenomenon. 

 In the context of pre-Christian Nordic culture, human/ animal relationships were 

evidently much closer than they are in the modern world. It could be said that animals were 

considered equal to humans in some ways and certainly important to everyday life. As the 

Swedish archaeologist, Kristina Jennbert, writes:  

Animals were an important part of the human life-world, and they stand out 

as significant forces in the mythology in which fantasy creatures were 

created. Real animals and fantasy animals became mouthpieces for human 
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characteristics and reflections of people’s social position. With the aid of 

animals, one could show who one was, and with animals one could 

moreover control the higher powers (Jennbert, 2010, 44). 

 

 Animal shape-shifting is certainly documented throughout the Old Norse primary 

literary sources including skaldic poetry, the Poetic and Prose Edda, and in the later saga 

literature, that is the Íslendingasögur, the fornaldarsögur, and the konungasögur, as well 

as other works such as Landnámabók, Historia Norwegiæ, and Gesta Danorum.2 As noted 

above, these works show that shape-shifting occurring in humans, gods, or other species 

(jǫtnar for example) was considered to be natural.3 Such animal transformations could 

clearly be both physical and/ or mental and involved transformations into wild, domestic, 

and even fantastical creatures. As this research project will show, the concept of Old Norse 

shape-shifting and how it was perceived by society evidently changed over time, and 

particularly after Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity, at which point these figures 

were actively demonized as they came to be persecuted by society and associated with the 

wild, violence, and amorality. 

 The study of Old Norse animal shape-shifting nonetheless remains relevant and 

important not least in the light of modern society’s continuous need to define humanity 

and label individual identity, be it in terms of one’s gender, biology, sexual orientation, or 

psychological mind-set. As this research project will highlight, the shape-shifter represents 

a breaking of societal boundaries and the disregard of identity labels that is increasingly 

desired by many today. Indeed, this study underlines that the idea of breaking typical 

gender, biological, and sexual (among others) societal roles is not a modern concept; it has 

deep roots in early religions, history, myth, and folklore. An important element to glean 

from this research project is the need to consider how identities are first created and then 

interpreted by society.  

This project in question will thus aim to approach the extant literary and 

archaeological evidence for the concept of shape-shifting in the Old Norse world 

psychoanalytically, focusing on the nature of the “inner psyche” or “identity” of the shape-

 
2 Primary attention will be given to the Icelandic source materials. Nonetheless, Historia Norwegiæ and 
Gesta Danorum will be utilized where necessary and particularly in connection with animal personal names.  
3 The evidence for animal shape-shifting will be the primary focus of this research project. Nonetheless, other 
forms of shape-shifting (humans turning into other humans, the changing of gender, and so on) will also be 
addressed where relevant.  
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changer, analyzing how these figures were perceived by society over time.4 Particular 

attention will be paid to understanding how and why these animal transformations occurred 

and the species of animal involved in this motif.5  

1.2 Thesis Outline 

The thesis will begin with an review of previous scholarly study in Chapter 2, focusing on 

how others have approached and interpreted the evidence for Old Norse animal shape-

shifters from the nineteenth century onwards. Particular attention will be paid here to 

introducing key concepts (such as those of the hamr, hugr, and the fylgjur), and the most 

famous shape-shifters (such as Óðinn, Loki, the berserkir and úlfheðnar), and how these 

figures have been perceived over time.  

 Chapter 3 will provide a background history for the idea of totemism and general 

scholarly work on human/ animal relationships, introducing further concepts such as 

“animal guardian spirits”, individual and clan totemic-animals, and the animal personal 

names used by the Native American nations and in Australian tribal belief systems. This 

chapter thus aims to show how totemic belief systems highlight the idea of an individual’s 

“inner animal”, comparing these concepts to similar ideas used in Old Norse culture.  

 An introduction of the psychoanalytic methodology I mean to use in this research 

project will follow in Chapter 4 which will contain a review of the development of 

psychoanalysis and an overview of Carl Jung’s theory of archetypes, including the shadow, 

the anima and animus, the persona, and the self, the thesis aiming to apply these archetypes 

to the extant evidence for the Old Norse animal shape-shifter in order to better understand 

their nature and identity.  

 Chapter 5 will outline the extant primary sources that deal with Old Norse shape-

shifting including the Latin and Greek literary works, skaldic poetry, the Poetic and Prose 

Edda, Landnámabók, the konungasögur, the Íslendingasögur, the fornaldarsögur, and 

Gesta Danorum, as well as the archaeological material, addressing their value and the 

challenges faced by scholars who use them to approach this subject.  

 Chapter 6 will go further into the etymological background of language related to 

Old Norse shape-shifting, returning to important concepts such as hamr and hugr (and 

 
4 Unless specifically mentioned, the use of the words “shape-shifting” and “shape-changing” will refer to 
animal transformations in this research project.  
5 As noted above, other creatures like the jǫtnar are said to change shape in Old Norse religion. Nonetheless, 
this research project will primarily focus on the phenomena as it applies to humans and deities.  
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variations) and the key question of how these figures were thought to change shape, 

introducing on the background of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors, the concept of the 

vargr, and the idea of demonizing shape-shifters.   

 The main discussion section of this research project will be in Chapter 7 which will 

build upon the previous chapter, examining all the extant primary evidence for Old Norse 

animal shape-changers. This chapter thus aims to provide a thorough analysis of the 

archeological material, the Norse gods who are said to change shape (particularly Óðinn, 

Loki, Freyja, and Frigg), and the evidence for humans fully and/ or symbolically 

transforming into an animal (this latter section involving a more detailed examination of 

the concept of the fylgja, animal personal names, and the animal-warriors such as the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar). 

 Chapter 8 will draw some overall conclusions including (but not limited to) the 

importance of Christianity on the changing societal perception on Old Norse shape-

shifters, and the way human/ animal relationships appear to have changed over time, 

revisiting Carl Jung’s theory of archetypes in an attempt to understand the identity of the 

Old Norse shape-shifter.  
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2 Approaching Animal-related Shape-changing in Academia 

2.1 Introduction  
The question of the close relationship between humans and animals in Old Norse religion 

and mythology has been touched on in various ways by scholars over the course of time. 

In this context, particular attention has been paid to the concepts of the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar, fylgjur, and the apparent shape-shifting elements of magical rituals. As will be 

shown below, the scholarly interpretation of Old Norse shape-changing did not really begin 

until the early nineteenth century, at which time the focus was on the gods and their ability 

to take on animal form with possible amoral intent. In the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries however, with the growth of anthropology and psychology, the approach to Old 

Norse shape-shifting has become increasingly focused on human/ animal relationships, 

seiðr, and the psychological implications of transformations.  

2.2 Previous Approaches and Perspectives to Old Norse Shape-shifting 
The Icelandic scholar and archaeologist, Finnur Magnússon (1741-1847), was one of the 

earliest academics to conduct research into Norse cosmology. His work, Eddalæren og 

dens Oprindelse, published in 1824, sought to show its readers how the Norse 

cosmological system paralleled other well-known world religions, particularly those of the 

ancient Greeks, Persians, and Indians. Finnur’s comparative research, and particularly his 

illustration of the nine worlds remained the most popular introduction to Norse mythology 

in the English-speaking world throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

While Finnur’s work is thorough, he chose to focus on providing an overview of the 

religion rather than a harsh, in-depth analysis. Of most importance here are the first and 

fourth sections regarding the god, Óðinn, whom Finnur refers to as a “cosmogonic 

weapon”, and “alfader”, who has associations with “reason” and “mind” (Finnur 

Magnússon, 1826, 334-345). Finnur’s etymological analysis of the soul here connects the 

words hugr (“mind”) and muninn (“memory”) to Óðinn in two ways: the first, to his ravens, 

Huginn and Muninn (see Grímnismál 20), the second, as a description of his character 

traits (Finnur Magnússon, 1826, 109-110).6  Finnur’s effort to express Óðinn’s character 

here is noteworthy for the study of Old Norse shape-changing as it gives us the basis to 

Óðinn’s persona and how his character is associated with this motif. Indeed, later scholars 

 
6 Please note that all references to stanzas/ strophes of poems in the Poetic Edda will be to the 2014 edition 
of Eddukvæði I-II, edited by Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason.  
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like Neil Price and Lotte Hedeager will see these ideas as the foundation of shape-shifting 

illustrated in Old Norse Scandinavia (Price, 2002; 91-99, 328, and 366; Hedeager, 2011, 

82). As noted above, Finnur compares many world religions to that of the Old Norse sagas, 

and this applies particularly in the first section of Eddalæren og dens Oprindelse, 

concerning souls and animal life where he states: “[…] among the North Asians, Finnic-

Sámi and Greenlanders, the opinion was that the soul could leave its body and transform 

in the shape of another animal” (my translation).7 Finnur had the opinion that much of 

human/ animal shape-shifting transformations had to do with dreams and the soul, and 

presents Böðvarr Bjarki (see further in Chapter 7) as a champion of this metamorphic act, 

as he possessed a strong hamrammr (“shape-strong”) (Finnur Magnússon, 1826, 146).8 

Finnur’s work in this section simultaneously nods to totemistic cults, noting that such 

“primal” religion has comparative structures to those of Old Norse religion, particularly 

seen in the act of naming children after notable animals such as the bear, wolf, deer, eagle, 

or raven, the animal being the individual’s “strong companion, which was naturally 

depicted on his shield, and represented/ reflected his destiny” (my translation).9  

 The next development in Old Norse shape-changing was set by the German 

philologist and mythologist, Jacob Grimm (1785-1863), who composed his highly 

influential study of Germanic religious history in Deutsche Mythologie (1835). While 

previous accounts of Germanic mythology had focused primarily upon its gods, Grimm 

chose to examine the Germanic religions on a broader scale. His methodology emphasized 

the importance of folklore and etymology, Grimm believing that past belief-systems could 

reveal themselves through later folk narratives, traditions, and root-words.  

 The discussion of shape-shifting in Deutsche Mythologie certainly once again 

focuses on the gods and their ability to take on an animal form. An overall theme in 

 
7 Finnur Magnússon’s original Danish text reads: “samt Nord-Asiater, Finlapper og Grönlændere endnu – 
den Mening: at Sjælen stun dum kunde “forlade sit Legeme og i et andet Dyrs Skikkelse gjöre Vandringer” 
(Finnur Magnússon, 1826, 145). 
8 Finnur Magnússon’s original Danish text reads: “Bödvar Bjarke, selv en af den nordiske Oldtids tappreste 
Kjæmper, vandt dog, ved sin Forvandling til en Björn, (efter den för ommeldte Fortælling i Rolf Krages 
Saga) en overnaturlig Styrke, som udfordredes for at modstaae Skuldas Forgjörclser og Trolddom. Slige 
Ideer röbes og af Ordene: hamaz o: iföres en saa dan Ham, omskabes til et Dyr o. s. v. – men som nu kun 
betyder at rase og derved vise mere end naturlig Styrke; hamramr o: hamstærk, det saaledes forvandlede 
Menneske o. s. v.” (Finnur Magnússon, 1826, 146).  
9 Finnur Magnússon’s original Danish text reads: “Muelig have baade de vilde Nordamerikanere og vore 
Forfædre taget Hensyn til lignende Ideer, ved – at tillægge Börn saadanne Egennavne, som Björn, Ulv, Hjort, 
Ørn, Ravn, Svane o. s. v, Vistuok ansaaes Björnen, Ulven, Ørnen o. s. v. ofte for at være den Stærkes Fylgie, 
der saare naturligen af Bildedes paa hans Skjold, som og hörte til hans Destandige Fölge” (Finnur 
Magnússon, 1826, 145). 
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Grimm’s interpretation of such Old Norse shape-changing is the suggestion that it has an 

association with villainy or amoral intent, particularly when related to the forms of wolves 

and birds.10 Indeed, for Grimm, shape-changers are associated with outlaws and thieves 

motivated by selfish or questionable desires, the shape of wolves in particular being 

symbolic for the end of the world (Grimm, 1835, 244-245). The appearance of a bird, 

raven, or flying creature is meanwhile presented as a symbol of departure (Grimm, 1835, 

245). In this context, Grimm mentions Óðinn’s ability to transform into a bird in 

Skáldskaparmál (see Chapter 7) and Loki’s stealing of Freyja’s fjaðrhamr (“feather-shift”) 

to transform into a bird-like form in Þrymskviða 3, 5, and 9 (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 3-

4).11 These instances cause Grimm to go even further and correlate the act of departure to 

devil-like qualities, comparing these accounts to folk stories of the Christian devil 

departing in the form of a raven or fly (Grimm, 1835, 326-327). 

 Over 70 years later, the Danish historian, Vilhelm Grønbech (1873-1948), took 

another approach to Teutonic mythology in his work, Vor Folkeæt i Oldtiden, first 

published in 1909 at the same time that the influence of Sigmund Freud was beginning to 

be felt in Europe. The work was later translated into English with an additional volume by 

William Worster in 1931. Unlike Grimm, Grønbech utilizes a psychoanalytical approach 

to shape-shifting, fixating on soul/ body fluidity in man, animal, nature, deity, and most 

notably, the soul’s apparent ability to fly independently from its tenant and to take on an 

individualistic and fluid existence in several physical forms. Grønbech introduces the 

concept of every living thing being made up of two halves of a whole: a body and a soul, 

each playing equally important parts in an individual, “the body” being “the seat of the 

soul”, which reflects the inner workings (Grønbech, 1931, I, 206-207). Grønbech 

nonetheless expands upon Grimm’s earlier concept of shape-shifters as social “outlaws”, 

the shape commonly taken being symbolic for the negative events that follow. For him, 

the shape of a vargr, or “demon beast” as he refers to it, involves the ability to roam “beast-

like” in the woods (Grønbech, 1931, I, 232). As with Grimm, Grønbech’s idea is that a 

shape manifested by the shape-changing hugr (soul) reflects the needs of a specific 

 
10 According to Grimm, the transformation of gods into animals in Germanic mythology usually occurs for 
a set period of time when the shifter needs to become an animal for a specific purpose (Grimm, 1835, 337). 
11 Grimm states that Loki was seen as a “hateful monster” in the Eddas, unlike Prometheus, for example, 
who in Greek mythology has a similar role to Loki and is presented as a hero (Grimm, 1835, 246). Please 
also note that all references to Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda will be from the 1998 and 2005 editions of 
Edda edited by Anthony Faulkes.   
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moment in time rather than a constant (Grønbech, 1931, I, 273).12 For instance, if a battle 

is to be fought, the soul may choose to take on the form of a bear to attack with strength 

and ferocity (as with the example of Böðvarr Bjarki: see Chapter 7). Grønbech specifically 

notes, however, that the shape of a bear cannot be taken on unless the individual already 

possesses similar qualities to that of the beast (Grønbech, 1931, I, 263-265). Indeed, 

Grønbech correlates the act of naming with the ability to shape-change, suggesting that an 

úlfr (“wolf”) could be placed “upon” an individual at birth by giving the individual the 

name of the animal as a title of honor, thereby allowing the individual to connect with the 

wolf's beast-like nature (Grønbech, 1931, I, 232).  

 Comparable to Grimm’s Deutsche Mythologie is Altgermanische 

Religionsgeschichte (1935), by the Dutch linguist, Jan de Vries (1890-1964), was another 

study of Germanic religious history.13 This expansive work provides an in-depth analysis 

of Old Norse religion including (but not limited to) analysis of the frenzied berserkir and 

úlfheðnar warriors, the attending spirit of the fylgjur, and the conceptual hamr, hugr, and 

hamingja.14 Like Grimm and Grønbech before him, de Vries views Old Norse shape-

changers’ use of their hamr and hugr (see Chapter 6) in a dangerous light, classifying them 

as “dämonen” (“demons”) in his work (de Vries, 1935, I, 264). As he writes: 

[…] the wolf is feared as a demonic creature of the wild. He is a corpse 

animal and therefore belongs to the eerie retinue of the god of war Óðinn. 

He follows the lonely wanderer in the forest and tears them apart; woe be 

to the wanderer whom he joins […]. Yes, the person banished from human 

society becomes a wolf himself (my translation).15 

 De Vries claims that in Old Nordic religion an individual’s soul could manifest in 

several animal forms, noting the wolf as being one of the most common (de Vries, 1935, 

I, 237-238). In this context, he compares the úlfheðnar to lycanthropy and the popular 

 
12 Similar to Grimm, Grønbech explains how manifested shapes reflect the inner workings of one’s “soul”, 
suggesting for instance that a raven form is connected with battle, departure, and blackness, whereas the wolf 
represents the wilderness, being a beast associated with the forest, howling and wild (Grønbech, 1931, I, 
210). 
13 A revised edition of de Vries’ Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte was distributed in 1956.  
14 Jan de Vries extensively considers Óðinn and Loki and their shape-changing abilities. This is discussed 
further in Chapter 7.  
15 The original German text reads: “Besonders der Wolf wird als dämonisches Wesen der Wildnis gefürchtet. 
Er ist das Leichentier und gehört deshalb zum unheimlichen Gefolge des Kriegsgottes Odin. Er lauert dem 
einsamen Wanderer im Walde auf und zerreißt ihn; weh dem Reisenden, dem er sich auf den Wege gesellt 
[…]. Ja, der aus menschlichen Gesellschaft Verbannte wird selbst zum Wolf” (de Vries, 1935, I, 264). 
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werewolf motif, suggesting that this association comes with an aspect of mental instability 

(de Vries, 1935, I, 237-238). As de Vries additionally notes, the úlfheðnar warriors have 

strong ties to the god, Óðinn, but are associated with a demonic aspect like that of the dog, 

Garmr, and the wolf, Fenrir (de Vries, 1935, I, 264-266). In addition to his discussion of 

the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors, de Vries expansively considers the Nordic concept 

of the soul, and like Grønbech, notes dualism as being present in the concepts of the fylgjur: 

“the fylgja is a manifestation of one person in the mind’s eye of another (also his own), 

that is, a kind of doppelgänger” (my translation).16 This concept of dualism is later 

expanded in de Vries’ work, The Study of Religion: A Historical Approach (1967), where 

he considers of the concepts of animism, modern spiritualism, and the ideology of “two”. 

For de Vries, dualism refers to the idea of people having multiple personas and states of 

being (seen in dreams or hallucinations) (de Vries, 1967, 101).17  

 Some fifty years later, the English scholar, E. O. G. Turville-Petre (1908-1978), 

expanded on Grønbech and de Vries’ studies of the soul in his work, Myth and Religion of 

the North (1964), in which he associates the idea of the hugr to the concept of the fylgja, 

suggesting that this is a personification of one’s soul which lives a life of its own (Turville-

Petre, 1964, 229-230).18 Once again, a negative light is cast upon Old Norse shape-

changers in this work, the suggestion being that these individuals are often manifestations 

of dark inner identities (Turville-Petre, 1964, 61, 132, and 144). Another approach is 

nonetheless taken when Turville-Petre considers the shape-shifter in connection to the 

trickster persona in mythology, relating this classic trope to Norse shape-shifters such as 

Loki, the “father of the wolf”, and Óðinn, who he sees as being a symbol of death and war 

when he is in beast form (Turville-Petre, 1964, 60-61). Turville-Petre suggests that Óðinn 

probably appeared in wolf form as a representation of his sinister and darker half, thereby 

agreeing with Grimm and Grønbech’s previous claim that the post-transformation animal 

represented the host’s persona (Turville-Petre, 1964, 61). Turville-Petre suggests that 

shape-changing in connection to Óðinn might also have been reflected in ritual drama as 

part of cult-practices, although as Turville-Petre states, it is naturally difficult to determine 

 
16 The original German text reads: “Die fylgja ist eine Manifestation eines Menschen vor dem geistigen Auge 
eines anderen (aunahmsweise auch seines eigenen), also eint Art Doppelgänger” (de Vries, 1935, I, 225). 
17 Animism is the belief that spiritual beings exist who are concerned with human lives and are capable of 
affecting their lives in benevolent or malevolent ways (de Vries, 1967, 100-101). See Edward Burnett Tylor’s 
Primitive Culture I-II (1871) for further information on animism and the idea of duality.  
18 In this context, Turville-Petre (like others before him), derives the name of one of Óðinn’s ravens, Huginn, 
from the word hugr, meaning animus. He suggests that Óðinn’s raven stands for the god’s spiritual qualities 
in concrete form (Turville-Petre, 1964, 58). 
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how far such cult-practices may have reflected myth (Turville-Petre, 1964, 61).19 While 

shape-shifting in Myth and Religion of the North is still considered to be somewhat amoral, 

Turville-Petre underlines that shape-changers are remarkably powerful and have a strong 

sense of self, noting that their appearance in the written sagas commonly highlight strong 

characteristics and significant literary roles (Turville-Petre, 1964, 230).  

 In the same period, the English scholar, Hilda Ellis Davidson (1914-2006), also 

considers the role of hamr, hugr, and fylgjur seeing them essentially as artistic 

manifestations in a story, functioning as a vital element of the tale told by the storyteller 

(see Davidson 1978, 126-142). In her work, “Shape-changing in the Old Norse Sagas” 

(1978), Davidson examines the historical background of Norse shape-changers and the 

fylgjur helping spirits in the sagas. While she admits that the fantastical elements of shape-

shifting have their roots in popular traditions, she argues that they “are not told ‘for true’” 

in the Old Norse sagas, having rather an “artistic purpose […] according to the desire of 

the teller” (Davidson, 1978, 126-142). This idea is taken further in her work, Myth and 

Symbols in Pagan Europe: Early Scandinavian and Celtic Religions (1988). Here, 

Davidson provides her audience with a well-rounded analysis of various symbols present 

in Old Norse religion comparing them to similar societies in Northern Europe, highlighting 

in particular the significance of battle-lore in Scandinavian history and its connection to 

the idea of shape-changing. As she suggests, while fantastical elements appear in 

battlefield accounts in Old Norse religion, each story possesses a sense of realism which 

is “expressed through the images of their mythology” (Davidson, 1988, 100). Here, 

Davidson is referring to the images of dualism in combat, and how an individual or god 

(Davidson refers here to Óðinn) seems to possess one persona off the battlefield and 

another persona on it (Davidson, 1988, 101). She then argues that one can see a connection 

here to the berserkir and úlfheðnar, individuals who exude an animalistic frenzy when 

engaging in combat (Davidson, 1988, 101). Like Jacob Grimm, Davidson views the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors as outsiders in society. As she writes: “the wolf can 

symbolize the outlaw, who preys on society, but also the young warrior hiding in the forest, 

waiting for the opportunity to carry out a deed of vengeance” (Davidson, 1988, 79). For 

Davidson, stories such as Völsunga saga are not merely artistic but seem to reflect the 

rigorous training of younger warriors, who because of their discipline, become dangerous 

 
19 “In ritual drama, Óðinn would appear as a horse, wolf, or even as a bird. But unless we suppose that 
anthropomorphic gods developed from those in animal form, we can hardly doubt that such cults derived 
from myth” (Turville-Petre, 1964, 61). 
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and take on an animal-like persona (Davidson, 1988, 79). In her later work, Gods and 

Myths of the Viking Age (1980), Davidson notes how the berserkir warrior becomes 

something of a “fairy-tale monster” in later saga-literature, fighting in a frenzied-rage and 

classified as a lawless member of society (Davidson, 1981, 66).     

 Following up to some degree on Turville-Petre’s ideas of cult drama, another 

approach to Old Norse iconography depicting humans with animal heads and costumes is 

taken by the English scholar, Terry Gunnell, in The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia in 

1995. Gunnell’s assessment of the archaeological evidence containing images of 

individuals apparently taking on animal disguise in Stone-Age, Bronze-Age, and Late-

Iron-Age Scandinavia (see Chapters 5 and 7) certainly suggests that it was an element of 

ritual drama. Utilizing Bronze-Age helmet plates, the Oseberg tapestry, and other material 

culture such as real animal masks found in Hedeby, Gunnell suggests that the men depicted 

in animal costumes and possible warrior disguises in Iron-Age Nordic iconographic 

material point to a continuation of an “‘almost’ homogenous religious tradition with 

ancient roots” (Gunnell, 1995, 60). For Gunnell, the clothing and masks depicted in these 

images represent costumes worn by an individual as part of ritual rather than a physical 

manifestation of a human or god turning into an animal (Gunnell, 1995, 62-63). Some, he 

suggests, could represent berserkir/ úlfheðnar warriors, taking on the animal’s physical 

qualities in battle (Gunnell, 1995, 62-63).20 Correlations are drawn with the archaeological 

remains of two masks found in the harbor of Hedeby in 1979-1980 which possibly depict 

a sheep and a bull, masks which have no apparent combative use, Gunnell proposes that 

these too might have been utilized in ritual like those described as having been performed 

by Nordic warriors in Constantinople (Gunnell, 1995, 73 and 76).21 Gunnell concludes that 

such dramatic activities were still taking place in Scandinavia in the early Viking Age, 

many involving strong totemistic elements which are reflected in the animal disguises often 

depicting goats, wolves, bears, bulls, and birds (Gunnell, 1995, 76). 

 The question of shape-changing in association with ritual was also studied by Neil 

Price, an English archaeologist and academic who is notable for his research associating 

some accounts of Old Norse shape-shifting with seiðr (“magic”)/ shamanistic practices in 

 
20 Gunnell suggests that the women wearing boar-heads depicted on the Oseberg tapestry might have been 
associated with ritual practices associated with Freyja, who shared an association with the role of death with 
Óðinn (see Grímnismál 14). The same interpretation is applied to the tapestry’s bird figure who seems to be 
wearing a fjaðrhamr (“feather-coat”), reminding us of Freyja’s falcon-coat mentioned, for example, in 
Þrymskviða 3, 5, and 9 (Gunnell, 1995, 62-63).  
21 See also Hägg (1984, 69-72).  
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The Viking Way: Religion and Warfare in Late Iron Age Scandinavia (2002), a work to 

some degree influenced by the Swedish folklorist, Dag Strömbäck (1900-1978), and his 

earlier work, Sejd: Textstudier i nordisk religionshistoria (1935), which touches on ergi 

(lewdness/ wickedness), the concept of being argr (unmanliness) and not least, 

Strömbäck’s shamanistic interpretation of seiðr being associated with individuals able to 

skipta hömum (“to change one’s shape”).22 The Viking Way expands on Strömbäck’s work 

and addresses those with the ability to skipta hömum and possess a fylgja in three primary 

ways: first, through the discussion of Óðinn and his ability to wield seiðr, shape-change, 

and soul-journey; second, through the application of archaeological material culture such 

as the Hedeby masks and the Oseberg tapestry, and other evidence of ritual drama; and 

finally, through the connection of seiðr and skipta hömum to aggressive battle behavior, 

primarily that reflected in berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors (Price, 2002, 97 and 171-

174).23 Price additionally proposes an “other-worldly” element to have always been 

present in the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors (Price, 2002, 382). He simultaneously 

suggests that animal/ human relationships form a strong element of world view in Old 

Norse Scandinavia, noting:   

It may be that the Vikings recognised in certain animals – particularly those 

of the battlefield (the wolf and the raven), the forest (the bear), and the sea 

(the seal) – the same combined potential of divinity and supernatural power 

that the Greeks saw as residing in beasts. It is not difficult to understand 

how the Viking shape-changers’ perceived unity with the animal world 

could have led to a temporary abandonment to what they saw as a more 

instinctive side of their natures, a sensual experience separate from the 

desire or ability to analyse it. Such abandonment, perhaps a kind of ecstatic 

state, may be the reality behind the descriptions of berserkir and úlfheðnar 

(Price, 2002, 382). 

 
22 Unfortunately, Dag Strömbäck’s work has not been largely translated into the English language.  
23 Price makes an interesting connection between the battle aggressive berserkir and úlfheðnar to Óðinn, 
suggesting that many of these warriors may have acquired such a skill (like Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga [1943]) 
as a result of their alleged direct ancestry or dedication to the god (Price, 2002, 365-377). A captivating 
approach which Price briefly touches upon is the logic that might be behind the battle-frenzy of the berserkir 
and úlfheðnar. Price does this by applying evidence of combat, psychology, and strategy from other time 
periods to that of Old Norse culture. Referring to the Battle of Antietam from the American Civil War in 
1862, Price uses a quote from a Union soldier which describes the “red” that overtakes a soldier’s vision 
during combat, invoking a sort of frenzy after the instinctual urge to flee leaves the system (Price, 2002, 
380).     
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Price finds it compelling that Old Norse Scandinavian warriors themselves chose to 

become the animal through berserkir and úlfheðnar form rather than associating their 

enemies as the “beasts”. To Neil Price, this suggests that a unity between animals and 

humans resided in Old Norse culture (Price, 2002, 382-383).   

 Price’s considerations reflect an increasingly common approach to the study of Old 

Norse human/ animal relationships and shape-shifting that has been developed in the last 

few years, which involves a move away from the anthropocentric Christian worldview 

which regarded humankind as the central element of existence, separating them from any 

association with animals. The Swedish archaeologist, Kristina Jennbert, is an advocate for 

the belief that humans and animals were substantially equal in the eyes of the average Old 

Norse Scandinavian (Jennbert, 2014, 191). Jennbert theorizes that in pre-Christian 

Scandinavia, ritualistic and societal practices clearly reflected this blur in the boundaries 

between what is animal and what is human (Jennbert, 2001, 212). She surmises that in pre-

Christian Northern Europe, this is particularly shown in three archaeological categories: 

those relating to death, sexuality, and the ritualistic act of naming (Jennbert, 2001, 215).24 

She argues in this period that sexuality and bestiality were often expressed in ritual 

showing an affinity with animals or even as a manifestation of their power – something 

shown most clearly in the shape of the berserkir and úlfheðnar (Jennbert, 2001, 216-219). 

As Jennbert notes, similar ideas can be seen in the act of giving personal names in Old 

Norse Scandinavia which was very different to that of the modern western world. At this 

time, personal names were evidently taken from animals, as with names like the popular, 

Björn (“bear”), Úlfr (“wolf”), Ari (“eagle”), and Ormr (“snake”) (Jennbert, 2001, 219-

223). Jennbert theorizes that these names, which reflect a close connection between 

animals and humans, may have involved a sense of shape-shifting which was possibly even 

related to ideas associated with shamanism (Jennbert, 2001, 219-223). The names certainly 

underline the fluidity and ambiguity of gender/ species roles which Jennbert suggests were 

present within this society (Jennbert, 2001, 223).  

 Similar to Jennbert’s notion of animals expressing the individual, are ideas 

expressed by the Danish archaeologist, Lotte Hedeager, who takes a parallel approach in 

her work, Iron Age Myth and Materiality: An Archaeology of Scandinavia, AD 400-1000 

 
24 As Gunnell noted earlier (see above), evidence of bestiality in pre-Christian Northern Europe can also be 
seen on the Bronze-Age rock-carvings in Bohuslän, Ångermanland, Småland, and Scania involving close 
connections between man and animal (primarily elk, horses, and birds). Jennbert describes these depictions 
as “boundary-crossing actions” in which man and animal cross over into a unified state which blurs their 
identity (Jennbert, 2003, 216-219).   
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(2011), suggesting that animal/ human shape-changing was deeply rooted in the reality of 

the average Old Norse Scandinavian. Unlike Davidson’s earlier beliefs concerning shape-

shifters being artistic manifestations, Hedeager refers to shape-changers in Old Norse 

Scandinavia as being “dangerous and real […] not just symbolic action” (Hedeager, 2011, 

111). Indeed, Hedeager, like Price and Strömbäck, sees shape-changing as having been a 

possible aspect of seiðr: in short, if one was to become a high-ranking practitioner of seiðr 

or trolldóm, the aim was to master the art of shape-shifting and be able to transform into 

an animal guise (Hedeager, 2011, 112). As with de Vries’ argument, a recurring theme in 

Hedeager’s perspective of shape-changing is that of dualism or the existence of a 

doppelgänger to one’s self, in other words that certain people possess or can attain a 

parallel image in animal form (Hedeager, 2011, 109). Hedeager claims that the concept of 

dualism and the doppelgänger is most clearly explained in words such as fylgjur and 

hamingja, fylgja referring to an alter-ego (usually in animal form) which “guides and 

associates itself with an individual throughout their lifetime and passes down to the 

individual’s kin after their death” (Hedeager, 2011, 109). Whereas the fylgja is seen as 

representing an “externalized soul” or “personal luck”, Hedeager see the hamingja as “the 

embodiment of the good fortune of the family which passes from one family member to 

another” (Hedeager, 2011, 109-110). As she stresses, however, hamingja has a secondary 

definition involving the hamr, meaning “skin” or “animal clothing”, that is the shape taken 

by an individual’s hugr (Hedeager, 2011, 109-110). Hedeager further notes that the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar were particularly dangerous in their ability to effectively control 

their other half, reaching out to their animal doppelgänger and wielding them in the form 

of extreme aggression in combat (Hedeager, 2011, 125-126). 

 Another recent approach to the actuality of Old Norse shape-changers has been 

taken in recent years by the Danish religious historian, Catharina Raudvere, who notes that 

a crucial aspect to the study of Old Norse shape-shifting is the idea of “belief” which plays 

an important role in an individual’s “actual” ability to physically or mentally transform 

into animal form. In her article, “Now You See Her, Now You Don’t” (2002), Raudvere 

claims like earlier scholars, such as Grimm, Grønbech, de Vries, and Turville-Petre, that 

the examples of human/ animal shape-changing found in the Old Norse textual and 

archaeological sources are essentially allusions for human existence (Raudvere, 2002, 47). 

Raudvere notes that while no direct statements are made in the Old Norse sagas about 

shape-changers being morally good or evil, many of their actions reflect the motivation for 

personal gain or malicious intent (Raudvere, 2002, 47). Here, Raudvere primarily focuses 
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on female shape-changers in Old Norse Scandinavia.25 Using Kormáks saga (1939, 265-

266) as an example, Raudvere considers the malevolent nature of the female, Þórveig, who, 

after being rejected in love, transforms into a walrus (or whale) to attack the male Kormákr 

at sea (Raudvere, 2002, 47). Raudvere, like Grimm, Grønbech, Davidson, and Turville-

Petre, thus sees shape-changing essentially as being a symbol relating to a negative event 

to come. Raudvere nonetheless cautions readers to not only consider the symbolic aspects 

of this evidence which, as she says, may also reflect reality. It is also important to bear in 

mind that these images and the belief behind them may also create reality (Raudvere, 2002, 

43). 

2.3 Conclusion 
As this review of prior scholarship into the concept of shape-shifting in Old Norse 

Scandinavia has shown, hamskipti (“shape-shifting”) has been regarded as an ambiguous 

occurrence involving gender-species fluidity. Shape-changing has also been shown to be 

a possible feature of seiðr, and a symbolic depiction of human/ animal relationships, the 

fylgjur in particular being argued to be a mirror reflecting the animal-related identity of the 

soul.26 Clearly an air of mystery and question still surrounds shape-changing and human/ 

animal relationships in the Old Norse culture. All in all, it might be said that the main thing 

that we may glean from these scholars is that “actual” shape-shifters seem to have 

experienced a sense of relative alienation from “normal” society. Whether divine or 

human, their obvious dualistic nature marks them out as individuals who tended to stray 

from the typical path of societal structure. 

 

 

 

 
25 Raudvere also connects Old Norse shape-shifting to the concept of the mara or “the nightmare” (Raudvere, 
2002, 42). According to Raudvere, the mara, is a sort of “night hag” that transforms to invoke night terrors, 
anxiety, and often causes violence (Raudvere, 2002, 48-49). While the mara is said to affect animals, the 
concept largely revolves around the idea of “witchcraft” and (typically) a woman transforming into the 
“nightmare” (Raudvere, 2002, 47-50). The mara is not specifically connected to Old Norse “animal” shape-
shifting and will not be taken as a main component of this motif in this research project.   
26 See also Tom Shippey’s, The Shadow-Walkers: Jacob Grimm's Mythology of the Monstrous (2005). 
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3 Totemism and Human/ Animal Relationships 

3.1 General Work on Human/ Animal Relationships 
Before giving a breakdown of the psychoanalytical approach I mean to take in this research 

project in Chapter 4, a general overview of the earlier scholarly work that has been carried 

out into the various types of human/ animal relationships must be given. Here, the primary 

focus will be on three distinct areas of study: totemism; animal guardian spirits; and the 

idea behind the ritualistic act of bestowing animal names onto humans. Section 3.2 will 

thus primarily provide an overview of totemism, its ideology, and the way in which it 

connects animals with the community and the human individual. Here, the beliefs of the 

Native American nations in North America will be used as the primary examples as they 

largely provide totemic concepts that are universal, some (as will be shown below) of 

which mirror Old Norse human/ animal relationships as well as the idea of the fylgjur and 

animal personal names. In this section and those that follow, topics which directly relate 

to the study of Old Norse shape-changers will be used for comparative purposes.  

3.2 Totemism and the Native American Nations 

3.2.1 Introduction 
As late as the early twentieth century, notable scholars like Jan de Vries (see Chapter 2), 

the English social anthropologist, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955), and the French 

anthropologist, Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009), had all become convinced that 

totemism, that is the idea that humankind had a theriomorphic ancestry, was at the basis of 

all religions (Fiedler, 1979, 149; de Vries, 1967, 128; Lévi-Strauss, 1964, 63; Kuper, 2004, 

117). This was based on the belief of various clans and tribal societies that their people 

were descendants of specific animals such as wolves, serpents, felines, birds, and so on 

(Fiedler, 1979, 149).27 For de Vries, the importance of totemism for the study of religion 

and folklore could not be overstated as it was seen as the foundation upon which the 

modern religious world sits (de Vries, 1967, 159). As both de Vries and the French 

sociologist, Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) argue, totemism has three main recurring 

features: the idea of the totemic animal symbolizing human theriomorphic ancestry; the 

idea of the totemic animal mirroring the persona of the individual or clan; and finally, the 

 
27 According to the American literary critic, Leslie Fiedler (1917-2003), an early counter to this totemic 
ideology began with the Abrahamic traditions where humanity was seen as being created in the image of 
God: “[…] the boundaries [had] been defined absolutely and man’s superiority to his inarticulate brothers 
and sisters made an article of faith” (Fiedler, 1979, 149). 
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idea of the totemic animal providing an overwhelming sense of kinship which is reflected 

in the relationship between the totem and the human or clan (de Vries, 1967, 128-157; 

Durkheim, 2008, 147-191).28 

Before discussing the totemic beliefs relating to both clan life and the individual, 

the history and etymological roots of the words “totem” and “totemism” should be 

mentioned as they underline an important feature linking the concept closely to the belief 

systems of the Native American nations situated throughout North America. The first 

known appearance of “totamism” in literature is found in Voyages and Travels of an Indian 

Interpreter, first published in 1791 by the English traveler and trader, John Long (dates 

unknown). Long’s interpretation of the word is brief, giving little indication as to its origin, 

although he does link it to the idea of “guardian spirits” (Long, 1904, 124). As he writes: 

[The totam is] a favorite spirit, which he [the Native American individual] 

believes watches over him. This totam they conceive assumes the shape of 

some beast or other, and therefore they never kill, hunt, or eat the animal 

whose form they think this totam bears (Long, 1904, 123). 

 According to the English mythology scholar, Mike Dixon-Kennedy, the etymology 

of the word “totemism” originates from the Algonquian language, where it means “mark 

of my family”; it is “the symbol of the clan or individual’s theriomorphic ancestors […] 

and as such represents the metamorphical expression of man’s relations to his fellows and 

to the rest of the world” (Dixon-Kennedy, 1996, 247). This idea has a background in Jan 

de Vries’ The Study of Religion, A Historical Approach (1967), where de Vries notes that 

“totem” hails from the Ojibway, otoeman, meaning “he is my relative” (de Vries, 1967, 

128). This definition reflects the idea of kinship between humans and animals on a clan-

based level and is thought to help project the need for individuals to search for new family 

members in different totemic nations (Lévi-Strauss, 1964, 19). Following on from this idea 

are other related Native American terms like makwa nindotem (“my clan is the bear”) and 

pindiken nindotem (“come in, clan-brother”) both of which are thought to express the same 

 
28 Émile Durkheim notes that inanimate objects are rarely utilized in a totemic cult. As he writes: “the objects 
which serve as totems belong either to the animal or the vegetable kingdom, but especially to the former” 
(Durkheim, 2008, 147). South-eastern Australia is one of the few regions to have inanimate totems with 
roughly 40 meteorological totemic names devoted to the sun, moon, clouds, hail, frost, and so on (Durkheim, 
2008, 147-148). This exception caused Durkheim to ask whether these meteorological names have a similar 
theriomorphic ancestry in the form of celestial bodies (Durkheim, 2008, 147-148). 
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overwhelming sense of family and kinship between humans and animals that exists in 

totemic clan-life (Lévi-Strauss, 1964, 19).29 

3.2.2 Animals and the Clan 
As suggested above, totemism involves strong relationships between particular animals 

and both the individual and the clan, underlining the sense of kinship and theriomorphic 

ancestry residing in each group. In the following section, an overview of this totemic 

relationship as it relates to clan-life with an emphasis on animal totems will be briefly 

presented.  

As previously mentioned in section 3.2.1, the etymological roots for the word 

totemism have been linked to the Algonquin language and the Ojibwa term otoeman, and 

the way the Ojibwa nations traditionally named their totems after animals to underline 

specific personality traits which were seen as being uniquely representative of the chosen 

animal and could be linked back to the connected clan (Lévi-Strauss, 1964, 19). The idea 

was that these identifying persona qualities would then be recognized by other neighboring 

nations and would mark the clan in question as being the most fearsome, the most ruthless, 

the friendliest, and so on (Lévi-Strauss, 1964, 19). Visual representations of these ideas 

and the theriomorphic ancestry of various clans can be seen in the totem poles which were 

prevalent on the north-west coast of North America. These creations were often gigantic 

in size and normally carved to represent the primordial animals that families within the 

clan saw themselves as having been specifically descended from, simultaneously 

reiterating the personality traits of the clan (Gill, 1992, 306).30 

The totemic ideology underlines the idea of kinship existing within the clan-

community, which is seen as one large family, regardless of blood relationship. Because 

of this sense of family, many societal rules are established in order for the clan to run as 

efficiently as possible. As noted above, it is often understood that one may not eat or 

desecrate the totemic animal. Furthermore, due to the familial ties present amongst many 

 
29 As noted above, totems are not limited to the animal class. They may be both animate and inanimate 
objects, most commonly animal, mineral, or vegetable, all of which spark kinship between the totemic item, 
the clan, and the individual. Jan de Vries states that “[totem] refers to a class of objects, whose names are 
borne by a clan or a group that feels kinship and solidarity with the object and deals with it in a special way” 
(de Vries, 1967, 128). 
30 The American author, Sam Gill, states that “during the Winter Ceremonial Season, the use of animal masks 
amongst some Native American nations effects a return to this primordial era” (Gill, 1992, 306). He describes 
some masks called “transformation masks” that were constructed in such a way that they opened to show a 
new mask beneath the first (Gill, 1992, 306). Sometimes they could open to show several layers, revealing 
the depth of the lineages and transformations that have occurred over the course of time (Gill, 1992, 306).  
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Native American nations in earlier times, marriage was commonly forbidden to take place 

within the same totemic community as it was seen as an incestuous act (Dixon-Kennedy, 

1996, 247). Those who sought to marry and begin a family therefore had to reach out to 

neighboring nations to search for a mate, and then either bring their chosen partner into 

their clan or leave in order to join their partner’s nation (Dixon-Kennedy, 1996, 247). 

Those who committed acts against the totemic item such as desecration, the killing of the 

animal, marriage within the clan, and so on were usually punished in a severe manner in 

line with the societal rule broken (Durkheim, 2008, 177).31 As Durkheim writes, the 

reasoning behind such a harsh punishment was (in terms of tribes in southern Australia) 

that: 

[…] every member of the clan is invested with a sacred character which is 

not materially inferior to that […] in the animal. This personal sacredness 

is due to the fact that the man believes that while he is a man in the usual 

sense of the word, he is also an animal or plant of the totemic species 

(Durkheim, 2008, 184). 

Here, once again, kinship is stressed as a primary working part of totemism, particularly 

in association with clan-life. 

The working relationship between the totemic animal and the clan thus revolves 

essentially around a strong sense of familial relations existing between the community 

members and the totem, which leads to a certain identifying persona being outwardly 

projected to neighboring nations and visitors of the area. This solid kinship is reflected in 

mutual respect between community members and the totemic animal, which is outwardly 

reflected by a set of societal rules that vary from nation to nation. These rules lead to a 

proper societal structure being formed, one that is based on efficiency, familial 

connections, and totemic respect.  

 
31 As the English author, David Pickering, writes in his book, A Dictionary of Folklore (1999): “The mystical 
unity of a clan is generally considered a benevolent, protective force that must be revered and respected. […] 
Thus, any object or animals identified as totemic must be carefully treated, and it may be considered a serious 
crime against the clan to kill, eat or even touch it. In some cases, a community may venerate more than one 
totemic object, with individuals choosing which one they will adopt as their own (and they may consequently 
be barred from marrying anyone else within their own totemic group, as this may be considered tantamount 
to incest)” (Pickering, 1999, 294). 
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3.2.3 Animals and the Individual 
The relationship between the totemic animal and the clan contrasts to the relationship 

between individual and the totem, despite both offering kinship and an image of the self, 

that is, it reflects physical and/ or personality likeness between the animal totem and the 

individual human.  

 As A. R. Radcliffe-Brown underlines in his early work, The Sociological Theory 

of Totemism (1929), the connection between humans and animals is an easy one to 

understand, as like humans, “the animal moves, emits sounds, expresses its emotions, has 

a body and a face” (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, 57).32 Totemic animals thus serve as an 

intermediary, lying between humans and nature, with the animal possibly reflecting primal 

feelings within humans, such as fear, lust, hunger, and so on (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, 57). 

All the same, it is not only the most cunning or fearsome animals which are elected as 

totems for an individual; instead, choices are made on the basis of severe observation, 

suggesting the involvement of a speculative thought process in humans. In short, according 

to Radcliffe-Brown, the choice of the specific natural species is not necessarily “because 

they are “good to eat” but because they are “good to think”, meaning that the species not 

only has some significant trait which the human individual admires, but also that the human 

in question sees the same quality active within their own persona (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, 

90).    

 Kinship between the individual and the totemic animal thus differs from the 

familial connection found in clan-life. The individual’s connection to their personal totem 

reflects their ideas of their own theriomorphic ancestry which may help guide their own 

judgements and actions. Émile Durkheim, who primarily studied the totemic cults of 

southern Australia, writes in his work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912), 

that totemism is symbolic for the individual’s own theriomorphism (Durkheim, 2008, 185). 

As he writes:  

[…] transformations [from animal ancestry to human life] are represented 

to us under the form of violent and, as it were, surgical operations. It is 

under the blows of an axe or, if the operator is a bird, blows of the beak, 

that the human individual was carved out of this shapeless mass, his 

 
32 Radcliffe-Brown sees animals possessing a higher power than that of humans as many animals are 
equipped with abilities that humans are unable to compete with: “the bird flies, the fish swims, reptiles shed 
their skin” (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, 57). 
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members separated from each other, his mouth opened, and his nostrils 

pierced (Durkheim, 2008, 185). 

In short, the individual is reminded of their animal ancestry through their totemic animal, 

and as a result, are able to connect to it even more closely as a reflection of their persona. 

 This kinship with the personal totem is something that the individual calls upon in 

times of hardship, battle, or when decisions are to be made, that is, the human looks to its 

totemic animal as a guide to aid and strengthen them (Durkheim, 2008, 191). As Durkheim 

writes:  

[…] men regard the animals of the totemic species as kindly associates upon 

whose aid they think they can rely. They call them to their aid and they 

come, to direct their blows in the hunt and to give warning of whatever 

dangers there may be. In return for this, men treat them with regard and are 

never cruel to them […] (Durkheim, 2008, 191). 

This regard and respect that the individual extends towards their totemic animal is often 

expressed through expressive imagery and art, which provides an additional level of 

camaraderie between the totem and the human. This type of iconography crafted by the 

individual may be found on the walls of human homes, canoes, tombs, or even upon their 

persons where it often takes the form of a kind of “heraldry” in the form of body paint and 

tattooing. As Durkheim writes: “[…] they put it upon their persons; they imprint it upon 

their flesh, it becomes a part of them, and this world of representations is even by far the 

more important one” (Durkheim, 2008, 161-162).  

 Argued to be one of the building blocks of religion, the theriomorphic ideology of 

totemism thus underlines kinship between the clan-community, the individual, and the 

totemic animal. This level of camaraderie provides the individual and the clan with a guide 

of sorts, in the shape of a totemic animal that one or many individuals may look to for aid 

and counsel while additionally providing societal structure for a harmonious life. Even 

though Old Norse mythology does not reflect all of the same experiences of totemism as 

those encountered amongst the Native American nations or the south-eastern Australian 

totemic cults, it clearly involved many similar concepts, for instance, the kindred 

relationship shown between the individual and animal fylgjur; individual connections to 

different animal personas; and the idea of guiding spirits and even the belief that people 

could actually “become” their totem (see sections 3.3, 3.4, and Chapter 7 for additional 
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information). While these ideas evidently vary by period and region, they clearly have 

similar roots which come under the general umbrella of totemism.    

3.3 Animal Guardian Spirits as an Expression of Totemism 
As mentioned above, totemism represents a bond between the totemic animal and the 

individual or clan. This ideology thus points to a close cultural relationship existing 

between humans and animals. One clear expression of totemism may be seen in the 

common belief in animal guardian spirits; prominently found in the Native American 

nations, this belief system varies between every clan and individual.33 

 Clan “guardian spirits” are present in various Native American religious creation 

stories which explain the natural and supernatural elements of the world (Juergensmeyer, 

2012, I, 875). As the American author, Mark Juergensmeyer, explains, these guardian 

spirits are of a dualistic nature, possessing both human and animal qualities and are 

“helpers” to humans who respect their authority (Juergensmeyer, 2012, I, 873). As he 

writes, the stories tell how:   

When humans arrived, the spirits withdrew to the forests and the waters, 

but they retained their ability to put on a human appearance when they 

wished. A whole range of “nature beings” can be found everywhere, from 

animals to thunder, the winds, rain, and heavenly bodies. Therefore, the 

world is full of distributed power, so that humans live constantly among 

potential helpers, provided they respect the rules (Juergensmeyer, 2012, I, 

873). 

 As the American anthropologist, Gladys Reichard (1893-1955), states, such 

discussion clearly exists among the Navajo where guardian spirits or “mentors” take on an 

instructional position in the form of animals and elements, most commonly in the form of 

the “Big Fly” who hovers in the ear of the individual and provides instruction or wisdom 

(Reichard, 2014, 64).34  

 Like the totemic animals mentioned in section 3.2, animal guardian spirits are seen 

as being unique to the individual and the clan; whereas the clan’s totemic animal is 

 
33 It should be noted that the “guardian spirits” present in Native American religions are not limited to the 
animal kingdom. In section 3.3, however, the primary focus will be on animal guardian spirits as they pertain 
to humans.  
34 Another popular elemental guardian spirit found in the Navajo nation is “Wind”, who whispers advice in 
human ears or answers questions to those who call upon it (Reichard, 2014, 64). 
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ancestral, representing their theriomorphism, animal guardian spirits for individuals are 

nonetheless commonly acquired at birth through naming rituals (something that will be 

discussed at length in section 3.4) or obtained through vision quests or dreaming. As the 

Scottish folklorist, Lewis Spence (1874-1955), writes in his book, The Myths of the North 

American Indians (1914): “the personal tutelary is obtained through the rite of vision in a 

dream or a trance, and it must be preserved at all hazards as one of the most precious 

possessions” (Spence, 2018, 107). According to Spence, an individual’s search for their 

animal guide starts at a young age, around the time when they may be allowed to fight in 

a war or start their transition into adulthood, arguably at the age of 16 (Spence, 2018, 84). 

As noted above, such animal guardian spirits or “helpers” may appear in dreams or visions 

to an individual as a guide after the human has undergone their nation’s specific ritual, 

which might include seclusion, fasting, or even self-inflicted pain (Juergensmeyer, 2012, 

I, 875).35 

 Like the individualistic animal totem discussed in section 3.2.3, animal guardian 

spirits may be called upon by individuals in times of great difficulty and struggle to provide 

aid, guidance, and a possible vision of the future (Spence, 2018, 120). As Spence writes: 

With unlimited faith in this protector, attributing to him the devices 

suggested by his own quick wits and the fortunate chances of life, the 

savage escaped the oppressive thought that he was the slave of demoniac 

forces, and dared the dangers of the forest and the war-path without anxiety 

(Spence, 2018, 120). 

 Juergensmeyer suggests that the aid and wisdom of the animal guardian are not 

limited to the individual. As he writes, these spirits may also assist the nation at the request 

of the human in order to help with a good harvest, hunt, or the healing of the sick 

(Juergensmeyer, 2012, I, 873).36 These guardian animal spirits thus play a different role 

 
35 These rituals may include aspects of shamanism, and though they are often associated with the individual 
searching for their guide, communities may be involved as well. As Juergensmeyer writes: “[…] when entire 
communities wished to ensure a good hunt, victory in warfare, or bountiful crops, they called up a shaman, 
or a medicine man (or medicine woman), supposed to have acquired supernatural powers, to act as a mediator 
between the visible and the invisible worlds. Medicine persons have often facilitated their contacts with 
spirits by the use of psychotropic substances that affect consciousness and behavior” (Juergensmeyer, 2012, 
I, 875). 
36 As suggested above, animal spirits and the totemic animal are very similar. As Juergensmeyer writes: 
“spirit helpers act as totems – that is, as entities that watch over a group of people, such as family, a clan, or 
a tribe. They are thought to possess supernatural power and express a mysterious bond between human 
groups and their guardians” (Juergensmeyer, 2012, I, 873). 
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than that of an animal, god, or deity, though they are equally respected; as Reichard notes, 

the “helper” spirits volunteer their wisdom and aid to the recipient without sacrifice, 

offering, or compensation from humans (Reichard, 2014, 65).  

 As seen from the discussion above, the animal guardian spirits associated with the 

Native American religions clearly fall under the overarching umbrella of totemism and 

explain the way they see the natural and supernatural elements of their world. As 

previously mentioned, these “helper” spirits may present themselves to the individual 

through vision quests or dreams, aligning themselves with the human for life, something 

that may well have also applied in the Old Nordic world. However, this is not the only way 

for individuals to underline their close association with specific animals. Section 3.4 will 

briefly introduce the ritualistic act of naming and how it pertains to the individual and the 

animal guardian spirit as part of the category of totemism. As will be shown below, this is 

another feature commonly encountered in the Old Nordic world. 

3.4 Personal Names as an Expression of Totemism 
Personal names are another strong expression of totemism in the Native American 

religions. The ritualistic act of naming is something that helps to shed light on an 

individual’s identity and the possible affiliations with nonhuman elements they see 

themselves as having which include aspects of animals, dualism, and shape-shifting 

(personal names and their connection to Old Norse shape-changing will be discussed at 

length in Chapter 7).  

 As mentioned previously in section 3.2, one of the key components of totemism is 

the kinship formed between the totemic item and the individual or clan. Personal names 

often serve as an extension of that bond, once again suggesting the presence of dualism. 

As Durkheim explains in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, for the native people 

of south-eastern Australia:  

[…] the identity of [a] name is therefore supposed to imply an identity of 

nature […] this is because the name, for a primitive, is not merely a word 

or a combination of sounds; it is a part of the being, and even something 

essential to it (Durkheim, 2008, 184). 

Recalling a statement from a man from the “Kangaroo” clan, Durkheim gives an example 

of this notion: “‘That one,’ pointing to his photograph which we had taken, ‘is the same 

thing as me; so is a kangaroo’ [his totem]” (Durkheim, 2008, 184). In this instance, the 
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man was actively expressing his affinity with this animal through his personal name and 

the name of his clan. As Durkheim writes, this underlines how “[…] two beings coexist 

within him, a man and an animal” (Durkheim, 2008, 184).37 

 Dualism within an individual may derive from naming rituals which are commonly 

present in the Native American nation religions. These naming ceremonies establish the 

idea of the individual self, as an identity manifested by culture, tradition, ritual and 

reflection.38 In the Osage tradition, naming a member of the clan would bring together the 

entire community to recognize this newly formed identity that way now present among 

them (Swann, 1987, 460). This new identity was commonly seen as originating from 

human or nonhuman sources like animals, plants, minerals, totems, or the cosmos. As the 

English author, Brian Swann, writes in Recovering the Word: Essays on Native American 

Literature (1987): 

Through the ceremony the Osage nation recognizes this new self, and 

assigns it a proper place within the circle of human and nonhuman beings. 

The name thereafter affirms, not this person’s relationship to real estate and 

movable property and inheritance [...] [but] its relationship to the nation, to 

the nonhuman, in a way that always points to the communal self as well as 

the individual self and that understands community as having the sacred 

allegorical dimension, always implicit and available at any time (Swann, 

1987, 460-461). 

 The naming ceremonies in Native American nations are varied and diverse between 

each clan; for the Ojibway naming ceremonies or “Wauweendaussowin” cannot occur for 

young children until after several days of meditation, reflection, and dreaming have taken 

place (Johnston, 1982, 15). Indeed, children are commonly nameless until some specific 

kind of characteristic is manifested within the child, a vision was presented to the child’s 

 
37 The idea of dualism and personal names are closely associated with shape-changing (see Chapter 7 for 
their connections to Old Norse shape-shifting). As Dr. Richard Andree is quoted as saying in Nagualism: A 
Study in Native American Folk-lore and History (1894): “[…] even in such a detail as the direct connection 
of the name of the person with his power of change do we find extraordinary parallelisms between the 
superstition of the red man of America and the peasant of Germany. As in Mexico the nagual was assigned 
to the infant by a form of baptism, so in Europe the peasants of east Prussia hold that if the godparent at the 
time of naming and baptism thinks of a wolf, the infant will acquire the power of becoming one; and in Hesse 
to pronounce the name of the person in the presence of the animal into which he has been changed will 
restore him to human shape” (Brinton, 1894, 59). 
38 Native American naming rituals are not exclusively for young infants or children. Naming is seen as an 
ongoing process whereby individuals may be renamed several times during their life, in response to major 
events, social ranking, or various accomplishments (Hartz, 2009, 91).  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

38 

parents, or a significant event occurred to the mother while she was pregnant with the child 

(Ellefson, 2012, 7).39 The Native American author, Gabriel Horn, describes the importance 

of naming and how the ritual takes place, in his book, The Book of Ceremonies: A Native 

Way of Honoring and Living the Sacred (2000). As he writes:  

To see an animal in a dream. To take special notion of a certain star. To 

observe the phases of the moon. All this embraces the ritual of a name. The 

caress of a summer breeze. The petals of a rose. The kiss of the sunlight 

at dawn. A loon’s echo across the still waters of a lake. The leaves of a 

white oak rustling in autumn. The breath of a dolphin. All this embraces the 

ritual of a special name (Horn, 2000, 111). 

Horn also notes how events and images may heavily influence parental figures during their 

naming ritual; here, Horn writes a fictious account of how a mother may be inspired by 

nature and animals to name her child:  

“Strength and gentleness,” she whispers. “He must be strong like the deer,” 

she says, “for there is also gentleness in such a being.” Then she speaks as 

quietly as the autumn leaves falling on the roof. “He must be good-hearted,” 

she says (Horn, 2000, 112). 

 As implied above, the process of naming an individual involves a search for the 

true identity of the subject. As noted in the Ojibway nation, for example, children are 

considered to be without an identity until their parents or another prominent figure names 

them (Johnston, 1982, 15).40 Clarissa Pinkola Éstes, explains in her Jungian analysis, 

Women Who Run With the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype 

(1992), a name creates an identity within one’s own perception as well as the outside world. 

As she writes:  

 
39 The act of naming was seen as possibly being another way of  representing theriomorphic ancestry as well 
as the individual’s direct kin. The American author, Connie Ellefson, gives an example of this in her book, 
A Genealogist’s Guide to Native American Names (2012): “if a baby was given a name of a living relative, 
the name might be changed slightly. Thus, Little White Bear might be named after Walking Bear” (Ellefson, 
2012, 7). 
40 The task of naming an individual was not seen as a light responsibility. In the Ojibway tradition, the namer 
assumed a certain amount of protection and responsibility for the child, and by association would become 
somewhat of a parental figure for the duration of the child’s life (Johnston, 1982, 15).  
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Naming a force, creature, person, or thing has several connotations. In 

cultures where names are chosen carefully for their magical or auspicious 

meanings, to know a person’s true name means to know the life path and 

the soul attributes of that person. […] he or she might grow into the power 

of the[ir] name, to shelter it so that no one will either denigrate it or distract 

from it, and so that one’s spiritual authority can develop to its full 

proportions (Éstes, 1992, 122).  

Animal nicknames for humans are, of course, another way in which humans and 

animals are shown as being connected. Animal analogies and metaphors of this kind in 

everyday life can potentially show how humans and animals are sometimes considered as 

having the same level of morality. The use of an animal name for humans can suggest a 

specific bestial personality or physical quality (Thomas, 1983, 99). According to the 

English historian, Sir Keith Thomas, animal names for humans would often be bestowed 

upon the “poorer” members of the rural English community, namely the homeless, farmers, 

or those with similar professions (Thomas, 1983, 98). As he writes:  

They [poor people and farmers] went out with them [animals] in the fields 

in the morning, toiled with them all day and returned home with them in the 

evening. Their very language expressed their sense of affinity between them 

and their animals, for many descriptive terms applied equally to either 

(Thomas, 1983, 98-99). 

Animal names used on humans could thus be used in both a positive and negative 

manner, just as they are in the modern world. For instance, a child could be referred to as 

a “kid” or “cub” as an expression of their age, just as a woman can affectionately be called 

a “hen” to note her gender or age. Less kindly, a woman can be described as a “cow”, 

“bitch”, or “vixen” to describe her figure, personality, or sexual life. An older woman may 

even be referred to as a “crone” to express her age (Thomas, 1983, 98-99). As Thomas 

notes, many of these analogies are still used in the modern everyday language, though a 

possible disconnect may be increasingly present with the lack of close animal proximity 

(Thomas, 1983, 99). The tradition, nonetheless, like that in the Old Norse world, has 

ancient roots.  

The significance of personal names and their association with identity for humans 

cannot be overstated. As shown above, the identities formed through naming rituals or 
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animal nicknames are clearly perceived not only by the individual affected, but also by the 

outside community. The meaning behind each personal name is unique, significant, and 

fluid, often changing like the individual throughout their lifetime. It nonetheless serves as 

an expression of totemism because it represents something larger than the individual, 

reflecting a connection to one’s theriomorphic ancestry and affinity to animals, or in the 

very least, a level of kinship between the individual and clan life. It helps form a reputation 

and possibly even an affinity to the nonhuman world. It is thus a “boundary” of the self.  

3.5 Conclusion 
While the Old Norse religions encountered in southern Scandinavia were not like the 

traditional “totemistic” religions found in hunting cultures discussed in this chapter such 

as the Ojibway in North America or the south-eastern Australian tribes examined by 

Durkheim, they nonetheless involved many features of totemism, something especially 

seen in the nature of the Old Norse fylgjur (see Chapter 7 for additional information) and 

the way these “guardian spirits” were sometimes seen as being passed down by ancestors. 

When associated with individuals, they commonly reflect a mirror-like image of an 

individual’s persona. Similar ideas can be seen in personal names; figures like the berserkir 

and úlfheðnar; and the idea of shape-changing by both humans and Old Norse deities.41 

These features will be examined in more detail in Chapter 7. It may be worth noting that 

while the Native American and south-eastern Australian concepts introduced in this 

chapter are comparable to those practiced in Old Norse culture and will be referenced 

throughout this research project, the intent of this study is not necessarily to compare 

totemic cultures but rather to gain a greater understanding of Old Norse animal shape-

shifters, including their relationship with animals.     

 

 

 

 

 
41 As mentioned in Chapter 2, Óðinn is often associated with his wolves, Geri and Freki, (and the cult of 
Óðinn) and his ravens, Huginn and Muninn, and Freyja is connected to animals like the falcon, cat, and boar. 
Further discussions of animals representing gods will be undertaken at length in Chapter 7 with an emphasis 
on Óðinn, Freyja, Frigg, and Loki.   
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4 Methodology 

4.1 Methodology and Objectives 
As noted at the start, this research project will strive to provide a general overview of Old 

Norse shape-shifters and address the social issues that shape-changers in Old Norse 

Scandinavia experienced as a result of their transformative state. This includes (but is not 

limited to) an analysis of the shape-changer’s associations with animals; their sexual 

orientation; seiðr; the nature of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors; and the morality of 

the shape-shifter’s actions. As outlined in the previous scholarly work reviewed throughout 

Chapters 2 and 3, it may be said that a key characteristic of shape-changers in Old Norse 

culture is their dualistic nature of being eigi einhamr (“not of one skin”). As will be 

discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, shape-shifting has more than physicality attached to its 

motif. It may additionally involve a mental transformation with the shape-changer’s body 

remaining unchanged. Because of its mental implications, I will be utilizing a 

psychoanalytical approach to Old Norse shape-changing, the objective being to construct 

as emic a model as possible to analyze the dualistic component to shape-shifting and the 

seemingly “outcast” social standing with which shape-changers are categorized. The 

decision to take a psychoanalytical approach to this study was made in part by the want to 

explore the ambiguous mental/ physical identity of the shape-shifter and determine 

whether or not the shape-shifter’s “inner psyche” contributed to their transformations. As 

such, utilizing psychoanalytical study, particularly the Jungian archetypes, for this project 

would naturally address the key research questions.     

 This research project will thus return to addressing a number of key points noted 

above that have appeared in prior scholarly work including the way in which Old Norse 

Scandinavian shape-changing is regularly presented in a negative light (particularly when 

related to wolves); the way in which particular animals are chosen as a means of reflecting 

aspects of an individual’s character (particularly seen in the deities who are said to change 

shape, the use of personal names, the nature of fylgjur, and the descriptions of the berserkir 

and úlfheðnar warriors); the way in which emphasis is placed on the fluidity of the body 

and “soul” of animals, deities, and humans; and finally, the way in which Old Norse shape-

shifting may be associated to the practice of seiðr.  

Throughout the present chapter, the primary focus will be on outlining previous 

psychoanalytical perspectives, specifically those relating to Freudian and Jungian theory, 

both of which have relevance to the study of Old Norse shape-changing. This analysis is 
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essential before entering the discussion of the Old Norse textual and archaeological 

materials in Chapters 5, 6, and 7. Hopefully this approach will help shed a new light on the 

social consequences that these shape-changers were subjected to while simultaneously 

serving to highlight the values that these dualistic shape-shifters held within Old Norse 

communities and religious practices, and the moral questions associated with them. 

4.2 The Development of Psychoanalysis 
Psychoanalysis has several different areas of application, as a theory of how the mind 

works, as a method of treatment, and as a lens through which to view and understand 

cultural phenomena like literature, music, art, religion, society, and expression (Schmidt-

Hellerau, “About Psychoanalysis”, 2018).42 The English psychoanalyst and colleague to 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), Ernest Jones (1879-1958), defined the study of 

psychoanalysis as the following:  

Psychoanalysis had produced much evidence to show that all our conscious 

ideas, feelings, interests, and beliefs originate in the unconscious; […] 

Unconscious impulses may be called primitive […] as being earlier in 

development in time, thus being nearly synonymous with “infantile,” […] 

Now these primitive impulses may come to expression in consciousness in, 

broadly speaking, one of two ways. Normally they undergo a process of 

transformation and adaptation in accordance with external reality; in this 

process they become adjusted both to the claims of reality and to the 

demands of inner conscience […]. The other way in which they may come 

to expression is through the formation of complicated forms of compromise 

which act in effect as disguises, the impulses themselves remaining in their 

unaltered form and undergoing none of the transformation characteristic of 

the first mode (Jones, 1965, 91-92).  

 Before discussing the key psychoanalytic concepts that I mean to utilize for 

analyzing the Old Norse material in the concluding sections, a brief historical outline of 

the concept of psychoanalysis must first be presented.  

 
42 The English psychoanalyst, Ernest Jones (1879-1958), expands on psychoanalytic study as a response to 
society and human emotion. As he writes: “[…] whether it be customs, beliefs, or folksongs, for without 
exception it is the project of dynamic mental processes, the response of the folk soul to either out or inner 
needs, the expression of various longings, fears, aversions, or desires” (Jones, 1965, 90).  
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 The earliest psychoanalytic scholarship methodologically relevant to shape-

shifting began appearing in the late nineteenth century with the research of the 

aforementioned Austrian neurologist, Sigmund Freud.43 Freud is considered to be the 

founder of psychoanalytic study beginning with his work, The Interpretation of Dreams 

(1899), which argued that dreams contain an insight into the dreamer’s unconscious desires 

(Freud, 2017, 10). Following from this, one of the most compelling academic ideas that 

Freud contributed during his career was the development of the idea of the id (which is 

“instinctive and primitive”), the ego (involving “decision making based on societal 

norms”), and the superego (which involves “control of impulses and morality”), all which 

Freud believed made up the human psyche or “individual personality” (Freud, 2018, 8-33). 

Freud went on to focus around the study of the individual personality, the unconscious, 

and psychosexuality, while simultaneously developing ground-breaking psychological 

treatments like hypnotherapy (Burton, 2015, “Sigmund Freud”).44 His trailblazing efforts 

towards the construction of psychoanalysis also led to the rise of other notable academics 

in this field.  

Between 1907-1913, Freud began corresponding with a young Swiss psychiatrist, 

Carl Jung (1875-1961), discussing and developing other kinds of psychoanalytical theory 

as is documented throughout the Freud/ Jung Letters (Jung, 1983, 45). This 

correspondence led to a fast friendship between the two scholars and in 1910, Freud, Jung, 

and a number of other rising psychoanalysts formed the first International Psychoanalytic 

Association (Siddler, 2017, “When Freud Met Jung”). By 1913, Freud and Jung’s 

professional differences regarding psychoanalysis nonetheless set them on separate paths 

as Jung diverged from Freudian theories like the Oedipus complex and hysteria, while 

simultaneously developing his own idea of regression as part of analytical psychology 

(Siddler, 2017, “When Freud Met Jung”). Jung also began developing his own theories 

regarding the unconscious, beginning with his work, Psychology of the Unconscious, 

originally published in 1912, which provided an elaborate study of schizophrenia and 

 
43 Sigmund Freud’s mentor, Josef Breuer (1842-1925), the Austrian physician who made significant 
discoveries in the study of neurophysiology, has also been credited as inspiring Freud’s later work in 
psychoanalytical theory (Thompson, 2003, 6-7).  
44 Jones, who was an advocate of Freudian study, explains how psychoanalysis affects the young which then 
influences their later life and religion, as he writes: “According to psychoanalysis every child goes through 
a period in the first few years of its life where its development is dominated by unconscious conflicts relating 
to these trends, and very much of its future will depend on how it copes with them. Powerful barriers of fear 
and guilt are constructed against the forbidden and dangerous trends, and these barriers form the nucleus of 
what later becomes morality, conscience, and much of religion” (Jones, 1965, 98).  
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theorized that universal experiences impact on an individual’s persona (Jung, 1921). Like 

Freud before him, Jung believed that the human psyche involved a number of interacting 

systems: the ego or “identity”, the personal unconscious which involved “repressed 

thoughts or feelings”, and the collective unconscious which was “a shared level of 

unconsciousness with other humans about their ancestral/ religious past” (Jung, 1983, 68-

83). Jung saw the collective unconscious as having “mythological motifs” attached to it 

which he later named “archetypes”. As he writes:  

Whereas the contents of the personal unconscious are acquired during the 

individual’s lifetime, the contents of the collective unconscious are 

invariably archetypes that were present from the beginning [of humankind]. 

[…] The archetypes most clearly characterized from the empirical point of 

view are those which have the most frequent and most disturbing influence 

on the ego. These are the shadow, the anima, and the animus (Jung, 1983, 

91).  

 In sections 4.3-4.3.4, a brief breakdown of the four main archetypes involved in 

Jungian theory, the shadow, the anima and animus, the persona, and the self, will be taken 

to highlight how these archetypes will be used throughout this research project in 

connection to Old Norse shape-shifting (Jung, 1983, 16). 

4.3 The Jungian Archetypes 
As mentioned in section 4.2, Carl Jung describes the human psyche as having a collective 

unconscious which is a level of unconsciousness shared with other humans and goes back 

to an ancestral and evolutionary past, having primordial imagery attached to it (Jung, 1983, 

16, 68-83). In association with this theory, Jung created the four archetypes known as the 

shadow (reflecting repressed instincts and desires), the anima and animus (female and male 

imagery serving as communication with the unconscious), the persona (representing the 

way one presents oneself to the world), and the self (the unified unconscious and conscious 

of an individual’s psyche) (Jung, 1983, 87-127). These archetypes take shape in forms of 

behavior surfacing in a human individual’s psyche and when they become conscious, those 

archetypes begin to transform into images and ideology (Jung, 1983, 16). As Jung writes:  

All the most powerful ideas in history go back to archetypes. This is 

particularly true of religious ideas. […] In their present form they are 

variants of archetypal ideas created by consciously applying and adapting 
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these ideas to reality. For it is the function of consciousness not only to 

recognize and assimilate the external world through the gateway of the 

senses, but to translate into visible reality the world within us (Jung, 1983, 

16).  

 As suggested above, in Jungian theory, the archetypes manifest themselves as they 

move from the unconscious to the conscious, helping to organize the individual’s ideology 

and imagery, manifesting simultaneously in both the physical and mental world (Jung, 

1983, 25-26). In the following sections (4.3.1-4.3.4), the four Jungian archetypes which 

will be applied in the analysis for the Old Nordic material presented in Chapters 6 and 7 

will be addressed. It is important to note that while all four archetypes will be introduced 

to provide an overall understanding, the shadow, the anima and animus, and the self will 

primarily be used to analyze the Old Norse material, whereas the persona only seems to 

contribute to the study of Old Norse animal personal names. 

4.3.1 The Shadow 
The Jungian shadow archetype is an example of unconscious personality which is reflected 

in the “negative” side of an individual’s persona; it is a collection of unseemly or unethical 

qualities which an individual would prefer to hide from society (Jung, 1983, 87).45  

Jung categorizes the shadow as both a moral and an emotional issue, an assemblage 

of individual repressed tendencies that showcase darker personality characteristics.46 The 

shadow is not innately evil or amoral, but as Jung states, it is “inferior, primitive, 

unadapted, and awkward; not wholly bad” (Jung, 1983, 90). The shadow nonetheless also 

reflects a primitive side of one’s persona, the “civilized consciousness” having now 

effectively separated itself from humanity’s more basic instincts (Jung, 1964, 72).47 

Because of this separation, the shadow may occasionally assert itself in a physical manner 

 
45 The shadow may often appear to the corresponding individual through dreams, manifesting itself in the 
form of an alien or primitive being; this idea may be associated with xenophobia (Jung, 1983, 87).   
46 In order for an individual to bring their shadow effectively from the unconscious to the conscious, they 
must first recognize that their darker personality characteristics are existent in the real world (Jung, 1983, 
91).  
47 As Jung writes: “The shadow is not the whole of the unconscious personality. It represents unknown or 
little-known attributes and qualities of the ego – aspects that mostly belong to the personal sphere and that 
could just as well be conscious” (Jung, 1964, 174). 
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in the form of an emotional outburst or unaccountable moodiness (Jung, 1964, 72).48 As 

Jung writes:  

Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s 

conscious life, the blacker and denser it is. […] But if it is repressed and 

isolated from consciousness, it never gets corrected, and is liable to burst 

forth suddenly in a moment of unawareness (Jung, 1983, 88).  

 As mentioned in section 4.3, the first archetype is often connected to religion and 

mythology due to the shadow commonly having fantastical mythological motifs and 

imagery attached to it. The imagery represents the struggle involved in the individual 

bringing their primitive shadow into consciousness and melding it with the ego or 

“identity” (Jung, 1964, 110). Arguably the archetypal theme of the ego’s victory over an 

individual’s regressive personality traits is reflected in the classic archetypal hero stories 

and the fight against “evil” which is often personified by monsters and other-worldly 

animalistic beings (Jung, 1964, 110-111). Jungian theory nonetheless stresses that the 

shadow is not always an amoral entity and shows how in many religious or mythological 

stories, the hero is able to draw strength from his or her darker characteristics personified 

by the “monster” itself.49 As Jung writes: 

The battle between the hero and the dragon is the more active form of this 

myth, and it shows more clearly the archetypal theme of the ego’s triumph 

over regressive trends. For most people the dark or negative side of the 

personality remains unconscious. The hero, on the contrary, must realize 

that the shadow exists and that he can draw strength from it. He must come 

to terms with its destructive powers if he is to become sufficiently terrible 

to overcome the dragon. I.e., before the ego can triumph, it must master and 

assimilate the shadow (Jung, 1964, 112). 

 The shadow is a well-documented motif in mythology and religion, and, as Jung 

suggests, it “represents first and foremost the personal unconsciousness and […] can 

 
48 The idea of the shadow and unaccountable moodiness may be seen well in the figure of Kveld-Úlfr in 
Egils saga (1933), who, possibly because of his temperament, is said to take the form of a wolf in the evening 
(see Chapters 6 and 7).  
49 Jung uses the story of “Jonah and the Whale” as an example of this process, stating how, after the hero is 
swallowed by the monster, he travels across the sea and is thrown into perpetual darkness, symbolizing a 
period of death before the light reemerges (Jung, 1964, 111).  
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therefore be made conscious without too much difficulty” (Jung, 1983, 93). The shadow 

and its projections of fantastical imagery associated with it, corresponds to the next Jungian 

archetype of the individual consciousness which is known as the anima and animus (Jung, 

1983, 93). The shadow differs greatly from the second archetype in that the anima and 

animus reside much further away from consciousness and may be often extremely difficult 

for individuals to recognize and bring forth (Jung, 1983, 93). 

4.3.2 The Anima and Animus 
As noted above, in Jungian theory, the dualism found in the varying gender roles that exist 

within an individual’s consciousness is referred to as the anima and animus. The anima 

represents the female essence which resides within the male psyche, while the animus 

represents the male essence lying within the female psyche (see fig. 4.1) (Jung, 1964, 186). 

As Jung writes: 

The inner personality is the way one behaves in relation to one’s inner 

psychic processes; it is the inner attitude, the characteristic face, that is 

turned towards the unconscious. […] the inner attitude, the inward face, I 

call the anima (Jung, 1983, 100-101).  

 

Fig. 4.1. Anima as a Hermaphrodite. Illustration: Artist unknown (Jung, 
1964, 16).50  

 
50 Clarissa Pinkola Estés, writes regarding dualism: “The power of two is very strong and neither side of the 
duality should be neglected. They need to be fed equally, for together they bring an uncanny power to the 
individual” (Éstes, 1992, 120). 
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The anima and animus tend to be repressed within an individual’s unconscious and 

can become active in subconscious or “dream-like” states, taking on the role of a guide or 

mentor (Jung, 1964, 193).51 For Jung: 

The anima is a personification of all feminine psychological tendencies in 

a man’s psyche, such as vague feelings and moods, prophetic hunches, 

receptiveness to the irrational, capacity for personal love, feeling for nature, 

and – last but not least – his relation to the unconscious. It is no mere chance 

that in olden times priestesses (like the Greek Sibyl) were used to fathom 

the divine will and to make connection with the gods (Jung, 1964, 186). 

This guide helps promote an individual’s decision-making process with the anima or 

animus form able to represent both negative and positive gender qualities (Jung, 1964, 186-

187). As Jung writes, “the anima (like the shadow) has two aspects, benevolent and malefic 

(or negative)” (Jung, 1964, 188). Negative mythological figures that may be comparable 

to the anima are the wicked Lorelei in Teutonic myth or the Slavonic Rusalka who were 

thought to be the spirits of drowned women who would then lure men to a watery grave 

(see fig. 4.2) (Jung, 1964, 188).52  

 

 

 
51 The American author, John Kachuba, writes that: “[…] a female with certain strong masculine traits will 
learn to repress them, as does a male with strong feminine traits, although this may be changing in societies 
that recognize the broad range of human sexual orientation” (Kachuba, “Entering the World of the 
Shapeshifter”). 
52 As Jung states: “The French call such an anima figure a femme fatale. […] The Greek Sirens or the German 
Lorelei also personify this dangerous aspect of the anima, which in this form symbolizes destructive illusion” 
(Jung, 1964, 187). 
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Fig. 4.2. The Anima. Illustration: Artist unknown (Jung, 1964, 187).  
The anima (the female element in a male psyche) is often personified as a 
witch or a priestess – women who have links with “forces of darkness” and 
“the spirit world” (i.e., the unconscious) (Jung, 1964, 187). 

 

Similar to the anima, examples of the animus appear in the unconscious of a 

woman’s psyche, in the shape of figures of folklore or mythology like the killer, Bluebeard, 

or the Greek mythological god, Hades (see fig. 4.3).53 As Jung notes:  

An example of a dangerous anima figure is the illustration by the 19th-

century French artist, Gustave Doré, depicting the folktale of Bluebeard. 

“Here Bluebeard warns his wife against opening a certain door. (Of course 

 
53 Giving an example of the typical “negative” animus seen in folk-stories or myth, Jung crafts a quick tale: 
“[…] in a gypsy fairy tale a handsome stranger is received by a lonely woman in spite of the fact that she has 
had a dream warning her that he is the king of the dead. After he has been with her for a time, she presses 
him to tell her who he really is. At first, he refuses, saying that she will die if he tells her. She insists, however, 
and suddenly he reveals to her that he is death himself. The woman immediately dies of fright. Viewed 
mythologically, the beautiful stranger is probably […] a god-image, who appears here as king of the dead 
(like Hades’ abduction of Persephone). But psychologically, he represents a particular form of the animus 
that lures women away from all human relationships and especially from all contacts with real men. He 
personifies a cocoon of dreamy thoughts, filled with desire and judgments about how things “ought to be,” 
which cut a woman off from the reality of life” (Jung, 1964, 201-202). 
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she does so – and finds the corpses of Bluebeard’s former wives. She is 

caught and [almost] joins her predecessors)” (Jung, 1964, 200).54 

 

Fig. 4.3. Bluebeard as a Dangerous Animus. Illustration: Gustave Doré 
(Jung, 1964, 200). 

 

 As noted above, Jungian theory explains that the anima and animus can act as a 

mentor or guide pushing an individual into committing certain deeds or making specific 

decisions. For the anima within the male psyche, the personification is often erotic or 

enticing unveiling what is real and what is fantasy (Jung, 1964, 191). Comparatively, the 

animus within the female psyche normally presents itself as a dangerous figure (like the 

personification of death with Hades or the murderous Bluebeard) bringing about 

conviction in a woman’s consciousness (Jung, 1964, 198). These personifications of the 

 
54 Estés writes that: “In this case [the Bluebeard folk-tale] the now wiser woman draws an internal masculine 
energy to her aid. In Jungian psychology, this element has been named animus; a partly mortal, partly 
instinctual, partly cultural element of a woman's psyche that shows up in fairy tales and in dream symbols as 
her son, husband, stranger, and/or lover-possibly threatening depending on her psychic circumstances of the 
moment” (Estés, 1996, 62). 
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anima and animus may be incredibly real and overtake an individual’s conscious. As Jung 

writes:  

One is really “possessed” by the figure from the unconscious. Only after 

the possession has fallen away does one realize with horror that one has 

said and done things diametrically opposed to one’s real thoughts and 

feelings – that one has been the prey of an alien psychic factor (Jung, 1964, 

203).55 

 In short, the imagery and fantasies manifested by the anima and animus can work 

with the individual’s conscious in the role of a decision maker, enabling an individual to 

discover their inner reality, because the anima and animus help provide messages from the 

self (the unified psyche of an individual) which will be briefly discussed in section 4.3.4, 

Chapter 7, and indeed, the concluding Chapter 8 (Jung, 1964, 198). 

4.3.3 The Persona 

Sections 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 have highlighted how the shadow and the anima and animus 

reflect the inner-workings of an individual’s unconscious, in other words, their darker 

personality characteristics, and their inner guides. The persona clearly differentiates from 

these first two Jungian archetypes as it represents an individual’s outer personality as 

perceived by society (Jung, 1983, 94). 

 In short, the persona archetype represents an individual’s outer personality 

communicating with society as a “mask” designed to have a significant impact on others 

while simultaneously concealing an individual’s inner personality and characteristics 

(Jung, 1983, 94). The development of the persona comes from a need for functionality, 

adaptation, communication, and personal convenience, but it is not a reflection of an 

individual’s true nature (Jung, 1983, 99).56 As Jung writes: 

 
55 This idea may be seen in Völsunga saga (1943) with the woman, Signý, who, after many destructive 
decisions and shape-changing events, chooses to kill herself rather than live with what she has committed 
(see further Chapter 7) (Völsunga saga 1943, 18-19).  
56 Carl Jung explains further regarding society and the persona mask: “The demands of propriety and good 
manners are an added inducement to assume a becoming mask. What goes on behind the mask is then called 
“private life”. This painfully familiar division of consciousness into two figures, often preposterously 
different, is an incisive psychological operation that is bound to have repercussions on the unconscious” 
(Jung, 1983, 94). 
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Persona [...] is the individual’s system of adaptation to, or the manner he 

assumes in dealing with, the world. Every calling of profession, […] has its 

own characteristic persona. […] A certain kind of behaviour is forced on 

them by the world, and professional people endeavour to come up to these 

expectations. […] the danger is that they become identical with their 

personas - the professor with his text-book, the tenor with his voice. [...] 

One could say, with a little exaggeration, that the persona is that which in 

reality one is not, but which oneself as well as others think one is (Jung, 

1990, 123). 

 As Jung mentions above, society expects its citizens to partake and play very 

specific roles based on their professions, interests, and skill-set. Modern-day society does 

not imagine individuals jumping into different baskets and taking on multiple roles, but 

rather (as Jungian theory suggests), individuals who are multi-dimensional in such a way 

that they are labelled as being “different” from their peers (Jung, 1983, 94). 

 The Jungian theory of archetypes stresses that a balance between the inner 

unconscious personality and the outward persona is essential for functionality and that one 

cannot simply live on their artificial persona alone (Jung, 1983, 95-99). If that is attempted, 

Jung warns that serious consequences will occur even in the most “normal” of humans: 

“[…] [it] brings on, […] unconscious reactions in the form of bad moods, affects, phobias, 

compulsive ideas, backslidings, vices, etc.” (Jung, 1983, 95). The “slip” in unconscious 

reactions brought on by the persona’s “false” mask-like identity is often rationalized by an 

individual as being a fleeting problem that is caused by bodily issues or by loss of 

concentration. For Jung, however, their origin “[is] not in the reasons consciously ascribed 

to them, but in perceptions of unconscious processes” (Jung, 1983, 99). In short, the 

persona or “mask” is formed by an individual’s unconscious forcing an opposite and 

“polite” personality into consciousness while simultaneously repressing the true ego or 

“identity” (Jung, 1983, 96).57 

 
57 Jung states that: “It is readily understandable that this inner attitude, by reason of its extremely intimate 
and inaccessible nature, is far more difficult to discern than the outer attitude, which is immediately perceived 
by everyone” (Jung, 1983, 99). As discussed in Chapter 3, personal names in some societies may express 
totemism and individuality, a name being seen as an outward label on an individual, something available for 
society to view and judge. This is different to Jungian’s theory of the persona, since the given name of an 
individual outwardly reflects both their culture and tradition. While it cannot be considered as a universal 
truth (that personal names automatically reflect one’s characteristics), Jung’s theory questions this idea 
(Jung, 1983, 99). 
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All in all, the persona may encapsulate the “mask” which an individual dons for 

societal purposes. The problem is that it conceals one’s true nature and ego or “identity” 

not only from the public eye, but occasionally from oneself.  

4.3.4 The Self 

Carl Jung’s fourth main archetype, the self, is to his mind, the perfect blending of an 

individual’s conscious and unconscious, representing the innermost nucleus of one’s 

psyche (Jung, 1964, 208).58 The self may nonetheless only become conscious to an 

individual through research of one’s dreams as Jungian theory describes the self as being 

essentially an “inventor, organizer, and source of dream images” (Jung, 1964, 162). The 

self thus varies from the ego or “identity” as it encompasses the totality of an individual’s 

psyche whereas the ego only makes up a portion of the psyche (Jung, 1964, 161-162).  

 As Jung notes, throughout time and location, world-wide cultures have always been 

instinctively aware of an “inner purpose” or “center”. The Greeks referred to this as a 

man’s diamon, while the Egyptians believed it was the idea of the Ba-soul, and the Romans 

referred to it as the “genius” active within each individual (Jung, 1964, 162). These reflect 

the self archetype which is essentially symbolic, manifesting itself in an individual’s 

dreams, pointing towards the answer to a mysterious secret – the unknown meaning of 

human life (Jung, 1964, 215).59 In this way it is similar to the anima and animus, which 

also reveal themselves to the individual through dream-like states providing a sense of 

guidance and mentorship. According to Jung, in a woman’s dream, the self commonly 

appears as a powerful female figure like a priestess, sorceress, Mother Earth, or a goddess 

of love or nature (Jung, 1964, 208). In male dreams, it may present himself as an overtly 

masculine protector like an older wise man or a nature spirit (see fig. 4.4) (Jung, 1964, 

208). As Jung writes: 

 
58 Jung writes that: “I have chosen the term “self” to designate the totality of man, the sum total of his 
conscious and unconscious contents” (Jung, 1983, 242). 
59 In terms of symbolism in the psychoanalytic field, the American folklorist, Alan Dundes (1934-2005), 
writes about the difference between psychoanalysts and the similar field of solar mythologists. As he writes: 
“The former [solar mythologists] sought to project narratives about humans upon the movements of celestial 
bodies such as the sun. […] [This was considered] “shocking” [when referring to] human activities such as 
castration and cannibalism. […] to say that an act of cannibalism in a folktale is really the heavens 
“devouring” the clouds, the sun, or the moon is […] explaining away the allusion to cannibalism. 
Psychoanalysts, on the other hand, say that folklore itself is a projection of the movements of human […]. 
Psychoanalysts have argued that just as the folk have to project their emotional life into a safe, externalized, 
socially sanctioned form (e.g. folklore) to provide a needed outlet for dealing with it, so the solar 
mythologists were similarly unable to face the nature of folklore and had to protect themselves against the 
sometimes ugly elements by academically sanctioned form, namely, the sun, moon, and stars” (Dundes, 
1965, 88). 
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[If personifying a “wise old man”] He [the self] is akin to the sorcerer 

Merlin of medieval legend or to the Greek god Hermes. […] The Self, 

however, does not always take the form of a wise old man or wise old 

woman. These paradoxical personifications are attempts to express 

something that is not entirely contained in time – something simultaneously 

young and old (Jung, 1964, 209).60 

 

Fig. 4.4. Winged Old Man. Illustration: Carl Jung (Jung, 1964, 210). 
The painting by Dr. Jung represents a personification that appeared in one 
of his dreams: a winged old man who carried keys and who, Jung says, 
represented “superior insight”; this, for him, was his self (Jung, 1964, 210). 

 
 As Jung notes, this male appearance of the self commonly appears throughout 

various mythologies and religions in the shape of a helpful “Cosmic Man”, a guide and 

positive symbolic figure like Adam in the Christian religion, the Persian Gayomart, or the 

 
60 With regard to the age in which the self presents itself to an individual, Jung writes that: “[…] the form of 
a human being, whether youthful or old, is only one of the many ways in which the Self can appear in dreams 
or visions. The various ages it assumes show not only that it is with us throughout the whole of life, but also 
that it exists beyond the consciously realized flow of life – which is what creates our experience of time” 
(Jung, 1964, 211). 
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Hindu Purusha (Jung, 1964, 211).61 The self or “Cosmic Man” figure essentially embraces 

and encompasses the wisdom of the cosmos. More important for this research project, 

however, is that Jungian theory stresses that the self is not limited to humanoid 

manifestations. It may also appear as an animal, thereby representing humanity’s more 

instinctive and primitive nature (Jung, 1964, 211-220).62 

 Serving as a manifestation of the meaning behind human existence, Jung argues 

that the self is able to provide insight with regard to inner conflicts and humanity’s 

instinctive drives like hunger, sexuality, survival, and power (Jung, 1964, 215). By 

illuminating humanity’s habits and motivators, the self has the potential to ultimately 

reveal true individual purpose, which is, for Jung, to be human and have human 

experiences (Jung, 1964, 215). The Jungian argument is that hidden meaning can only be 

explained to an individual through the symbolic representation of the “Cosmic Man”, 

Mother Earth, an animal spirit, and so on, figures which help to reflect humanity’s living 

mystery (Jung, 1964, 215).63 

4.4 Potential Problems Surrounding Early Psychoanalytical Theory 
Before moving into the pertinent Old Norse literary and archaeological sources, a brief 

overview of potential problems surrounding early psychoanalytical theory as well as a note 

of caution regarding the application of modern Jungian theory should be addressed.   

 
61 Expanding on the idea of a “Cosmic Man”, Jung writes that: “The ancient Chinese, for instance, thought 
that before anything whatever was created, there was a colossal divine man called P’an Ku who gave heaven 
and earth their form. When he cried, his tears made the Yellow River and the Yangtze River; when he 
breathed, the wind rose; when he spoke, thunder was loosed; and when he looked around lightning flashed. 
[…] when he died, he fell apart, and from his body the five holy mountains of China sprang into existence. 
His head became the T’ai mountain in the East his trunk became the Sung mountain in the center, his right 
arm the Heng mountain in the North, his left arm the Heng mountain in the South, and his feel the Hua 
mountain in the West. His eyes became the sun and moon” (Jung, 1964, 211-213). 
62 Referring to the presence of the symbolic animals that appear in myth, dreams, and so on, Ernest Jones 
writes the following: “This leads me to say a word about the part played by animals in fantasy, in children’s 
games, in nursery tales, in legends, and last but not least, in dreams. The simple fact that these animals, in 
spite of their frequently objectionable behavior, surprise us by displaying peculiarly human characteristics 
should provide a hint to their real meaning. This is no more and no less that they represent particular human 
beings […] for the reason of the disguise is certain repression” (Jones, 1965, 99-100). Jungian’s theory of 
the self is in many ways comparable to the idea of totemism discussed in section 3.2.3. For the individual, a 
totemic animal represents an inner guide, a sense of balance between human life and cosmology, and strong 
kinship; in a similar way, the self represents an individual’s inner guide whose form [humanoid, animalistic, 
or other] varies from person to person. Arguably, the Old Norse concept of the fylgjur may be connected to 
the self and individual totemism through its similar components of a [often animal] guiding spirit. The fylgjur 
and its connections to Jungian archetypes and totemism will be discussed at length in Chapter 7.   
63 As Ernest Jones writes: “If one asks why should not the actual persons intended appear in the story or 
dream, the answer we get from investigation of the data is always the same, namely, that the theme that has 
given rise to the fantasy contains elements that are unacceptable to consciousness, and so are allowed to 
emerge only when they have been changed into an unrecognizable form” (Jones, 1965, 100).  
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 It is important to understand that the early study of psychoanalysis was heavy 

influenced by the theory of evolution, which was largely coined by the English naturalist, 

Charles Darwin (1809-1882), in his work, On the Origin of Species (originally published 

in 1859). It has been suggested that Darwin’s work redefined the relationship between 

humans and animals and that such changes influenced the later work of Freud and Jung 

(Darwin, 1861, 39-41; see also Shamdasani, 2003, 192). As such, Freud put forth the idea 

that psychology derives from biology and evolutionary theory, while Jung stated that 

“mystical forces” went beyond human experiences (Milton, 2011, 56-57). In short, 

Freudian and Jungian theory (albeit in differing schools of thought) subscribed to the 

nineteenth-century view on evolution; this later sparked criticism which suggested that 

early psychoanalytical theory was not only racist, but also sexist and anti-Semitic 

(Meacham, 2004, 201-202). The rising criticism about Freud and Jung’s research 

ultimately led to some of their findings losing credibility in the mid to late twentieth 

century (Meacham, 2004, 202). Nonetheless, the study of psychoanalysis survived, albeit 

with modern scholars looking at Freudian and Jungian concepts through a new lens 

(Milton, 2011, 46-65).    

 In regard to modern Jungian practice, it is important to mention that there several 

approaches and applications of the subject, largely due to the mid to late nineteenth-century 

psychoanalytical controversies briefly discussed above. It is worth noting that 

contemporary analysts commonly divide themselves by title (for example: Jungian 

analysts, analytical psychologists, Jungian psychoanalysts, and so on) which reflects their 

individual level of commitment to Jung’s original research (Kirsch, 2004, 7). As mentioned 

above, modern scholars have generally taken a critical approach to Jungian theory by 

highlighting the practices’ shortcomings while continuing to utilize general concepts in 

their own research. For example, the American professor, Walter A. Shelburne, points out 

in his work, Mythos and Logos in the Thought of Carl Jung (1988), that a key issue 

involving Carl Jung’s work on the collective unconscious is that he fails to provide a 

precise definition of what the “psyche” is and what exactly it encompasses (Shelburne, 

1988, 15-16). Instead, as Shelburne notes, Jung views the individual “psyche” as an 

undefinable concept, yet, the “contents, structure, and dynamics [of the psyche] is that 

about which Jung’s psychology is primarily concerned” and as such, it is problematic 

(Shelburne, 1988, 15). Here, Shelburne seems to imply that Jungian theory is deeply 

subjective and can be difficult to approach and apply.  
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 In his essay, “Jung on Myth” (2011), the American religion professor, Robert A. 

Segal, also gives caution to scholars by suggesting that applying and “teaching Jung on 

myth involves correcting misconceptions” (Segal, 2011, 75). Specifically pertaining to this 

research project, this includes the misconception (in Segal’s opinion) that “the more 

[Jungian] archetypes found, the better the application” (Segal, 2011, 75). Segal further 

states that “the application of Jung to myth is not like a treasure hunt, in which the goal is 

the sheer accumulation of hidden archetypes”, instead, one should note that not every 

aspect of myth is archetypal, “even if almost anything has the capacity to become 

archetypal” (Segal, 2011, 76). Segal cautions scholars who choose to approach and apply 

Jung’s archetypal work to myth by suggesting that they must first “decipher the story [in 

order] to decipher the archetypes” and understand that “the literal or historical status of 

myth is separate from its psychological efficacy” (Segal, 2011, 76).  

 Despite the controversy and varying levels of allegiance to Jung’s work, the 

American scholar, George H. Jensen, claims that Jung’s original work on the collective 

unconscious and the archetypes (which wholly applies to this research project) is “not so 

problematic” (Jensen, 2004, 7). Simply put, Jensen notes that “archetypes are ideas in 

potential that are fully realized only once they have emerged and taken on the content of a 

particular culture and historical epoch” (Jensen, 2004, 7). The American scholar, Susan 

Rowland, similarly notes that Jung’s theory of the archetypes can be utilized in a positive 

fashion to gain “a deeper understanding of [the] literary genre as a blended cultural and 

psychic inheritance” (Rowland, 2018).  

 Notwithstanding Shelburne and Segal’s warnings about Jung’s ambiguous 

concepts like the “psyche” and falling for “misconceptions” (see above), it might be said 

that most Jungian scholars simply suggest approaching Jung’s archetypal work liberally 

and with a critical eye. In short, while Jung’s work on the shadow, the anima/ animus, the 

persona, and the self should not be taken as perfect truths, they hold merit and should be 

approached and applied both critically and with an open-mind to allow for variables.  

4.5 Conclusion 
The four main Jungian archetypes, the shadow, the anima and animus, the persona, and 

the self, introduced in Chapter 4, represent a Jungian breakdown of the unconscious and 

conscious human mind. These archetypes will later be used as an approach to the Old Norse 

textual and archaeological material presented in Chapters 6, 7, and especially throughout 

the concluding sections.  
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Before entering this discussion however, it is important to state that Jung’s 

archetypes are not considered an absolute truth as their development (particularly the 

anima and the self) were largely created by Jung’s research of his own “fragmented 

personalities”, they are thus, initially, personal (McKinnell, 2005, 31). It is also important 

to note when discussing Jungian archetypes in the content of mythology, that mythology 

is considered as being made up of consciously created stories while Jungian archetypes are 

the unconscious motifs and images that lie behind such myth (Jung, 1998, 81-82). Bearing 

this caution and those described in section 4.4 in mind, I will strive to apply Jung’s 

psychoanalytical concepts to the Old Norse evidence for animal shape-shifting using the 

archetypes as a tool to help deconstruct the inner psyche of the Old Norse shape-shifter 

and explain their individual actions, thoughts, and emotions. 
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5 The Extant Source Materials on Old Norse Shape-shifting 

5.1 Entering Old Norse Mythology  
Before entering the main discussion chapters regarding Old Norse animal-related shape-

shifting in Chapters 6 and 7, an introduction to the trustworthiness and nature of the 

available source materials must now be addressed – something which is by no means a 

simple task. The bare-bones knowledge of Old Norse cosmology is fairly well known in 

the modern era, largely due to a resurgence in saga interest stemming from Marvel’s 

popular Thor comic-books and films as well as author, J. R. R Tolkien, and his works, The 

Hobbit, and The Lord of the Rings (Marvel, 2018; Tolkien, 1982; Tolkien, 1987). However, 

the majority of our knowledge of this mythology originates in the poems of the anonymous 

Poetic Edda, skaldic poetry, and the Prose Edda, the latter of which was written by the 

Icelandic author, Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241). The available source material on Old 

Norse religion as a whole, both literary and archaeological, is a complex collection 

involving unknown authors/ creators, uncertain dates, multiple versions of certain stories, 

and the occasional contradiction, making it a multifaceted, interwoven, and often hazy area 

of study. Because of this, a level of caution must be taken when analyzing and drawing 

conclusions from the source materials as the origins and trustworthiness of these sources 

often vary.   

 As will be introduced below and discussed further in Chapters 6 and 7, the 

numerous references to animal-related shape-changing (including mental, emotional, 

physical, and symbolic transformations) in this material make up a corpus that is both wide 

and multifarious, and the circumstances of each shape-changing event naturally varies. The 

present chapter will thus address and consider the strengths and weaknesses in source value 

of all the following source materials: the relevant Latin and Greek textual materials, the 

Eddic poems, skaldic poetry, Landnámabók (the Book of Settlements), the konungasögur, 

the Íslendingasögur, the fornaldarsögur, and finally, the pertinent available archaeological 

source materials.  

5.2 Latin and Greek Literary Works 
It seems most logical to begin the review of the literary source material regarding animal-

related shape-shifting in the Germanic and Old Norse world by considering a small 

collection of Latin and Greek texts written between the first-tenth centuries A.D. As there 

are very few pertinent works from this period, the relevant texts will be taken in 

chronological order. They will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 
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 Publius Cornelius Tacitus (56-120 A.D.), a first-century Roman Empire historian 

and politician, wrote a number of historical works in Latin, including the Annals, and 

Histories, and Germania. The latter work, which is particularly relevant for this study, is 

believed to have been written around 98 A.D. (Tacitus, 1914, 256). It provides a descriptive 

account of the religious life and the societal practices of the Germanic tribes from a Roman 

perspective and includes accounts of the wearing of beastly animal skins, an account of the 

ferocious Harii warriors, the presence of totemic animals, animal symbols, and the 

legendary shape-shifting beliefs of the Hellusii and Oxiones tribes (Tacitus, 1914, 289-

333). Tacitus’s account of Germanic society will be discussed at length in Chapter 7, with 

particular reference to the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors. 

 A similar narrative of Nordic warriors is found 800 years later in the work of 

Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (905-959 A.D.), the fourth Emperor of the Macedonian 

Dynasty of the Byzantine Empire who reigned between 913-959 A.D. His longest written 

work, the Greek, Ἔκθεσις τῆς βασιλείου τάξεως, or De Ceremoniis, is believed to have 

been composed between 956-959 A.D. and describes ceremonial traditions at the court of 

the Byzantine Empire in Constantinople. In the first volume, a ceremony known as the 

Gothikon or “Gothic game” which took place on “the ninth day of the twelve days of 

Christmas” is described telling of how Nordic mercenaries donned animal skins, and 

danced and beat their shields with their weaponry while shouting and chanting ferociously 

(Porphyrogenitus, 2001, 623-625; see also Price, 2002, 370-371; see also Gunnell, 1995, 

72-75). 

 Another Greek account potentially related to Old Norse animal-related shape-

shifting is found in an eye-witness account of the Rus’ and their fighting style in Ιστορία 

Βιβλίοις ύor, or Historia libris decem: et liber de Velitatione bellica Nicephori Augusti, 

from 970 A.D. written by the Byzantine historian, Leo Diaconus (950-992 A.D.).64 Of 

most interest here is how Leo, who accompanied the Byzantine Emperor, John I Tzimiskes 

(925-976 A.D.), on his campaign against the Rus’ in Bulgaria, describes the Rus’ warriors 

as fighting with a furious madness, sounding like animals, and being without fear 

(Diaconus, 1828, 143-170). With regard to Leo’s record of the Rus warriors, one must 

keep in mind that the exact geographical origin of the individuals in question is not precise 

 
64 Rus was a name given to the Varangians who were namely Swedish, Finnish, and Slavic traders and 
military sea-farers in what is now modern-day Russia (Duczko, 2004, 10-21).  
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and a possible connection to the Slavic people should be considered. Leo Diaconus’ view 

that the Rus were “enemies” to the Byzantine empire should also be considered.    

 These Greek and Latin accounts and particularly those from Germania and 

Historia, have distinct advantages with their contemporary first and second-hand 

descriptions of Germanic clothing, beliefs, and fighting techniques, which are expressive, 

unlike the often muddled or obscure descriptions given in Old Norse skaldic verse which 

take it for granted that listeners know the circumstances and context. They nonetheless 

have their own respective geographic and religious bias (as we will also see with regard to 

the work of Snorri Sturluson), and there is always the chance that the observer (in Tacitus’ 

case, his informant) may have misheard, misunderstood, or over-stressed the actions they 

are describing. Additionally, one must bear in mind that authors such as these would often 

stress the importance of events which they personally found strange, monstrous, or 

offensive, and their accounts may not always reflect the true intent behind the activities of 

the observed culture. Nevertheless, their materials are naturally useful for building an 

overall understanding for animal-related shape-shifting beliefs and practices in Old Norse 

Scandinavia and the culture that preceded it.65   

5.3 The Old Norse Literary Sources: Introduction 
Old Norse religion is often labelled as a “pagan” or “heathen” religion as a direct result of 

its difference to the Christianity that gradually spread throughout Scandinavia during the 

centuries leading up to approximately 1000 A.D. As a consequence of Christianization 

present in Scandinavia at the time of the recording of most Old Norse literary texts from 

the twelfth century onwards dealing with this religion, one needs to bear in mind that a 

large portion of this material will have come under the ideological influence of Christian 

religious practice and thought. Indeed, as the Swedish archaeologist, Anders Andrén, notes 

in his introduction to Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspectives (2004), Old Norse 

religion in these works is often referred to as “forn siðr” (the old custom) or “heiðinn siðr” 

(heathen custom) (Andrén, 2004, 12). This reminds readers that the writers viewed this 

religion as “outdated” rather than an active belief system. As Andrén writes: “the old days 

were thus denoted not only by their beliefs but just as much by the actions and behaviors 

 
65 The fact that these sources are contemporary is naturally also very important to note.  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

62 

that people had performed” (Andrén, 2004, 12).66 Furthermore, as Neil Price mentions 

with regard to the approach of the Christian authors and recorders in The Viking Way 

(2002):  

[…] it is problematic to apply what is effectively a monotheistic [Christian] 

framework of interpretation to a whole pantheon of gods, […] this also 

ignores the whole host of other supernatural entities that were at least as 

important as the Æsir and Vanir (Price, 2002, 55).67 

 

 The application of the Christian understanding of a polytheistic religion naturally 

raises the question of the Christian presentation of “other-worldly” figures, such as shape-

shifters, who include humans and deities alike, and whether their role in the extant sources 

might have been colored, stressed, or understated due to the author’s personal religious 

beliefs (Price, 2002, 55). This approach can be arguably seen for example in the use of the 

term eigi einhamr (“not of one skin”) in Eyrbyggja saga (1935, 165), where the writer 

describes unconverted Christians as dualistic humans.68  

 It is important to note that different works have different source values depending 

on their age and backgrounds. In the following few sections, I will introduce the main 

categories of the Old Norse textual sources on Old Norse shape-shifting, considering 

potential source value. 

5.4 The Poetic Edda, Skaldic Poetry, and the Prose Edda 
Most modern scholarship divides Old Norse religious poetry into two distinct fields, Eddic 

and skaldic, the anonymous Eddic poetry being largely contained in the so-called Poetic 

Edda while skaldic poetry is most commonly distinguished by its different meter and its 

composition by named skálds.   

 In 1643, an Icelandic bishop, Brynjólfur Sveinsson (1605-1675), acquired a lengthy 

unidentified manuscript containing numerous mythological and heroic poems recorded in 

 
66 See Andrén’s essay, “Old Norse Religion: Some Problems and Prospects”, for further information 
(Andrén, 2004, 11-14). This article provides a thought-provoking perspective on the available sources for 
Old Norse scholars and the difficulties they face when attempting to work with the material. 
67 It is important to note in this context that the word “mythology” is never used by people to discuss their 
own belief. It is rather a word used to describe the “untrue” belief systems of other peoples (Andrén, 2004, 
12). 
68 Christianity and its relation to the Old Norse literary sources will be addressed in section 5.4 as part of the 
discussion of the Prose Edda and indeed throughout this research project. The term eigi einhamr and its 
possible meaning in Eyrbyggja saga will be discussed further in Chapters 6 and 7. 
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the late thirteenth century. Brynjólfur wrongly assumed that this manuscript which 

contained similar mythological material to Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda was written by 

the early Icelandic scholar and historian, Sæmundr Sigfússon (1056-1133), and thus named 

it Edda Sæmundi multiscii (The Edda of Sæmundr the Wise) (Clunies Ross, 2005, 7).69 

The Poetic Edda contained in this manuscript, now known as the Codex Regius (roughly 

circa 1270), begins with the poem, Vǫluspá, which contains an outline of Old Norse 

cosmology beginning with Ymir and the creation of the worlds and ending with the 

climatic war known as ragnarǫk.  

 The animal shape-shifting occurrences mentioned in the Poetic Edda are somewhat 

minimal. This work nonetheless provides a variety of essential examples ranging from the 

giant, Hræsvelgr, in Vafþrúðnismál 37 who creates all the winds of the world while in the 

hamr or “skin” of an eagle to the use of Freyja’s fjaðrhamr in Þrymskviða 3 and the prose 

account of Loki transforming himself into a salmon to escape capture at the conclusion of 

Lokasenna. 

The diversity of animal shape-shifting instances in the Poetic Edda arguably 

conveys the  “normality” of the belief in shape-shifting that seems to have been present in 

Old Norse Scandinavian society.70 Animal-related shape-shifting in the Poetic Edda must 

have been considered a significant and necessary part of the Old Norse mythos on some 

level since further examples would later appear in the Prose Edda which relates similar 

stories.  

A different kind of verse originally composed and orally presented by a number of 

skálds from between the ninth and fourteenth centuries are preserved in various Old Norse 

texts is referred to as “skaldic” poetry. The earliest known relevant skáld is generally 

agreed to have been Bragi Boddason, the author of Ragnarsdrápa from the ninth century, 

which allegedly refers to the figure, Ragnar loðbrók, and the shield with which he gifted 

Bragi (Lindow, 2001, 15-16).  

Only a handful of the skaldic poems convey animal-related shape-shifting events. 

Haustlǫng, a tenth-century skaldic poem by Þjóðófr of Hvinir (855-930) is an example of 

one of the exceptions. Similar to Ragnarsdrápa, Haustlǫng depicts narratives that appeared 

 
69 This work will be referred to as the Poetic Edda throughout this research project. Again, all references to 
stanzas/ strophes of poems in the Poetic Edda will be to the 2014 edition of Eddukvæði I-II, edited by Jónas 
Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason. The Old Norse shape-shifting terminology and etymology in these poems 
will be introduced and discussed further in Chapter 6. Please note that all stanza/ strophe numbers from the 
Poetic Edda and skaldic poetry will be cited in-text immediately following the poems’ title.  
70 There are few examples of the berserkir warriors in the Poetic Edda, outside Hárbarþsljóð 37.  
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on a shield, showcasing two instances of animal-related shape-shifting in the story of the 

kidnapping and rescue of Iðunn (Haustlǫng 2/ 12). Outside of Haustlǫng, there are distinct 

references to berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors in Haraldskvæði 8, 20, and 21 (tenth 

century), Háleygjatal 6 (tenth century), and Bandadrápa 1 (early eleventh century).71 

The value of Old Norse skaldic poetry as a source derives mainly from its 

distinguishable meter (commonly the dróttkvætt type), along with the context of the poems, 

their active use of kennings, and their often-known authorship (Gade, 1995, 1-9).72 These 

signifiers make it easier for scholars to potentially date the material and to consider any 

possible outside influences (religious or political) to which the author could have been 

susceptible to when creating their work. It is nonetheless again important to bear in mind 

that these stories were passed on in the oral tradition for several centuries.   

The Prose Edda, written by the Icelandic Christian scholar, Snorri Sturluson, in the 

thirteenth century, is comprised of four parts (Prologue, Gylfaginning, Skáldskaparmál, 

and Háttatal) and represents an attempt to explain the earlier Old Norse skaldic verse 

while simultaneously answering why the ancestors of the Icelanders worshipped “false 

gods” (Acker, 2002, xii).73 Snorri accomplished this by using euhemerism, suggesting that 

the Nordic deities were simply extraordinary humans who immigrated from Troy, brought 

their superior knowledge north, and were eventually treated and worshipped as gods 

(Larrington, 2017, 1-2; Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 4-6). Snorri’s Gylfaginning and 

Skáldskaparmál hold particular relevance for this research project because their examples 

of animal shape-shifting (primarily involving Loki), and mention of berserkir warriors and 

certain gods (such as Óðinn and Freyja) having strong connections to animals, birds, and 

skins. For logical reasons, a number of the relevant examples of animal shape-shifting in 

the Prose Edda are similar to those found in skaldic poetry and the Poetic Edda, which 

provided Snorri with many of his sources. This naturally raises the question: what are the 

differences if any, (other than authorship) between the various paralleling accounts and 

what causes them?  

 
71 These poems will all be revisited and discussed further in Chapter 7. Note that all skaldic poem references 
within this research project will refer to the online Skaldic Project Database. 
72 A key advantage that early skaldic poetry (such as Haustlǫng) (and the Eddic poetry) brings to scholars is 
that it is said to have been compiled before the Christianization of Iceland and thus may allow for a more 
contemporary depiction of Old Norse religion in comparison to that in Snorri’s Prose Edda. Haustlǫng is 
preserved in the thirteenth-century Prose Edda. Its influence on Snorri’s mythological writings should not 
be overlooked (Clunies Ross, 2017, 431).  
73 Again, all references to the Prose Edda will be from the 1998 and 2005 editions of Edda edited by Anthony 
Faulkes.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dr%C3%B3ttkv%C3%A6tt
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Some of the differences between accounts found in the Poetic Edda and the Prose 

Edda, clearly have an origin in Snorri’s Christian attitude to the pagan polytheistic 

pantheon and other pagan concepts.74 As mentioned previously in section 5.3, Old Norse 

religion was already considered a non-active belief system in the thirteenth-century. 

Because of this, it is difficult to judge whether any literary material from this time 

accurately reflects Old Norse religious practices and beliefs in Old Norse Scandinavia. 

Nevertheless, like his primary sources, Snorri’s Prose Edda remains a valuable source in 

the sense that it allows readers to become aware of how the Christianization of Scandinavia 

changed societal views to the Old Norse mythos and its “other-worldly” figures like shape-

shifters.    

Despite some of the drawbacks of the complex maze that makes up the Poetic 

Edda, the skaldic poetry and the Prose Edda, something that is not helped by the 

disconcerting influence that Christianity has had on “heathen” mythology, along with other 

questions relating to anonymity, unknown dates, the effect of the oral tradition, and the 

retelling of stories, the significance of all these sources for this research project can never 

be overstated. These early narratives still provide much of the literary foundation for 

approaching animal-related shape-changing in Old Norse religion. 

5.5 Landnámabók, the Konungasögur, and Gesta Danorum 
As introduced in Chapter 3 in the discussion of (primarily Native American) personal 

names as a possible expression of totemism, the ritualistic act of naming sometimes sheds 

light on an individual’s character and (when connected to animals) their possible 

affiliations with aspects of shape-shifting, animals, and dualism. As I will introduce below, 

examples of this can be found in Old Norse textual sources like Landnámabók (the Book 

of Settlements) and the konungasögur (the kings’ sagas) which also contain examples of 

shape-shifting, suggesting that belief in this phenomenon still existed at the time of the 

settlement of Iceland.75 In the spectrum of this research project, these source materials thus 

provide valuable insight not only into the practice of naming but also other examples of 

animal-related shape-shifting in Old Norse culture (as introduced in section 5.4), as well 

as the human connections this motif might have.   

 
74 This can particularly be seen in the Prologue, where Snorri uses the Christian God’s title liberally while 
introducing and discussing the construction of the Christian world (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 3-6).  
75 It is worth noting that the konungasögur and Gesta Danorum also contain examples of shape-shifting 
among other things, as part of the magical practices of seiðr of the Sámi described in Historia Norwegiæ 
(see Chapter 7).  
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 Landnámabók is an Icelandic genealogical record compiled in part by Ari 

Þorgilsson the Learned (1068-1148), who additionally wrote the Íslendingabók in the early 

twelfth century. Landnámabók exists in five extant versions (some fragmentary) which list 

the original settlers of Iceland, their origins, land-ownings, and their family members who 

arrived between 874-930 A.D. The five versions are known as: Sturlubók (1275-1280), 

Hauksbók (1306-08), Melabók (1300-1310), Skardsárbók (before 1636), and Þórdarbók 

(before 1670) (Herman Pálsson, 2006, 5). While Ari’s original version of Landnámabók is 

mostly lost, its existence was confirmed by Haukur Erlendsson (Unknown birth date - 

1334), who wrote Hauksbók in the early fourteenth century (Hermann Pálsson, 2006, 3).  

 In the scope of this research project, Landnámabók serves as a valuable practical 

tool to study oral family memories of several aspects of animal-related shape-shifting in 

Old Norse culture, as well as the relationships that seem to have existed between animals 

and humans, animal-related personal names for men and women, and the nature of the 

specific animals these individuals were named after (see Chapter 7). It also contains several 

direct descriptions of shape-changing and shape-changing beliefs.    

 The konungasögur include a range of Old Norse sagas composed between the 

twelfth and fourteenth centuries that contain mythological and historical descriptions of 

the kings of Norway and their reigns. Particularly relevant to this research project are once 

again the use of animal names for humans and various accounts relating to animal shape-

changing such as those relating to the berserkir and Óðinn’s transformation into a bird and 

snake in Ynglinga saga (1941, 18-19) which forms part of Snorri Sturluson’s 

Heimskringla.76  

 Similar material to Landnámabók and the konungasögur is found in Historia 

Norwegiæ, originally written in Latin and probably written between 1160 and 1220 A.D. 

Unfortunately, its authorship is unknown and its only surviving manuscript is owned 

privately by the Earl of Dalhousie in Scotland (Phelpstead, 2008, ix). Like Landnámabók, 

Historia Norwegiæ contains a useful index of personal names. It is often considered to be 

a part of the konungasögur. Historia Norwegiæ contains valuable descriptions of the Sámi 

wearing furs as clothing, and Sámi shamanistic practices in which shape-shifting is of 

importance (Kunin, 2008, 5-7; 123-127).77 While the descriptions of the Sámi people in 

 
76 All future references to Heimskringla will be from the Íslenzk fornrit edition.  
77 The animals featured in the description of Sámi shamanistic practices include whales and reindeer. These 
practices and Historia Norwegiæ will be revisited and discussed briefly in Chapter 7. 
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Lapland are not wholly connected to Old Norse religion, these accounts echo Tacitus and 

Porphyrogenitus’ description of the wearing of furs as listed in section 5.2.  

 Akin to the konungasögur is Gesta Danorum, written by the Danish historian, Saxo 

Grammaticus (1160-1220), in the thirteenth century, a comprehensive work of 16 books 

which record Danish history up until the late twelfth century. The first nine books deal 

with the pre-Christian period and contain some pertinent information for the present 

subject, particularly in the shape of descriptions of people wearing skins, as well as shape-

changing. A good example is the figure of Harthgrepa, the child of Vagnhofth, who 

describes herself as being indeterminate in nature and able to change her shape at will 

(Saxo Grammaticus, 1979, 23).78  

 While Gesta Danorum and Ynglinga saga both draw on mythology, as with 

Landnámabók and the Íslendingasögur (see below) their descriptions of shape-changing 

are valuable, not least underlining that ideas of shape-shifting lived on amongst Old Norse 

Scandinavians. 

5.6 The Íslendingasögur 
The Íslendingasögur (the Icelandic family sagas) like the konungasögur (briefly 

introduced in section 5.5) have been categorized as prose historical narratives. Written 

anonymously between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and set between the 

colonization of Iceland and the time shortly after Iceland’s conversion to Christianity, the 

Íslendingasögur are a collection of historical and genealogical accounts that primarily 

occur in Iceland. The sagas contained within the Íslendingasögur (like the fornaldarsögur 

which will be introduced in section 5.7) include further examples of animal-related shape-

changing, and like Landnámabók and the konungasögur, are marked with a sense of 

realism; this can be seen particularly in the case of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors 

described in Grettis saga (1936, 5 for example) and Egils saga (1933, 4) where we meet 

Kveld-Úlfr, one of the few examples of humans who may “symbolically” shape-change 

into animal form.79 

 The American scholar, John Lindow, nonetheless wisely cautions academics not to 

draw too much out of the descriptions in Íslendingasögur of Old Norse religious practices 

 
78 It is worth noting that Harthgrepa does not explicitly name the shape/ species which she transforms into.  
79 Kveld-Úlfr is connected with the wolf both etymologically and by his temperment; this will be discussed 
later in Chapter 7. Another significant human shape-shifter is Böðvarr Bjarki in the fornaldarsaga, Hrólfs 
saga kraka (1944). Böðvarr will be introduced further in section 5.7 and discussed at length in Chapter 7. 
Please note that all saga references from the Íslendingasögur come from the Islenzk fornrit edition.   
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or figures (such as shape-shifters) as these works, like the Prose Edda, were written after 

Iceland’s conversion to Christianity and may thus represent antiquarian reconstructions of 

the past (Lindow, 2001, 26). Nevertheless, the pertinent textual material on Old Norse 

shape-shifters contained in the Íslendingasögur is frankly invaluable for this subject 

despite its Christian-influenced thematics which are particularly seen in Eyrbyggja saga 

below.80 Similar to Landnámabók, the konungasögur, and Gesta Danorum, the 

Íslendingasögur have roots in the oral traditions of families and are presented as historical 

texts, even though they contain a few fantastical elements. As will be shown in the next 

section, the fantastic is more apparent in the prose fornaldarsögur which differ greatly 

from the textual materials listed above since they are considered legendary and not 

historically fact-based.    

5.7 The Fornaldarsögur 
Considered to be primarily written in Iceland, the stories of the fornaldarsögur are thought 

to have been written between the thirteenth century and roughly 1400 and take place before 

the settlement of Iceland and the Scandinavian conversion to Christianity.81 According to 

the Australian medievalist, Margaret Clunies Ross, the fornaldarsögur have two key 

signifiers which sets them apart from the other Old Norse texts; firstly, the stories are set 

primarily in Denmark, Sweden, or Norway (Clunies Ross, 2009, 319). Secondly, unlike 

other sagas found in the konungasögur and the Íslendingasögur, as noted above the 

fornaldarsögur are legendary and contain many fantastical motifs including shape-shifters, 

giants, dwarves, elves, and magical practices (Clunies Ross, 2009, 319-320).82 As 

Margaret Clunies Ross states: 

The themes, characters and the whole world of the fornaldarsaga lend 

themselves to interpretation, not as realistic narratives, but rather as subjects 

dealing with deep and disturbing issues that cannot be approached from the 

 
80 Ironically, the Christian influence in Eyrbyggja saga is seen in the shape-shifting term “eigi einhamr” 
referring to unconverted Christians (Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 165). This idea echoes Jacob Grimm’s 
interpretation of shape-changers being associated with devil-like qualities and ideas first introduced in 
Chapter 2. This idea and term will be discussed further in Chapters 6 and 7. 
81 All saga references from the fornaldarsögur will be from the Fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda, edited by 
Guðni Jónsson and Bjarni Vilhjálmsson.  
82 Margaret Clunies Ross notes in her work, “Fornaldarsögur as Fantastic Ethnographies” (2009), that “the 
question of whether the fornaldarsögur should be considered a separate genre of saga literature emerged as 
a contentious and much debated issue” amongst scholars due to stark differences between these sagas and 
the konungasögur and Íslendingasögur (Clunies Ross, 2009, 319). 
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perspective of the mundane world but must rather be enacted in a literary 

world in which often taboo subjects can be raised and aired, though not 

necessarily resolved (Clunies Ross, 2010, 80). 

 In the scope of this research, as Clunies Ross suggests, the fornaldarsögur serve as 

a means of understanding the somewhat “taboo” or “unusual” subject of shape-shifting and 

not least its common associations with “outlawry” or “villainous” behavior. Without a 

doubt, the fornaldarsögur provide some of the richest examples of animal-related shape-

changing, most particularly in Völsunga saga (1943) which contains multiple occurrences 

of shape-shifting which underline a connection between animal-related shape-changers 

(and particularly the ever-popular “werewolf” figure) with the forest, further solidifying 

their “outlaw” category.83  

 As has been shown above, the Old Norse textual materials vary by genre, verse 

form, authorship, and by the dates in which they were written. The range of dates for the 

pertinent textual materials, ranging roughly between the ninth and fourteenth centuries, 

cover Scandinavia’s conversion to the Christian religion which greatly affected the writing 

style, substance, and trustworthiness of the material. Indeed, the bulk of source materials 

that are relevant to Old Norse shape-shifting stems from these Old Norse texts. 

Nonetheless, as previously suggested by Lindow, a level of caution should always be 

exercised by scholars when utilizing any of them due to the possibility that they may be 

antiquarian reconstructions of the past or influenced by outside ideologies (Lindow, 2001, 

26). As we move away from the textual sources and onto introducing the relevant 

archaeological material, it is clear that similar levels of caution should be applied here, not 

least with regard to the way in which animals are viewed. 

5.8 Archaeological Iconographic Source Materials 
As was introduced in Chapter 3 in the discussion of totemic religions, the relationship 

between animals and humans in our modern society has dramatically changed in 

comparison to that known and experienced in earlier civilizations and religions. As has 

been noted, the textual and archaeological sources on Old Norse religion (which will be 

discussed further in Chapters 6 and 7) certainly seem to suggest that in Old Norse 

Scandinavia, strong connections between animals and humans were considered “normal” 

and that the lines between what was considered human and what was considered animal 

 
83 This idea will be introduced further in Chapter 6 and later discussed in Chapter 7. 



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

70 

were often blurred. One must naturally begin to ask, how can a scholar begin studying a 

religion and religious worldviews that were so unlike those encountered in western 

Christian religion, in which a clear hierarchy exists of humans dominating over animals? 

Kristina Jennbert offers a word of caution to scholars about to enter this field, warning 

them to take care when attempting to deconstruct animal/ human relationships and the 

phenomenon of animal-related shape-shifting.84 As she notes, scholars often approach 

animal/ human relationships and the source material dealing with them with an 

anthropocentric mindset, something which has been the cause for intense debate because 

it can limit our ability to fully understand the given source material as it was originally 

intended (Jennbert, 2001, 212-213).85 This applies particularly to interpreting the extant 

archaeological material relevant to animal shape-shifting in Old Norse Scandinavia: as 

Jennbert suggests, it is necessary to “re-think” the ways in which we interpret human/ 

animal relationships if we wish to properly attempt to gain an understanding of animal 

shape-changers as they were seen in the past.  

 It is also important to note that the pertinent archaeological material culture is 

primarily iconographic, and thus is very much open to interpretation. As Neil Price 

suggests, one exception to this would be the seventh-century Istaby runestone in the 

Mjällby parish, Blekinge in Sweden, which contains a list of familial male names that 

possibly implies “some form of totemic animal running in the family” (Price, 2002, 373).86 

The extant iconographic material may be limited, but it covers great lengths of time in the 

Germanic world, the earliest taking the form of two Stone-Age petroglyphs from Finnmark 

(Gunnell, 1995, 37-38).  

 While, as stated above, this material is somewhat limited, it has obvious 

advantages, despite the problem of interpretation. Unlike the bulk of animal shape-

changing evidence gleaned primarily from the extant textual materials, the archaeological 

material is at least contemporary. The heavy presence of animal and anthropomorphic 

imagery, like the Bronze-Age carvings of the Tanum rock art (see fig. 5.1) and the horned 

 
84 Kristina Jennbert’s warning for scholars about approaching this material with an anthropocentric mindset 
stems primarily from her archaeological background. It is certainly applicable with the extant iconographic 
material culture, but also applies to much of the direct evidence showcasing animal-related shape-shifting 
which come from a time after the acceptance of Christianity such as that found in the literary material, and 
most notably, the wolves and serpent present in Völsunga saga, and the berserkir warriors in Grettis saga.  
85 Jennbert states that this natural bias (the often-anthropocentric approach) stems from scholars being 
victims of their own time and geographical location, as our modern western worldview is largely founded 
upon Judaeo-Christian practices (Jennbert, 2001, 224).   
86 This inscription will be further discussed in Chapter 7. 
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Viksø helmets (from c. 1000 B.C.) which depict horns similar to those of an ox or auroch, 

underlines that the relationship between animals and humans during this period was 

considered as being more equal than that in the often-anthropocentric point of view of the 

modern, western world (Wileman, 2014, 104).  

 

 

Fig 5.1. Anthropomorphic Bridal Couple. Swedish Tanum Rock Art 
(Swedish Rock Art Research Archives, Image 13045).  

 

5.9 Conclusion 
As introduced above, a wide range of primary source materials exist that are relevant to 

the discussion of the animal shape-changer in Old Norse Scandinavia. Several notes of 

caution have been nonetheless mentioned throughout this chapter about the use of this 

material and it feels appropriate to reiterate them now at the end of this chapter. In short, 

it is clear that the extant textual source materials suffer from a high level of complexity 

(due to partial Christian influence, anonymity, and variable dating) while the contemporary 

archaeological evidence is relatively minimal and open to interpretation which is too often 

based on an often-anthropocentric ideology. Bearing in mind these words of caution in 

mind we can now go on to examine the sources in question in a more detailed and critical 

manner, attempting to provide as emic an analysis as possible. 
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6 The Language Related to Old Norse Shape-shifting 

6.1 Introduction 
The motif of shape-shifting in literature, the oral tradition, the practice of religion, and 

folklore, is something that has continued to evolve and influence cultures throughout time 

and in numerous geographical locations into the modern era. As will be shown in the 

present chapter and has been underlined throughout this research project, unlike in our 

modern society, belief in dualism within one’s self in Old Norse religion and society could 

arguably have been considered common practice. As Neil Price suggests in The Viking 

Way, it is important to remember that our modern stabilized perception of belief and culture 

differs greatly from that known in Old Norse Scandinavian society: “Unlike in our modern 

worldview […] that which is perceived by the senses [in Old Norse Scandinavia] is not 

absolutely and unalterably static and fixed” (Price, 2002, 59). Price’s notion of how 

perception has evolved over time is particularly important to consider as we move into the 

discussion chapters of this research project where an attempt will be made to analyze the 

more fantastic elements related to animal shape-shifting. There is little question that many 

of the terms that will be introduced in the present chapter have a background in Christianity 

and it is clear that their meaning has changed over time to reflect the Christian perception 

of shape-changers which quite certainly varies from that of the people of pre-Christian 

Scandinavia. As the American medieval scholar, Caroline Walker Bynum, suggests in her 

work, “Metamorphosis, or Gerald and the Werewolf” (1998), the idea of  dualism (in the 

sense of shape-shifting) was wholly denied by the Church as it suggests that shape-

changers were “outside” of the Christian God’s control (Bynum, 1998, 989-990). As she 

writes:    

[…] it seems that natural philosophers in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 

– unwilling to deny what was to them empirical evidence of monstrous 

combinations, hybridization, grafting, and spontaneous generation – 

struggle to contain the natural world in categories of unalterable, or not 

easily alterable, species (Bynum, 1998, 990). 

As stated earlier in Chapter 2, Bynum’s statement can be connected to Hilda Ellis 

Davidson’s perception of shape-shifting in Old Norse literature and society being 

surrounded by “other-worldly” elements, though most stories possess a sense of realism 

which is “expressed through the images of their mythology” (Davidson, 1988, 100).  
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As mentioned in Chapter 2, on the basis of the extant textual material, shape-

shifting in Old Norse religion and culture seems to have had two main types with several 

subsets in each category: the physical changing of one’s body and psychological 

metamorphosis.87 As Catharina Raudvere suggests: 

In Scandinavian tradition the following assumptions are vital to 

understanding the veracity of shape-shifting: the soul can leave the body 

and assume a new and different shape; thoughts and feelings can take 

tangible form and several different beings are associated with these 

conceptions […] (Raudvere, 2002, 49).88 

 Analyzing the circumstances of each animal shape-changing occurrence naturally 

involves understanding the language used in each case. Before moving into the main 

discussion chapter of this research project, in which an analysis will be made of the extant 

and pertinent textual and archaeological material, some discussion needs to be made of the 

language and concepts relating to shape-shifting that are used in Old Norse literature to see 

what those tell us about the phenomenon. 

6.2 Hamskipti and the hamr 
Arguably the root word that Old Norse shape-shifting language centers around is hamr, 

which can be translated as literally “shape” or “skin” (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 

279-280).89 Hamr represents the resulted form or appearance that is taken on by the shape-

changer or that which on-lookers can visually perceive (Price, 2002, 59).90 The English 

scholar, Clive Tolley, suggests that hamr refers primarily to the idea of animal pelts, 

 
87 As noted above, it must be remembered that the motif of shape-shifting has evolved substantially from 
these early sources to the modern era. It nonetheless continues to influence contemporary literature and 
entertainment like Disney’s Beauty and the Beast, and the 2017 movie adaptation of Stephen King’s novel, 
IT (Condon, 2017; Muschietti, 2017).  
88 For more information on the differences in Scandinavian shape-shifting, see John Lindow’s chapters 
“Werewolf and Nightmare (Skåne)” and “Becoming a Werewolf (Värmland)” (pages 176-180) in Swedish 
Legends and Folktales (1978) for excellent representations of Swedish animal shape-shifting in folklore.   
89 All dictionary terms and definitions used throughout this research project will primarily be taken from 
Geir T. Zoëga’s, A Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic (2004). 
90 Hamr is commonly used throughout the Old Norse texts in connection with the idea of humans taking on 
animal form, notably, those of bears, wolves, and birds. It is important to note that in literal terms, changing 
one’s hamr is not necessarily limited to the idea of taking on forms relating to the animal kingdom, since in 
international beliefs, those who are “shape-strong” may take on multiple forms, species, or genders. An 
excellent modern example of this can be seen in the X-Men series with the character, Mystique, who can 
change her physical form and gender at will (Singer, 2000). However, as has been noted in the scope of this 
research project, I will be focusing on the analysis of animal shape-shifting. 
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whereas the French philologist, Georges Dumézil (1898-1986), suggests that hamr 

signifies either a garment to wear or an external form to take on (Tolley, 2009, I, 193; 

Dumézil, 1970, 142). These ideas are supported by numerous texts like that in the prose 

introduction to the Eddic poem, Vǫlundarkviða, where several alleged valkyrjur shed their 

álptarhamir (“swan-pelts”) to assume a human shape.91 Similar to Tolley and Dumézil, 

Neil Price suggests that hamr represents physicality, but notes that there is an element of 

potential change associated with hamr, and also that the hamr itself is unequipped with the 

subject’s inner thoughts or intentions, suggesting that it is, in a sense, is an empty shell 

(Price, 2002, 60). In the context of physical transformation, the new hamr taken on in most 

Old Norse examples is most commonly like that of the bear (seen in Hrólfs saga kraka 

1944, 86-89) and the wolf (such as Völsunga saga 1943, 14-16). Such shape-shifting 

transformations are referred to as hamskipti in Old Norse.92  

 Hamr is often found in compound words relevantly formed around the concept of 

shape-shifting like the adjective, hamrammr, which refers to one’s “ability to change 

shape”, while hamremi, denotes an individual’s state of being.93 While, as it has been 

noted, the word hamr seems primarily associated with physicality, scholars like Dag 

Strömback have noted that hamrammr acts as an overarching label which identifies shape-

shifters and their “supernatural abilities” in society (Strömback, 1935, 162).94 However, it 

can also refer to changes in character. An excellent example of this can be found in Egils 

saga (1933, 4) where Egill’s grandfather, Kveld-Úlfr Bjálfason, is referred to as being 

hamrammr due to his differing temperament in the evenings:95 

 
91 While Tolley suggests that hamr primarily refers to physical elements like that of an animal pelt, he has 
also suggested that compound words which stem from hamr such as hamstolinn (“frantic, furious”), hamask 
(“to assume the shape of an animal; to rage”), and hamslauss (“to lose/ be without one’s hamr”) incorporate 
psychological elements like the describing of one’s mood (Tolley, 2009, I, 195). Vǫlundarkviða and its 
connection to shape-shifting will be discussed further in Chapter 7.  
92 Hrólfs saga kraka (1944), Völsunga saga (1943) and their respective descriptions of changes to bears and 
wolves will be discussed at length in Chapter 7. 
93 See also Gull Þóris saga (1991, 221) and Flómanna saga (1991, 265). 
94 It is arguable that calling someone hamrammr could have simultaneously labelled them as being 
“different” from their societal peers. This idea will be discussed further below in connection to the terms eigi 
einhamr and vargr.  
95 Kveld-Úlfr and Egils saga will also be mentioned in reference to the berserkir/ úlfheðnar in Chapter 7. 
Catharina Raudvere has suggested that the hugr (“thought, mind”), which is often associated to Old Norse 
shape-shifting by scholars, may also be used by those who are hamrammr to push out their desire/ will onto 
others (Raudvere, 2002, 102). Price has similarly suggested that a particularly strong hugr (such as that 
owned by Kveld-Úlfr) would be felt by the individual’s surrounding company, alerting them to the shape-
shifter’s “other-worldly” abilities (Price, 2002, 60).  
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En dag hvern, er at kveldi leið, þá gerðisk hann styggr, svá at fáir menn 

máttu orðum við hann koma; var hann kveldsvæfr. Þat var mál manna at 

hann væri mjǫk hamrammr; hann var kallaðr Kveld-Úlfr (Egils saga 1933, 

4).96 

It is important to note that the reader never witnesses Kveld-Úlfr shape-shift in the physical 

sense. However, from the use of shape-changing language like hamrammr, it may be 

assumed that either Kveld-Úlfr experiences a wolf-like metamorphosis of some kind 

(physical or mental) on a regular basis or that society has labelled Kveld-Úlfr as being 

“different” enough in behavior to be wary of him at certain times. 

 Kveld-Úlfr’s shape-shifting abilities could be seen as being essentially mental or 

even symbolic and the same can be seen in some other compound words built around hamr. 

For example, the word, hamingja, meaning “guardian spirit; luck” and in later times, 

“happiness”, does not immediately invoke the fantastical imagery often connected with 

shape-shifting. In one case in Víga Glúms saga (1956, 30-34) however, hamingja seems 

to have strong connections to the idea of the fylgjur that follow people or commonly appear 

in dreams in the form of an animal (Turville-Petre, 1964, 229).97 Indeed, Jan de Vries 

suggests that hamingja refers to a mental state, saying that “we may conceive of the word 

as a designation for a power radiating out of man, clear from the expression liggja 

hamingja til við e-n; at first one thinks of the hugr, which one can send out” (my translation, 

de Vries, 1935, I, 222).98 It has also been suggested that hamingja’s etymological 

connection to hamr showcases how shape-changing may extend past its physical form to 

symbolically represent the subject’s inner personality (Price, 2002, 60). Indeed, the 

Swedish scholar, Lennart Ejerfeldt, suggests in his work, Helighet, “Karisma” och 

kungadöme i forngermansk religion (1971), that the hamingja in earlier times may have 

been best understood as an individual’s “alter-ego” or doppelgänger (Ejerfeldt, 1971, 136 

and 161). Lotte Hedeager, extends this idea in her Iron Age Myth and Materiality (2011), 

drawing on the second meaning of hamr, meaning “skin”. Hedeager observes that the 

 
96 The etymological roots of names are significant here. The word úlfr in Old Icelandic literally means “wolf”, 
while Bjalfi, Kveld-Úlfr’s father’s name, translates to mean “animal-skin”.  
97 The animal fylgjur and their relation to the study of Old Norse shape-changing will be discussed further in 
Chapter 7. 
98 The original German text reads: “Aber daß wir das Wort als eine Bezeichnung für eine aus dem Menschen 
ausstrahlende Kraft auffassen dürfen, geht aus dem Ausdruck leggja hamingju til við e-n hervor; man denkt 
dabei zunächst an die Vorstellung des hugr, den man aussenden kann” (de Vries, 1935, I, 222). In the context 
of hugr, it is also interesting to note that in Historia Norwegiæ, the word gandr is used to describe an “unclean 
spirit” that can be sent out like a hugr (Historia Norwegiæ 2008, 6).  
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physical shape of a new hamr taken on by shape-changers may “be perceived as the interim 

shape of a person’s hugr [thought], obtained [only] through hamhleypa, that is, shape-

changing” (Hedeager, 2011, 59).99 

 Hamhleypa (“a human being who travels in the shape of an animal”), like hamr, 

denotes a direct connection between shape-shifting and animals. Whereas hamr seemingly 

represents an outer shape or form, hamhleypa seemingly signifies the shape-shifter 

embarking on a journey either during or after their metamorphosis (Summers, 2003, 242). 

This journey, as the literary evidence in Ynglinga saga (1941, 18) and Hrólfs saga kraka 

(1944, 86-89) shows, could also take the form of a mental/ spiritual “sending out” of one’s 

self to assume an animal shape while the individual’s original form is lying asleep (Du 

Chaillu, 1890, I, 430).100  

 It is important to note that while hamr arguably represents the linguistic foundation 

relating to the physical element of shape-shifting (particularly in its association with pelts) 

in Old Norse literature, it only involves a portion of this motif. The compound words 

hamskipti, hamrammr, and hamingja go further seemingly encompassing both the physical 

and the psychological elements of the shape-changing motif while simultaneously serving 

to label individuals in society as having “other-worldly” abilities. Hamhleypa goes even 

further, seeming to suggest that the shape-shifter embarks on a physical or mental journey 

which may or may not be induced by the presence of a form of magic (“seiðr”).101  

6.3 At vera eigi einhamr, skipta hömum, and hamask 
As mentioned in Chapters 4 and 5, an Old Norse shape-shifter could also be referred to as 

being eigi einhamr (“not of one skin”) suggesting that they had a dualistic nature and 

 
99 It has been speculated that the hamr may additionally reflect the subject’s own physical and spiritual vigor, 
as if to say that if the subject were killed while in their other hamr form, their “original” physical shape 
would also be destroyed (Hedeager, 2011, 59; Price, 2002, 60). Hamhleypa has additionally been connected 
to the magical practices of seiðr and thus could arguably be used to label someone as a “witch” (Tolley, 
2009, I, 196). In the context of the word hugr (“mind/ thought”), the French historian, Claude Lecouteux, 
describes it as an entity that in shape-shifting manifests itself in another physical form (hamr) than that of its 
original host (Lecouteux, 2003). This takes place when an act of “going away” from the host’s body occurs, 
and it is usually associated with the need to complete a mission, proceed into battle, or to fulfill a strong 
desire only achievable in bestial form (Lecouteux, 2003). Jan de Vries also suggests that “if a bad/ evil 
thought stirs in a person [hugr], then, according to popular belief, its effect actually affects the person or 
animal to which it was directed” (my translation). The original German text reads “Falls sich in einem 
Menschen ein böser Gedanke regt, so übt sich dem Volksglauben nach seine Wirkung tatsächlich auf die 
Person oder das Tier aus, auf die er gerichtet war” (de Vries, 1935, I, 220). 
100 It is suggested that the sleeper cannot be disturbed while their hugr is sent out into animal form, otherwise, 
the transformation or “enchantment” (if induced as a part of seiðr) will be broken (Du Chaillu, 1890, I, 430). 
101 A similar term to hamhleypa suggesting a shape-shifting journey is the verb, hamfarir, meaning to “travel 
in the shape of an animal” or “to shape-journey”. This verb, like hamhleypa, denotes the sending out of one’s 
spirit in animal form while the individual’s original shape is sleeping (Davidson, 1978, 126).  
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possibly possessed the ability to transform their hamr or send their hugr into another hamr 

(Hedeager, 2011, 97).102 Hedeager suggests that to be eigi einhamr denotes a physical or 

mental metamorphosis, a “man or woman becoming something other than their conscious 

selves” (Hedeager, 2011, 98). In Eyrbyggja saga, the expression at vera eigi einhamr is 

used several times to denote dualism in an individual, as in Eyrbyggja saga (1935, 165), 

which refers to an unconverted Christian, Þrándr Ingjaldsson, who (according to the 

author), it is said would remain “dualistic” under the devil’s influence unless he chose to 

practice the Christian faith.103 Eyrbyggja saga (1935, 70-75), on the other hand, uses „eigi 

eru einhama“ for the berserkir, Halli and Leiknir (see further in section 6.4 and Chapter 

7).104 Though the context in which being eigi einhamr is used in Eyrbyggja saga varies, 

both examples shed light on how the term reflects a two-natured sense within an individual.  

Referring to the Old Norse verb relating to shape-shifting, að skipta hömum, Neil 

Price sees this as having been a real phenomenon which was quite unlike our modern sense 

of shape-shifting:  

The Old Norse verb for shape-shifting, skipta hömum, thus conveys 

something far more fluid and ‘real’ than our modern equivalent, implying 

the fundamental restructuring of the self (Price, 2002, 60).105 

Here it is suggested that shape-changing or having more than one shape possibly referred 

to an internal process and a power or quality that resided in the consciousness of an 

individual.106 While outside aid is said to be occasionally harnessed to bring about such 

changes, as when Signý goes to the seiðkona (woman magical-practioner) in Völsunga 

saga (1943, 13), Price’s suggestion of this being an internal individual quality underlines 

 
102 It has also been suggested that at vera eigi einhamr has potential connections to ritual disguise, that is to 
say that once an individual dons a mask or costume, they become something other than their original self 
(Pennick, 1998, 15). This idea may have merit in the context of Old Norse shape-shifting as seen in the 
iconographic material that will be discussed in Chapter 7. 
103 It is important to note this Christian point of view on dualistic figures. While Eyrbyggja saga (1935, 165) 
does not explicitly describe a physical transformation occurring, it does allow the reader to understand how 
the spread of Christianity in Scandinavia changed views and opinions with regard to “pagans” and other-
worldly humans (and deities alike) including the two-natured shape-changer. As shown by the review of 
primary sources in Chapter 5, the influence of the Christian religion on Old Norse literature and Scandinavian 
culture cannot be overlooked in any analysis of the pertinent literary evidence. 
104 See also Þormóðr in Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings (1988, 292-293). 
105 Similar to hamhleypa (introduced in section 6.2) which denotes a journey taking place by the shape-
shifter, the Old Norse term, skipta hömum (hömum from hamr)/ at hamask, represents the process of 
transformation. 
106 This concept was first introduced in Chapter 4 in connection with the psychoanalytic methodology that I 
mean to take with this research project and the review of Jungian archetypes. This idea will be revisited in 
Chapter 8 following the review of literary and archaeological evidence in Chapter 7. 
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that not everyone in Old Norse religion and society had the capabilities of transforming 

into another shape. Even if outside assistance was potentially available to help individuals 

change shape in Old Norse society, it is still suggested that there was a need for the 

individual in question to possess the necessary dualistic quality within their 

subconscious.107  

 As noted above, the term at vera eigi einhamr has several connections with the 

berserkr figure (which will be introduced further in section 6.4). Indeed, the verb, hamask 

(or hamast) (“to assume the shape of an animal”; “to rage”) is also directly related to the 

behavior of both the berserkir warriors and the úlfheðnar (see sections 6.4 and 6.5), 

conveying ideas of anger, ferocity, and animal-like behavior. In Göngu-Hrólfs saga (1944, 

441-447), for example, the term hamask is used to describe the fury that overcomes Grímr 

when he transforms back into human form (after having been dragon or serpent of some 

kind) leading him to attack Hrólfr and throw him onto the ground. The verb’s obvious 

connection to the word hamr suggests that there is a level of physicality associated with it 

and Tolley suggests that the verb is occasionally used to denote a “change [of] outward 

appearance”, although it is more often used in an abstract sense to express a mental 

transformation (Tolley, 2009, I, 194).108 Though not explicitly used in reference to Kveld-

Úlfr in Egils saga (1933, 4), the verb could have been effectively used for his mood or 

temperament. As will be seen later, it is arguable that this theme of emotional rage/ fury 

being connected with shape-shifting often occurs in Old Norse literature, although, it does 

not apply across the board.  

 As has been shown throughout this section and in the last, the shape-shifting 

language in Old Norse suggests that there are varying circumstances in which an individual 

is able to transform. This metamorphosis may be physical, mental, or a combination of 

both, underlining that very few overarching conclusions can be made regarding Old Norse 

shape-shifting as a whole. In spite of this, one common feature of shape-shifting seems to 

be changes in temperament (including ferocity). This certainly applies to the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar. 

 
107 For example, Gudrun’s dream in Völsunga saga (1943, 50-51) depicts King Atli, her future husband, as 
having the essence of a wolf within him, it is also clear that his hugr was noticeably felt by his surrounding 
company. In Völsunga saga (1943, 13), Signý takes the shape of another female with the help of a seiðkona; 
though her shape-shifting event is unrelated to animal shape-shifting, it nevertheless aids in understanding 
the potential connection of Old Norse shape-shifters to the act of seiðr.  
108 Tolley references the Eddic poem, Helgakviða Hjǫrvarðssonar 5, which shows Fránmarr changing into 
the shape of an eagle (Tolley, 2009, I, 194).  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

79 

6.4 Berserkir 
Rage and fury are not uncommon themes in the motif of shape-shifting. In modern 

entertainment for instance, anger induced transformations from human to animal can be 

seen in films like The Wolf Man (1941) and Underworld (2003) (Waggener, 1941; 

Wiseman, 2003). In Old Norse shape-shifting, enraged animal-warriors are also a 

prominent feature and are echoed in literary figures like that of J. R. R. Tolkien’s character, 

Beorn, in The Hobbit who was inspired by the image of the berserkir warriors (Tolkien, 

1982, 112-139 and 275-287).   

 The etymological background of the word berserkr has been hotly debated by 

scholars over the past century. It has been generally surmised that the word berserkr has 

two etymological possibilities (Somerville, 2014, 120). The first suggests that it is a 

compound of the Old Norse nouns, berr or beri (“bear”) and serkr (“shirt”) indicating a 

clear connection to animals by implying that these individuals donned “bear-shirts or 

skins” when entering the battlefield (Blaney, 2016, 38). It has also been suggested that 

berserkr originates from the German bär (“bear”) (Somerville, 2014, 120). However, as 

Neil Price suggests, this definition seems impractical considering the disadvantage of 

wearing a bear skin during combat (Price, 2002, 366). The second possibility moves away 

from any direct animal connection and instead derives the word from the adjective, berr, 

meaning “bare” and serkr (“shirt”) implying that these warriors fought without armor of 

any kind or very little clothing.109 In this connection, the German historian, Michael P. 

Speidel, citing Eiríks saga rauða’s female figure, Freydis Eiríksdottir (who is described as 

having berserkr-like battle qualities), suggests the possibility that the berserkir fought 

naked, without any clothing or armor (Speidel, 2002, 268-271).110 However, considering 

the extant evidence, it is difficult to make any firm conclusions about this. A possible 

intermediary explanation has been presented by Speidel in “Berserks: A History of Indo-

European “Mad Warriors” (2002), who states that: 

[…] when [the word] bera (bear) became björn [bear], the word berserk 

was no longer understood as bear-warrior and instead came to mean “bare-

shirt”. Since those who fought without shirt and armor were reckless mad-

 
109 Ironically, in Grettis saga, it is said that a berserkr did not go armor-less, and instead, wore both a hood 
and a helmet. Perhaps this indicates the figure wearing an animal-skin (Grettis saga 1936, 135)?  
110 In Eiríks saga rauða (1985, 430), Freydis Eiríksdottir (who may or may not be pregnant), defends her 
home against the Skrælings (Native Americans), confronting them while exposing her breasts and beating 
her sword against them, effectively scaring them off.  
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men, the word berserk took on its modern meaning of mad fighter (Speidel, 

2002, 278).111  

Regardless of this, the connection between the berserkir and bears remains, as the 

discussion in Chapter 7 will undoubtedly illuminate.112  

 One of the most recognizable attributes of the berserkr is closely akin to the 

meaning of the reflexive verb að hamask (introduced above in section 6.3) meaning “to 

rage”. This is the berserksgangr, meaning to be “seized with a war-like fury”. This 

“frenzy” which occurs when the berserkr takes to the battlefield underlines the way that 

shape-shifting implies outward emotional reaction similar to that of an animal. In “The 

Werewolf in Medieval Icelandic Literature”, Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, sees the 

berserkr as being a “wild animal in the shape of [a] man” questioning the more traditional 

assumption that the human shape-changer undergoes a physical transformation into animal 

form (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 281-282). The berserkir and the phenomenon of 

going berserksgangr will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

 All in all, the image of the berserkir and their berserksgangr in Old Norse literature 

has created the stereotype of “mad warriors” who have strong connotations to animals in 

the sense of either their appearance or their emotional temperament (or both). As will be 

shown in Chapter 7, in the later literature, such as Njáls saga (1954, 267-268), it is also 

evident that the image of the berserkr warrior changed under the influence of Christianity, 

effectively underlining that these individuals are “heathens” in comparison to those who 

follow the “superior” Christian faith (Blaney, 2016, 38).113 

6.5 Úlfheðnar 
Parallelling the berserkir and the proposed definition of them being “bear-skin/ shirt” 

warriors (as introduced above) are the words úlfheðnar (pl.)/ úlfheðinn (nom. sing.), 

meaning “wolf-skin” wearers.114 Like the berserkir, the úlfheðnar are considered to have 

 
111 Björn was also used as a personal name in Old Norse Scandinavia as we will see and discuss in Chapter 
7, particularly with reference to Landnámabók. 
112 Due to the animal-like literary descriptions of the berserkir and the archaeological findings of bear claws 
in Norwegian graves from the Migration Period, the berserkir have commonly been interpreted as a part of 
a totemic cult of Óðinn (Hedeager, 2011, 93-94). 
113 Njáls saga (1954, 267-268) depicts a berserkir challenged by a Christian man to take a fire ordeal in order 
to decide who has the “better faith”. This occurrence, amongst others, will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 
114 As with the berserkir, the first known reference to the úlfheðnar is in the ninth-century skaldic poem, 
Haraldskvæði, written by Þórbjǫrn hornklofi, which will be discussed further in Chapter 7. The úlfheðnar, 
like the berserkir, are thought by some to have formed part of a totemic cult of Óðinn (Blaney, 2016, 38).  
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been animal-like warriors who most commonly formed a part of a company of men fighting 

together on the battlefield, as seen for example, in Vatnsdœla saga (1939, 24-25), where 

the úlfheðnar are listed in the company of King Haraldr hárfagrí.  

[…] Þenna bardaga átti Haraldr konungr mestan; þá var með honum 

Rǫgnvaldur af Mœri ok margir aðrir stórir hǫfðingjar ok þeir berserkir, er 

Úlfhéðnar váru kallaðir; þeir hǫfðu vargstakka fyrir brynjur ok vǫrðu 

framstafn á konungs skipinu […] (Vatnsdœla saga 1939, 24-25). 

The etymological origins of the word úlfheðinn are seemingly more clear than that 

of the berserkir as the Old Norse word úlfr (“wolf”) has strong ties to both the Germanic 

wlfaz and the Old English wulf/ wulfesheofod (Higley, 2005, 336).115 Whereas the 

berserkir are largely associated with bears and their attributes of ferocity and strength, the 

úlfheðnar are more commonly linked to the wolf and their qualities of aggression and 

cunning (Price, 2002, 374).116 Two other Old Norse terms that have a similar definition 

and connection to shape-changing are vargstakkr (“wolf-coat”) (which can be seen in 

Vatnsdœla saga [1939, 24-25]) and úlfhamr (“wolf-skin”) (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 

2007, 280).117 In the case of úlfhamr, the connection to animal shape-shifting is seen in the 

direct reference to the hamr (introduced in section 6.2) which is closely connected to the 

ideas of dualism and physical transformation (the úlfheðnar will be further discussed 

alongside the berserkir in Chapter 7). 

Closely related to both the úlfheðinn and úlfhamr, though without their connection 

to combat, might be the mention of the magical úlfhanzki (“glove of a wolf’s skin”). While 

not commonly used in literature, the úlfhanzki clearly has a connection to both animal 

shape-changing and the practice of seiðr magic in Hrólfs saga kraka (1944, 42). Here, 

Björn, the son of King Hringi, is struck by Queen Hvít with an úlfhanzki (“wolf-skinned 

glove”) and then is cursed to become a cave-bear.118 A faint parallel can be seen in 

 
115 The word wulfesheofod has connotations to both the Old English wearg and the Old Norse vargr, both of 
which will be introduced in section 6.6. 
116 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir has surmised that the úlfheðnar were a sub-category of Old Norse animal-
warriors which were more generally called berserkir (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 281).   
117 Vargstakkr, its connection to the Old Norse vargr, and the idea of animals and outlawry will be further 
introduced in section 6.6, the use of both terms in Old Norse literature being discussed at length in Chapter 
7. 
118 It is interesting to note that regardless of being hit by a “wolf’s-glove”, Björn turns into a bear instead of 
a wolf. This could be arguably due to his personal name (Björn meaning “bear”) which, as was first 
introduced in Chapter 3, could an expression of totemistic belief. This idea will be discussed further in 
Chapter 7. 
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Völsunga saga (1943, 11-12) where the mother of King Siggeir allegedly uses seiðr to 

change herself into an old “she-wolf” or ylgr.119 

It should be borne in mind that in Old Norse literature, wolves are commonly 

associated with the qualities of aggression, cunning, villainy, and ruthlessness, as is 

reflected in words like úlf-hugaðr/ hugr meaning “evil-minded/ savage; a wolf’s mind/ 

savageness”. As was first introduced in Chapter 3, the naming of an individual arguably 

serves as an expression of totemism implying reference to the qualities of that animal as a 

mirror to the self, reflecting the presence of dualism (Durkheim, 2008, 184). As Anders 

Andrén suggests in Tracing Old Norse Cosmology (2014), the use of the words úlfheðnar 

and berserkir as labels for combative individuals possibly echoes the same ideas: “the 

terms […] show how war was associated with ‘the wild’ and especially with savage and 

feared beasts of prey” (Andrén, 2014, 100). As the literary and archaeological evidence in 

Chapter 7 will show, there was nonetheless a distinct connection between these figures and 

their respective animals (bears and wolves) which suggests at least a strong element of 

shape-shifting.   

6.6 Into the Forest: The Vargr and skóggangr 
As noted in Chapter 2, another recurring aspect that seems to be associated with shape-

shifting in Old Norse religion and culture is that of social isolation. In terms of linguistic 

evidence, this idea is reflected in the shape-changer’s common associations with outlawry, 

criminal activity, the forest, and particularly, the wolf.120 In the present section, the terms 

in question will be taken as a background to prepare for the discussion in Chapter 7 where 

the extant literary and archaeological evidence supporting this notion will be discussed. 

 The Old Norse word, vargr, meaning “wolf; thief; or outlaw” evidently has close 

etymological ties to the Old English wearg/ wulfesheofod (“accursed being/ demon”; 

“wolf”) and the Germanic warg/ uuarg (“accursed one”) which has also been Latinized to 

wargus, meaning “wolf” (Higley, 2005, 336).121 However, it is seemingly only in Old 

Norse literature that the word vargr and its variants, such as varghamr and vargstakkr (as 

 
119 It is important to note that the word trolldómr (“witchcraft”) is similar to the word seiðr (“to work a spell, 
practice sorcery”) in Old Norse linguistics. 
120 Book five of Gesta Danorum, notes for example, that “A hanged thief should have a sword thrust through 
his sinews and a wolf fastened up at his side, so that the vicious man’s likeness to the fierce animal might be 
demonstrated through their similar treatment” (Saxo Grammaticus, 1979, 152).  
121 It is interesting to note how the Old English wearg and the Germanic warg/ uuarg were often associated 
with curses. It can be argued that this idea is reflected in certain Old Norse literature like the earlier noted 
Hrólfs saga kraka which Björn is hit with an úlfhanzki and is effectively “cursed” to turn into a cave-bear 
(Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 42).  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

83 

in Vatnsdœla saga [1939, 24-25]), are strongly associated with criminal activity and exile 

(Higley, 2005, 336).122 This can be particularly seen in Grettis saga (1936, 232) where 

“oath-breakers” are exiled: „ok hvergi hæfur manna í milli ok svá frá ǫllum út flæmðr sem 

víðast varga reka eða kristnir menn kirkjur sœkja“. In Iceland, this expression seems to 

have become more prominent after the country’s conversion to Christianity since the term 

often refers to unconverted Christians. In this context, vargr interestingly associates all 

followers of the “outdated” Nordic religion with animals, possibly viewing them as a 

similar threat to society. This idea can be seen in Völsunga saga (1943, 3) where Sigi, the 

son of Óðinn, after murdering Breði, is referred to as „varg í véum“, suggesting he is not 

only a kind of wolf, but also a threat to society that should be exiled.123 Grettis saga 

provides another exceptional account of “vargar” being outcast from society:  

Sé sá griðníðingr, er griðin rýfr eða tryggðum spillir, rækr ok rekinn frá 

guði ok góðum mǫnnum, ór himinríki ok frá ǫllum helgum mǫnnum, ok 

hvergi hæfr manna í milli ok svá frá ǫllum út flæmðr sem víðast varga reka 

eða kristnir menn kirkjur sœkja […] (Grettis saga 1936, 232). 

 Exile from the community was a common form of punishment in Scandinavia, 

particularly in Iceland, and is a popular theme in the Old Norse texts, generally as a result 

of political conflicts, legal judgements based on religious differences, or criminal activity 

(Pulsiano, 2016, 116; see also Grágás, 2006, I, 39). In terms of the animal shape-changer, 

there is sufficient literary evidence to draw a correlation between the life of such figures 

and outlawry. A large portion of this evidence occurs or is mentioned in association with 

an individual skóggangr (“going to the forest; outlawry”), that is condemned to living or 

going to/ from the forest, good examples underlining this link being seen in the figures, 

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga (1943, 14-16) who spend many days roaming the 

forest and committing violent and criminal acts as outlaws just before they transform into 

wolves (which in turn, makes the pair more violent) (Higley, 2005, 336).124 In the Icelandic 

lawbook, Grágás (“the Gray Goose Laws”), which was composed around 930 and utilized 

 
122 For example, in Göngu-Hrólfs saga, vargr is used to describe “the wretched one[s] going away” („því at 
nú hefir vargrinn í stilli gengit“) (Göngu-Hrólfs saga 1944, 454).  
123 Vargr can also be associated with the figure of the werewolf, which in modern Scandinavia, is referred to 
as the varúlfr (Summers, 1966, 242). Similar to both the words vargr and varúlfr is the word varg-rækr 
meaning one “who is to be hunted down as a wolf”.  
124 Skógr in Old Norse means “wood” or “forest”. The shape-changing event in Völsunga saga in which 
Sigmundr and Sinfjötli take on the hamr of wolves as well as their connection to vargr and skóggangr will 
be discussed further in Chapter 7. 
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until about 1262, skóggangr is listed as “full outlawry” punishment which includes the 

confiscation of one’s property (Dennis, 2006, I, 98 and 170; see also Grágás, I, 2006, 97-

98 and 237-238). As Sarah L. Higley, notes, the Old Norse words vargr and skóggangr 

can both be related to the idea of a dangerous “omega wolf” who, because they are exiled 

or considered “different” from others in the wolf community, they hang out independently 

on the edge of society, often committing violent or criminal acts due to desperation 

(Higley, 2005, 337).125 As noted in Chapter 2, this notion was raised earlier by scholars 

like Jacob Grimm who associated many Old Norse shape-shifters with the thievery and 

exile motivated by their supposed greed and “taboo” desires like incest and bestiality 

(Grimm, 1835, 245).126 

 Originally growing out of a relationship to the Old Norse word, úlfr, the terms vargr 

and skóggangr evidently have close associations with the wolf, shape-changing, and 

outlawry, something which will be supported by the literary evidence in the discussion 

sections of Chapter 7. 

6.7 Conclusion 
The language relating to shape-shifting in the Old Norse textual materials, which has been 

introduced throughout this chapter, has underlined that this complex motif has multiple 

facets that vary based on the textual context. Essentially, as this chapter has introduced, 

and the literary and archaeological evidence in Chapter 7 will undoubtedly support, 

approaches to Nordic animal shape-shifting could be arguably broken-down into two main 

time periods which deserve further analysis: in short, before and after the conversion to 

Christianity. As the review of source material in Chapter 5 underlined, varying types of 

influence seem to have had an effect on the understanding of this motif. Based on the extant 

evidence, we can be quite certain that Old Norse society’s opinion of shape-changing (as 

well as that of the shifters themselves) changed alongside the conversion to Christianity. 

Regardless of this change in opinion, the etymological evidence suggests that certain ideas 

remained consistent, such as those relating to the primarily physical elements of hamr and 

the movability of hugr; the mental/ emotional changes that are connected with terms like 

 
125 The motif of a wolf lurking in the forest has naturally evolved over time in many forms of myth, folklore, 
and entertainment. It is often associated with figures like the wolf in the classic tale of “Little Red Riding 
Hood”, where, arguably out of desperation, sexual drive, or villainy, the independent wolf violently lashes 
out against two women (Orenstein, 2002, 135-137).  
126 While ultimately outside of the scope of this research project, as noted earlier, Kristina Jennbert has also 
associated shape-shifters with “taboo” activities like bestiality, particularly on the basis of the bestial 
iconographic evidence found in the Bronze Age rock carvings of Tanum, Sweden (Jennbert, 2003, 218).  
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hamrammr and hamhleypa; and the animalistic fury related to the berserkir and úlfheðnar 

warriors.127 All of the above terms, which consistently appear throughout the literary 

evidence (which will be further discussed in Chapter 7), serve as a background for the 

labelling of the Old Norse shape-shifter as an outcast or at the very least as being quite 

“different” from his/ her societal peers, something supported by descriptions of them being 

eigi einhamr and a vargr.   

 After having sufficiently introduced the Old Norse terms related to shape-changing 

in the extant literary works, it now seems logical to move on to the main discussion section 

of this research project and a review of what the pertinent archaeological and textual 

evidence tells us about these figures and concepts.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
127 It is important to note that I associate the movability of the hugr (“thought, mind”) with the discussion of 
hamr because they commonly go hand in hand with the transformation process. 
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7 Evidence for Animal Metamorphosis in Old Norse Religion and 
Culture 

7.1 Introduction 
As has been shown throughout the course of this research project, the phenomenon of 

animal shape-shifting has been a popular theme not only in the Old Norse world-view but 

also in several other belief systems, like the totemic practices of the Ojibwa in the Native 

American nations and the “Kangaroo” tribe in southern Australia that were discussed in 

Chapter 3 (3.2.2 and 3.4).  It is arguably the connection with Old Norse religion and these 

other totemic belief systems that have led this motif to continue to survive today primarily 

in the form of folklore, literature, and entertainment. As the last chapter highlighted, the 

surviving examples of shape-changing often showcase the foundational concepts of shape-

shifting that are found in Old Norse culture like that of the hamr and the hugr. Indeed, 

Cohen claims that the form that shape-changers take on speaks volumes about the society 

that gave birth to them. As he writes: 

Like a letter on the page, the monster signifies something other than itself: 

it is always a displacement, always inhabits the gap between the time of 

upheaval that created it and the moment into which it is received, to be born 

again (Cohen, 1996, 4).  

As the review of previous scholarly work in Chapter 2 and the overview of concepts 

in Chapter 6 suggest, the Old Norse shape-changer is typecast as an “outsider” who is 

regarded either as a threat, or at the very least, labelled as being “unlike” their peers due to 

their abilities. This idea is reflected in the fact that the hamr to which the Old Norse animal 

shape-changer takes on is commonly a bear, wolf, or a carnivorous bird, and while shape-

shifters are not limited to these forms, these particular animals seem to have the most 

occurrences. From this evidence, three questions are naturally raised: why are these 

animals important to Old Norse society and what do they say about this particular culture? 

Furthermore, what is the background of these beliefs?  

As the review of the relevant terminology introduced in Chapter 6 suggested, the 

descriptions of animal shape-changing in Old Norse culture could arguably be separated 

into two main periods: pre and post-conversion Scandinavia. As has been introduced in 

both Chapters 5 and 6, it is noteworthy that the “outsider” label placed upon shape-shifters 

seems to become more prominent in the later literary works with the use of expressions 

like being eigi einhamr and vargr, whereas, the pre-conversion archaeological and literary 
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evidence seems to embrace the “unique” label that the animal shape-shifter embodies, 

suggesting that the label was seemingly more accepted and arguably less threatening to 

society at this time.128 As Lotte Hedeager suggests:  

Humans transgressing their bodily boundaries by becoming animals were 

therefore nothing unnatural, just slightly unusual. Fluidity, hybridity, and 

metamorphosis were considered as simple facts of nature. In this process, 

body parts were integrated in animal wholes to indicate ambiguity and 

shape shifting, illustrating the Old Norse saying ‘eigi einhamr’ – not of one 

shape (Hedeager, 2011, 98). 

As we proceed into the main discussion chapter of this research project where we 

will analyze the pertinent evidence relating to this subject, it is important to bear in mind 

the Jungian archetypes that were presented in Chapter 4, which, according to Carl Jung, 

hold a mirror to the inner workings of one’s consciousness. Indeed, there is good reason to 

consider how shape-shifting reflects these features and for this reason, these archetypes 

will be revisited throughout the present chapter and in the concluding Chapter 8 in order 

to analyze any possible correlations between Jung’s work and the Old Norse animal shape-

shifter’s inner psyche.  

Understanding how the animal shape-shifter in Old Norse Scandinavian culture 

was originally valued and understood naturally requires close analysis of the relevant 

source material. In the present chapter, a review of the earliest iconographic evidence 

relating to this motif in the Nordic countries will be carried out first, followed by an 

analysis of each Old Norse deity that is said to change shape according to mythological 

sources. We will then go on to the evidence for human shape-shifting (full transformation 

and symbolic) including some consideration of the idea of the animal fylgjur and their 

association to this motif, reflecting an individual’s “inner beast”. Finally, the human 

“animal-warriors” depicted by the berserkir and úlfheðnar will be addressed.129     

 
128 It is also important to bear in mind that later animal shape-changers are often compared to wolves in the 
literary evidence, arguably casting further negative light on their character, personality, and intentions.  
129 It is once again important to note that I will be primarily focusing on the humans and deities who have 
connections to animals and shape-changing. While other creatures, such as the jǫtnar, also have this ability, 
they will only be mentioned where necessary for an overall understanding of this motif.  
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7.2 The Earliest Iconographical Evidence of the Idea of Shape-Changing in 
the Scandinavian World 

The pertinent archaeological material (introduced loosely in Chapter 5) is primarily 

iconographic, except for the seventh-century Istaby runestone inscription which will be 

discussed in section 7.4.3.3 with regard to the berserkir and the úlfheðnar. In this section, 

the iconographic material will be taken in chronological order, focusing particularly on 

iconography that highlights elements of disguise, much of which will show a recurring 

presence of horned figures, and then birds in connection to females. The later material 

culture which includes horned iconography, animal-like helmets, and the possible presence 

of the berserkir-like warriors will be discussed in the later sections of this chapter as part 

of the discussion of human animal-warriors. All in all, the anthropomorphic iconography, 

which has generally been interpreted as reflecting ritual disguise, seems to suggest the 

continuing presence of animal shape-shifting ideas which are referred to by Lotte Hedeager 

(and Lévi-Strauss before her) as reflecting “split representation”, implying that these 

figures express a human’s symbolic metamorphosis into the shape of an animal (Hedeager, 

2011, 71). 

 The oldest extant iconography that relates to shape-shifting in the Nordic countries 

takes the shape of three petroglyphs from Finnmark that date back to the Stone Age, which, 

in the Scandinavian countries, lasted until roughly 1700 B.C. The first petroglyph, which 

comes from Gåshopen, Finnmark, showcases a procession of individuals who have donned 

what seem to be bird masks, while the second, from Ammtmansnes, Finnmark, from 

around 1800 B.C., seemingly depicts a horned god of some kind, possibly represented by 

a shamanistic figure (see figs 7.1-7.2) (Gunnell, 1995, 37; Nimura, 2016, 4).130 The third 

petroglyph, from Ammtmansnes, Finnmark, dates between 2700-1700 B.C. and perhaps 

depicts a dancing, masked, horned figure (see fig. 7.3) (Gunnell, 2012, 184). Similar in 

some ways to fig. 7.2, fig. 7.3 seems to represent a shamanic individual or a human taking 

 
130 See Gunnell’s The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia (1995) for further information regarding costuming 
and animal disguise in the Nordic countries. As noted above, most of the horned human iconographic 
material will be discussed in section 7.4.3.2 with reference to “symbolic human shape-shifters” and “animal-
warriors”.  
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on the role of an animal or theriomorphic god (Gunnell, 2012, 184).131 Terry Gunnell 

suggests that with regard to these petroglyphs from northern Norway and Sweden that 

depict animals and hunting scenes (like those in Alta, see below), it seems logical to 

surmise that they held some magical significance for its respective society, possibly 

helping to bring fertility or good fortune for hunters (Gunnell, 1995, 37). In close relation 

to these two anthropomorphic figures are the slightly later rock carvings in Alta, Finnmark 

which depict a vast number of animals such as elk, reindeer, bears, birds, and fish as well 

as carvings of humans and boats, all of which underline the value of hunting for the society 

in question due in part to the recurring figures of humans catching animals in nets or 

holding spears in front of bears and reindeer (Helskog, 2014, 6 and 230).132 The 

anthropomorphic figures have been said to portray the society’s rituals (sacred or profane) 

and religious practices, underlining the presence of totemistic ideas (Helskog, 2014, 232). 

 

 

Fig. 7.1. Procession of Figures in Bird Masks. Petroglyph from Gåshopen, 
Finnmark: Stone Age (Gunnell, 1995, 38). 

 

 

 
131 Fig. 7.3 is seemingly akin to a grave of a female (25-35 years old) and infant (6-12 months old) found in 
Bad Dürrenberg (Saxony-Anhalt, Germany) dating to between 9000-8600 years ago. Animal bones/ horns 
(turtle shells, deer antlers, deer jaw bones/ teeth, 2 crane bones, and boar-tusk plaques) and tools (shells, 
bone needles, flint knives, antler hoe) make up the grave goods, leading scholars, Martin Porr and Kurt W. 
Alt, in 2006 to surmise that this woman was most likely a shamanic figure who used these items for her 
individual practice (Porr and Alt, 2006, 395-396; Stutz, 2018, 328). Osteoarchaeologists have additionally 
been able to determine that the woman was epileptic, and it has been suggested that she would have 
experienced “altered states of consciousness” during her episodes (Insoll, 2011, 365). The grave-goods found 
in Bad Dürrenberg also suggest a transition from mobile hunting and gathering to more settled farming at 
the end of the Mesolithic period, in short, hunting culture in Northern Europe was beginning to dwindle 
(“Mesolithic Period”).  
132 In Historia Norwegiæ, a Lapp “wizard” is described as lifting a “small vessel […] covered with images 
of whales and reindeer with harness and little skis […]. The devilish gandus would use these means of 
transport themselves over heights of snow, across slopes of mountains and through depths of lakes” (Historia 
Norwegiæ 2008, 6). 
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Fig. 7.2. A Horned God based on the Costume of a Shaman? Petroglyph 
from Ammtmansnes, Finnmark: Stone Age (Gunnell, 1995, 38). 

 

 

Fig. 7.3. A Dancing, Masked, Horned Figure in Skins. Petroglyph from 
Ammtmansnes, Finnmark: Stone Age (Gunnell, 2012, 184). 

 

 This trend of animal disguise and theriomorphic imagery clearly continued into the 

Scandinavian Bronze Age and is reflected, among other places, on two of the eighteen 

Kivik Stones that form a grave chamber in south-east Skåne, dated to around 1200 B.C. 
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(Price, 2015, 239-240).133 Once again, scholars generally seem to agree that the images 

depicted here reflect both religious and societal activities, yet (as with the Finnmark 

petroglyphs) solid conclusions are impossible to state (Gunnell, 1995, 47). One of the 

scenes seemingly showcases a “dancing” man leading a formal procession (possibly a 

funeral?) of s-shaped persons without legs (or according to Gunnell, in long dresses), 

figures who are commonly interpreted as being females in the guise of bird masks and/ or 

costumes (see fig. 7.4) (Kristiansen, 2005, 191; Gunnell, 1995, 47).134 The Danish 

archaeologist, P. V. Glob (1911-1985), was one of the first to suggest these ideas, 

interpreting that the Kivik gravestones’ “shrouded, bird-like” figures are wearing “ankle-

length clothing”, thereby suggesting that these images depict humans in animal costume 

(Glob, 1974, 110-113).135 A second carving on one of the Kivik gravestones presents the 

same motif of s-shaped individuals now with what seems to be a cauldron between the 

individuals (see fig. 7.5), for what purpose, we can only speculate (Davidson, 1967, 48). 

Without a doubt, both of the Kivik gravestone carvings mirror the Norwegian Stone-Age 

petroglyph of masked figures from Gåshopen introduced above. 

 

Fig. 7.4. A Procession of Possible Females in the Guise of Birds led by a 
Dancing Man. Cist Stone Carving from the Kivik Grave in Skåne: Bronze 
Age (Kristiansen, 2005, 192). 

 
133 Early in human history and across cultures, the desire to blend human and natural forms and characteristics 
with those of animal was reflected in myth-making about nature and creation. Deities were often personified 
in zoomorphic forms or at least wore physical animal attributes (Burris, 2015, 3).  
134 A theme connecting females and birds is also seen in the literary evidence, among other things in the 
personal names in Landnámabók. This will be revisited and discussed in further sections of this chapter. 
135 See Glob’s The Mound People: Danish Bronze-Age Man Preserved (1974), with an English translation 
by Joan Bulman. It might be noted that the Danish archaeologist, Kristian Kristiansen, sees the s-shaped 
figures as being almost identical to Mycenean demons seemingly depicted on a fifteenth century B.C. gold 
signet ring from Tiryns: see The Rise of Bronze Age Society: Travels, Transmissions, and Transformations 
(2005) for further information regarding this (Kristiansen, 2005, 192). While not Germanic, it is certainly 
worth noting that the s-shaped figures on the later Kivik stones certainly resemble the shapes of Mycenean 
demons. While this is pure speculation, it could possibly add to the correlation between shape-shifters and 
villainous attributes. 
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Fig. 7.5. Possible Female Figures Dressed in Bird Guise Surrounding a 
Cauldron. Stone Carving from the Kivik Grave in Skåne: Bronze Age 
(Germanic Mythology Database, 2010). 

 

 These bird images are reminiscent of the later valkyrjur women like those depicted 

in the prose introduction of the Eddic poem, Vǫlundarkviða, who are able to transform into 

a swan or remove their álptarhamir (“swan-pelts”) to assume human shape 

(Vǫlundarkviða).136 Birds, however, are not limited to women or the context of death. It 

should be noted that other masked and winged bird figures, now male, are found elsewhere 

in at least two other Bronze-Age petroglyphs from Bohuslän, both of which respectively 

depict figures in obvious bird disguises (see figs 7.6-7.7) (Sturtevant, 1921, VII, 5-7).137 

 
136 In Völsunga saga, a daughter of the giant Hrímnir who is alluded to be a valkyrja is said to be able to turn 
into a crow’s hamr or krákuhamr (Völsunga saga 1943, 5). 
137 The images in fig. 7.6 are comparable to the Native American Pueblo masked eagle dance which 
welcomes the beginning of the spring season and dramatizes the relationship between man, the eagle, and 
“deific” abilities (Dutton, 1983, 58). The dance is typically performed by two men taking on the costumed 
role of a male and female eagle as they soar into the sky, hover over the fields, circling over prey, perching, 
and finally mating with one another (Dutton, 1983, 58). The dancers are typically body painted, along with 
a serpent design depicted on the body or dress (to represent the eagle’s prey). Additionally, both dancers don 
headdresses with long curved beaks and feathers which trail down the head and spine, ending in a tail 
(Laubin, 1977, 272; Dutton, 1983, 58). 
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Fig. 7.6. Figures in Bird Costumes. Petroglyph from Kallsängen, Bottna, 
Kville, Bohuslän: Bronze Age (Gunnell, 1995, 50). 

 

 

Fig. 7.7. Figure in Bird Costume. Petroglyph from Kallsängen, Bottna, 
Kville, Bohuslän: Bronze Age (Gunnell, 1995, 50). 

 
 Another particularly interesting depiction previously mentioned in Chapter 5 (see 

fig. 5.1) is of an anthropomorphic bridal couple, a human male and a woman in the guise 

of a bird – once again, like the Kivik figures, possibly reminiscent of a valkyrja (Swedish 

Rock Art Research Archives, Image 13045). The image mirrors Jennbert and Grimm’s 

earlier noted correlation between shape-shifting and bestiality; for Grimm, this reflects 

malicious morality, while for Jennbert, it highlights a “crossing of boundaries” taking 

place, making the definition of what is human/ animal unclear (Jennbert, 2003, 216; 
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Grimm, 1835, 244-245). Jennbert’s idea of “crossing boundaries” can also be seen in fig. 

7.7 where an anthropomorphic male, represented by his prominent phallic shape, and 

interpreted as having a bird-like head and wings, is shown in a scene of copulation with an 

animal (Elk? Deer?). Jennbert suggests that such scenes of bestiality are an “activity where 

man and animal are united” and while sexual activity habitually involves reproduction and 

emotional attachment, it also commonly includes “power and domination” (Jennbert, 2001, 

219). Scenes like figs 5.1, 7.7, and 7.11 (see below) can all certainly be interpreted as 

expressions of human’s close kinship to animals or as ritual attempts to take on their 

powers/ characteristics (Jennbert, 2001, 219). While the subject of bestiality in Old Norse 

culture is ultimately outside of the scope of this research project, it nevertheless is 

noteworthy because as Jennbert and others have suggested, it blurs the lines between what 

is human and what is animal, a trait which seems to resonate in the motif of animal shape-

shifting.  

 All in all, the greatest amount of extant evidence for ideas connected to animal 

shape-shifting in the Nordic countries is found in the Bronze-Age rock art focused in 

Tanum, Bohuslän, Sweden which includes a large number of apparently anthropomorphic 

images, several of which will be introduced below.138 The range of anthropomorphic 

scenes and animals are quite diverse, including bird/ human shield-bearers (see fig. 7.8), 

bull-headed horn “blowers” (see fig. 7.9), and an anthropomorphic archer (see fig. 7.10). 

 

 
138 Tanum’s Bronze-Age rock art is now largely available online for viewing and research at the Swedish 
Rock Art Research Archives in the University of Gothenburg’s Department of Historical Studies (Swedish 
Rock Art Research Archives).  
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Fig. 7.8. Anthropomorphic Shield-bearer, Birds. Rock Art in Tanum, 
Sweden: Bronze Age (Swedish Rock Art Research Archives, Image 6886). 

 

 

Fig. 7.9. Anthropomorphic Blower. Rock Art in Tanum, Sweden: Bronze 
Age (Swedish Rock Art Research Archives, Image 275). 
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Fig. 7.10. Anthropomorphic Archer. Rock Art in Tanum, Sweden: Bronze 
Age (Swedish Rock Art Research Archives, Image 14190). 

 

 In the case of figs 7.8-7.10, it is unclear whether these images depict figures in 

animal-related costumes as in the case of the bull-headed horn blower (fig. 7.9) (who is 

possibly wearing a horned helmet) and the bird shield-bearers (fig. 7.8) (who, like the Kivik 

figures, seem to wear aviary masks), or if they are meant to depict an actual theriomorphic 

image (Skoglund, 2015, 97). Terry Gunnell, with reference to these anthropomorphic 

petroglyphs argues that these images suggest: 

[…] that certain figures clad themselves in animal skins or horned helmets 

of some kind in order to represent or ‘become’ a god or particular animal, 

and that some form of hieros gamos [humans representing deities in order 

to engage in a fertility ritual of sorts] was performed involving costumed 

representatives of the various powers (Gunnell, 1995, 49).   

Gunnell’s interpretation here might certainly serve as an explanation for a number 

of anthropomorphic sexual scenes depicted in Tanum such as fig. 7.11 in which the image 

on the left has a similar “bull” head akin to that in fig. 7.9. As the Swedish scholar, Peter 

Skoglund, who specializes in Bronze-Age material culture, mentions, this possible human 

animal-warrior correlation might represent an idea similar to that of the berserkir or the 

úlfheðnar (which will be discussed in the later sections of this chapter) (Skoglund, 2015, 
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100).139 Fig. 7.11, which is clearly reminiscent of the Anthropomorphic Bridal Couple in 

Chapter 5 (fig. 5.1), is slightly different in that here, instead of the female figure being in 

animal disguise, it is the male who takes on an animal form, the female figure (one of very 

few females on the rock faces) obviously retaining human shape, identified by her long 

hair. Echoing Gunnell’s discussion of hieros gamos and the use of ritual costumes, Kristina 

Jennbert claims that animals depicted in the archaeological material are often essentially 

“actors” in human rituals, serving varying purposes as necessary (Jennbert, 2010, 44).  

 

 

Fig. 7.11. An Anthropomorphic [Man][…] Engaging in a Sexual Act. Rock 
Art in Tanum, Sweden: Bronze Age (Lawrence, 2015, 44).140 

 

As with the Stone-Age images, concrete conclusions about these images are 

impossible. What is clear, however, is that Tanum’s consistent anthropomorphic imagery 

underlines the continuation of a close relationship between animals and humans during this 

time, again, naturally raising the question of what is seen as human and what is animal? 

One can certainly surmise that human/ animal relationships (in the form of either 

theriomorphism or ideas relating to shape-shifting), were considered “normal” and non-

 
139 Skoglund makes this suggestion in light of several of Tanum’s Bronze-Age rock-art images which depict 
bull iconography with weaponry of sorts, such as spears (Skoglund, 2015, 100). 
140 It is quite plausable that some of these horned images could be related to shamanistic practices. However, 
the lack of concrete evidence for this correlation makes it difficult to state definitively.  
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threatening if not an element of respect (something seen especially in regard to the horned 

images). As will be discussed later in this chapter, this notion is quite unlike the “outsider” 

image reflected in a large part of the later literary evidence. 

This idea continues in images from the Germanic Iron Age, starting with the 

pictures on the Gallehus horns, dated to about 400 A.D. These two silver horns were 

decorated with golden plates of two different sizes and decorated with what seems to be 

both Nordic and Roman imagery (Macleod, 2006, 174-175). Both horns were unearthed at 

Gallehus, near Møgeltønder, in southern Jutland at varying times, the longer horn being 

found in 1639 (see fig. 7.12), while the shorter horn was uncovered a short distance away 

in 1734 (Andrén, 2014, 142). Unfortunately, both horns were stolen and melted down in 

1802, leaving only seventeenth and eighteenth-century drawings in their stead, making it 

extremely difficult to interpret the original motifs on them (Andrén, 2014, 142). Today, 

the horns have since been recreated based on the original drawings and are on display in 

the National Museum of Denmark (Andrén, 2014, 142). Both horns depict a number of 

horned figures and animals, along with a number of other “fantastical” anthropomorphic 

monsters like snakes with human heads and coiled tails as well as quadrupedal dog-like 

bodies which seem to have human heads. It is important to note that both artifacts have 

iconographical elements as well as functional ones, perhaps these horns were used to hold 

liquid (Hachmann, 1971, 107)?141 Especially interesting in the present context is the 

presence of several anthropomorphic images, some of which seemingly resemble a bi-

pedal bird-man and a wolf-man holding weaponry (see fig. 7.13). Gunnell suggests that 

these bi-pedal figures add support for the argument that costumed and masked ritual 

combat or weapon dance originally formed part of pagan ritual ceremonies and even 

continued to do so in the early Iron Age (Gunnell, 1995, 51).142  

 
141 Hilda Ellis Davidson has interpreted the images on the Gallehus horns as reflecting the sacrificial feasts 
described by Snorri Sturluson in Ynglinga saga and particularly the depiction of a “possible horse sacrifice” 
(Davidson, 2002, 89-90). According to Davidson, a particular element of these feasts was the “commensal 
meal shared with the gods” which included drinking (ale or mead) out of a drinking-horn, similar to that of 
the Gallehus horns (Davidson, 2002, 89). 
142 As Gunnell suggests here, it is possible that the masked figures (see fig. 7.13) echoes the later evidence 
of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors. Iconographical evidence strictly relating to these animal-warriors 
will be discussed in later sections of this chapter in sections 7.4.3.1-7.4.3.3.  
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Fig. 7.12. The Engraving of the [long Gallehus] Horn. Photograph: The 
Dean and Chapter of Worcester Cathedral: Germanic Iron Age (The 
Worcester Cathedral Library, 2015). 

 

 

Fig. 7.13. Masked Figures from the longer Gallehus Horn enlarged. 
Engraving: Germanic Iron Age (Gunnell, 1995, 52).143 

 

 The iconographical evidence for animal costuming and anthropomorphic imagery 

noted above is echoed in the Torslunda helmet plates and the Viking-Age Oseberg tapestry 

(see below), and particularly two tenth-century animal masks (possibly depicting a sheep 

and a bull/ cow) which were found in the harbor of Hedeby (now in northern Germany) 

 
143 As will be shown in sections 7.4.3.2 and 7.4.3.3, similar masked warrior iconography can be found on the 
sixth and seventh-century Torslunda plates (3) which depict warriors standing next to anthropomorphic 
figures like those of wolves, serpents, and possibly bears (Waggoner, 2018, 66-67). Due to their possible 
connection to animal-warriors like the berserkir and úlfheðnar, the Torslunda plates will be discussed in later 
sections of this chapter.  
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between 1979-1980 (Gunnell, 1995, 76). The smaller mask, with pointed ears, a long snout, 

holes for the eyes and sculpted nostrils, is made of red felt, measures 19 x 14 cm, and has 

been interpreted as most likely representing a dog, sheep, or fox (see fig. 7.14) (Price, 2002, 

171). It is generally argued that this mask was meant to be worn by a child as it would only 

partially cover the face of an adult (Price, 2002, 171). The larger mask, however, of which 

only half is preserved, would measure to 40 x 26 cm if fully reconstructed and would 

therefore be more likely to be worn by an adult (see fig. 7.14) (Gunnell, 1995, 76). Made 

of dark brown twill with pointed ears, a flat snout, and elongated eyes, the larger mask has 

been suggested to represent a bull or cow and could have possibly had a hood attached 

(Price, 2002, 171-172). Like Price and Gunnell, the Swedish archaeologist, Inga Hägg, has 

further suggested that these masks could be considered in the context of the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar warriors, although, because one of the masks small enough to fit a child, perhaps 

they were more ritualistic or designed for play (Hägg, 1984, 215-217).  

 The Hedeby masks are undoubtedly concrete proof that Old Norse peoples used 

animal masks, but to what purpose and occasion we cannot definitively say. Speculation 

has once again suggested that these masks formed part of ritual drama such as that of the 

masked Varangians who are recorded as dancing in animal skins as part of their Christmas 

gothikon in Constantinople (mid-tenth century), a form of hieros gamos, or perhaps akin 

to the berserkir and úlfheðnar who took on animal qualities on the battlefield (Gunnell, 

1995, 74-76).144 Whatever the case, these archaeological finds add support to the idea of 

close animal/ human relationships still being present in the Nordic countries in Viking 

times.  

 
144 Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus’ description of the gothikon dance will be discussed in regard to the 
berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors in section 7.4.4 of this chapter.  
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Fig. 7.14. The Hedeby Masks. Viking Age. Photographs and Drawings: E. 
Tams and H-J Mocka; Comments: Neil Price (Price, 2002, 172). 

 
 As noted above, the tapestry found on the Oseberg ship in Norway, which dates to 

circa 834 A.D. also depicts a number of images further pointing to the use of animal 

costuming and anthropomorphic disguise among other things echoing the connection 

between females and birds implied by the Kivik gravestones, and the idea of animal-

warriors shown in the rock art of Bohuslän, the Gallehus horns, and the Torslunda helmet 

plates (see sections 7.4.3.2 and 7.4.3.3), all of which point to the continuing use of ritual 

masking and the idea that the boundary for what is considered human and animal remained 

still somewhat blurred. Akin to the anthropomorphic shield-bearers depicted on the rock 

art in Tanum (see fig. 7.8), is the portrayal of a woman in a possible boar costume holding 

a shield (see fig. 7.15), a figure who has widely been interpreted as being connected to the 

valkyrjur (Jesch, 1991, 127). She is just one of other several figures pictured on the tapestry 

that have been interpreted as wearing masks and skins (see also section 7.4.3.2 below), 
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though alternatively they could represent images of shape-shifters in animal form. The 

female images naturally highlight a possible connection to the goddess, Freyja, who, as 

noted in Grímnismál 14, was associated with both the dead and boars (see also Hyndluljóð 

5-7). This connection could possibly point to these individuals taking on ritual guise as an 

act of worship relating to the deity herself (Waggoner, 2018, 65-66).145  

 

Fig. 7.15. Oseberg Tapestry Fragment: A Valkyrja in a Boar’s Head? 
Viking Age. Drawing: Mary Storm (Gunnell, 1995, 62).146 

 

 Another anthropomorphic image portrayed on the Oseberg tapestry that could also 

be related to the valkyrjur is a prominent figure with distinct avian features like a 

protruding curved beak and an almost feather-like torso that ends in seemingly human-like 

legs (see fig. 7.16) (Hedeager, 2011, 76-77). This figure is reminiscent of the s-shaped 

Bronze-Age petroglyphs from Kivik, reminding one once again of the prose introduction 

of Vǫlundarkviða where, as noted earlier, the valkyrjur are said to take the form of swans. 

It is worth noting, however, that this particular depiction has little similarities to a swan 

shape with its short neck and bulky form.147 As noted earlier (see section 7.2), the valkyrjur 

are also associated with the krákuhamr (“crow-skin”) in Völsunga saga (1943, 5) and it is 

certainly possible that fig. 7.16 is closer to a hunting bird, raising closer connections to the 

 
145 Similar to Óðinn, Freyja is said to have had a role in choosing the slain on the battlefield (see Grímnismál 
14), which clearly parallels that of the valkyrjur (Gunnell, 1995, 63). Freyja and her connection to animals 
(particularly boars, falcons, and cats) will be discussed in section 7.3.3 of this chapter.  
146 It is important to note that this depiction of a “costumed boar-woman” is woven next to an image of a 
horned-man. An almost exact replica of these figures is depicted directly below them on the Oseberg tapestry 
(see fig. 7.23). These figures will be taken later in this chapter with the archaeological evidence of the animal-
warriors. 
147 In the prose introduction of Vǫlundarkviða, the valkyrjur álptarhamir are taken by men, Clarissa Pinkola 
Éstes akins the loss of an animal pelt/ skin to losing one’s soul which leads the individual to wander with a 
sense of “haze” as there is a missing piece of themselves (Éstes, 1992, 268). 
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goddess, Freyja, whose falcon-like fjaðrhamr (“feather-cloak”) is described in Þrymskviða 

3, 5, and 9 (see section 7.3.3). Neil Price certainly surmises that the Oseberg tapestry has 

connections to the worship of both Freyja and Óðinn, largely on the basis of the apparent 

theme of sexuality and the strong presence of spears and ravens (Óðinn) as well as the 

boar/ bird-headed women who might potentially be connected to Freyja (Price, 2002, 

159).148 Gunnell agrees that these figures might represent humans taking on the roles of 

gods, but argues that the male figures portrayed in animal costumes who also appear on 

the tapestry are potentially akin to the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors (Gunnell, 1995, 

64). As noted above, this possible connection regarding males in animal guise and other 

animal-warrior discussions will be held in section 7.4.3.3.   

All in all, it is difficult to determine what level of realism is depicted in the Oseberg 

tapestry and to what degree – if any – it represents mythological rather than ritualistic 

iconography. What is clear however, is that once again we can see human/ animal 

relationships at play here, and clear evidence that animals had strong symbolic value, even 

in the late ninth century. 

 

Fig. 7.16. Woman in Bird Disguise. Embroidered on the Tapestry from 
Oseberg, Norway. Viking Age. Drawing: Sofie Krafft (Hedeager, 2011, 
77). 

 

7.2.1 Conclusion 
As was introduced in Chapter 2 and Chapter 5, the archaeological material relevant to the 

evidence of shape-shifting in Old Norse culture seems to highlight strong connections 

between animals and humans and that the lines between what was considered human and 

 
148 It might be noted that Price connects the depictions of  “realistic” transformations on the Oseberg tapestry 
to the practices of seiðr, suggesting that it was present in this society (Price, 2002, 160). 
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what was considered animal were often blurred. As first cautioned by Kristina Jennbert in 

Chapters 2 and 5, one has to be careful about interpreting the animals in the archaeological 

evidence on the basis of the anthropocentric mindset of our own culture. While the 

archaeological evidence from the Old Norse world that points to totemism and 

anthropomorphism is comparatively limited, several conclusions may still be surmised. 

What has been analyzed and interpreted (by me and other scholars) above seems to 

generally point to not only male figures but also a strong female presence in the early 

anthropomorphic iconography, particularly in correlation to birds, a trend that will be seen 

later in the Eddic poetry and literary evidence of Landnámabók with regard to personal 

names. It is nonetheless interesting to note that the literary material relating to this is 

relatively limited outside the figures of Freyja, Frigg, and the valkyrjur (see below). 

 Males obviously play a strong part in the Bohuslän rock-art and on the Gallehus 

horns. While concrete conclusions about these figures are impossible to make, some 

interpretation is certainly possible. As has been shown above and will be shown below in 

section 7.4.3.3, the anthropomorphic males in the extant archaeological evidence seem to 

highlight a connection to warrior culture and possibly figures like the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar. With regard to the bestiality scenes like those from Bohuslän (see figs 7.7 and 

7.11 for example), it is possible that these scenes (and others like them) represent an 

expression of the individual’s or society’s affinity to animals or a manifestation of the wish 

for the animal’s power through the engagement of sexual activity. All in all, the extant 

archaeological material points to males playing a larger role than women with regard to 

anthropomorphism and the shape-shifting. This idea will be expanded with regard to the 

literary material which will be discussed in the remaining sections of this chapter. 

 Before finishing, it is also interesting to note what animals reoccur throughout the 

Old Norse iconography in connection to both men and women. As can be seen above and 

will be undoubtedly shown in later sections of this chapter, the key figures seem to be 

birds, wolves, bears, and boars, bulls and other horned figures with outliers such as snakes 

and possibly sheep (the Hedeby masks) only occurring once or twice.149 The focus on these 

animals naturally begs the question: why are these animals important to this culture? As 

the personal names in Landnámabók will inevitably show, all of these figures still have a 

presence in personal names in Viking-Age Iceland. This connection underlines that 

 
149 Even though horned figures, bears, and wolves have not been heavily discussed in this section, their 
presence in the iconographic material will be wholly discussed in connection to animal-warriors in sections 
7.4.3.2 and 7.4.3.3.  
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humans had specifically strong relationships between people and certain animals, 

underlining quite possibly, an expression of totemism and the idea that a specific animal’s 

characteristics could be mirrored within the individual.150 

 The fact that all of these images come from pre-Christian Scandinavia and no 

longer appear in later Christian material speaks for itself. As introduced in Chapters 5 and 

6, the language used in the literary material reflects a sharp shift in approaches to the idea 

of shape-shifting underlining that Old Norse society’s opinion of such individuals changed 

along with the change in their religion. As we move away from the early archaeological 

evidence for animal shape-shifting in the Nordic countries and into the literary material, it 

is important to bear in mind this change in opinion which can be gleaned not only in the 

specific use of language (such as the idea of being eigi einhamr and vargr) but also from 

situational evidence reflecting the author’s potential Christian influences. 

7.3 Deities Who Are Said to Change Shape and Have Connections to 
Animals 

7.3.1 Introduction 
In the literary accounts, the phenomenon of animal shape-shifting in the Old Norse world 

was not limited to humans. In fact, the more fantastical accounts of this motif are often 

associated with several of the gods who, by their own design, are able to either fully or 

symbolically change shape. Charles Lecouteux states that it is natural that the Norse gods 

could shape-shift because religion will “transcribe and express in a coded form the 

thoughts of men, [and] their mindset […]” (Lecouteux, 2003). As will be shown throughout 

sections 7.4-7.4.5, since some Old Norse humans apparently had the ability to alter their 

hamr and/ or moved their hugr into animal form, it is logical that their religion should 

reflect deities who have the same (or even more powerful versions) of these capabilities. 

Throughout the following subchapter sections, the literary source evidence regarding four 

deities: Óðinn, Freyja, Frigg, and Loki, who are all said to shape-shift and/ or have 

extremely close relationships to animals will thus be examined.151 These four deities are 

among the most well-known gods in the Old Norse pantheon and all have unique and 

powerful skill-sets that arguably correspond to their individual characteristics and 

 
150 The notion of totemism present in Old Norse culture will continue to be discussed throughout the 
remainder of this chapter, animal personal names being primarily discussed in section 7.4.2.2. 
151 Other gods are certainly depicted as changing shape, such as Heimdallr in Skáldskaparmál, who is said 
to take on the shape of a seal (see Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 19). However, in the scope of this research project, 
I will primarily focus on the four main shape-shifting gods, Óðinn, Freyja, Frigg, and Loki. 
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respective connections to specific animals. It is important to note that unlike many of the 

human examples of shape-shifting (that will be addressed in sections 7.4.1-7.4.5), the 

extant literary material on the gods never definitively reveals exactly how these deities are 

able to change-shape. As will be seen below, some modern scholars have speculated that 

certain deities’ (Óðinn, Freyja) apparent ability to wield seiðr is a contributing factor to 

their ability to shape-shift. 

 The approach to Norse deities who can change shape evidently varies from what 

we have discussed about human shape-shifters up to this point. While many of the 

conceptual ideas (hamr, hugr, hamhleypa and so on) remain the same, what changes is the 

level of realism in these accounts. As noted in Chapter 6, alluding to the practice of seiðr 

in its connection to shape-shifting, Neil Price states in “Sorcery and Circumpolar 

Traditions in Old Norse Belief” that the ideas concerning Old Norse cosmos and culture 

are not static; they are dynamic and ever-changing, unlike our modern world-view (Price, 

2008, 247). While it is difficult to judge from the saga accounts and archaeological 

evidence to what degree humans were seen as symbolically or fully transforming, the 

deities in the mythological accounts are never subjected to such scrutiny: their abilities are 

considered absolute and as such, their fantastical capabilities are apparently taken quite 

literally.  

7.3.2 Óðinn 
It seems most logical to begin any discussion of the Old Norse deities who are said to 

shape-change with the figure of Óðinn. Óðinn is considered to be one of the first gods and 

an Ás residing in Ásgarðr and he has been associated by scholars with numerous personal 

names and titles like that of the “ruler of the gods”, the “god of war” (see Hárbarðsljóð 

24), the “god of poetry”, and the “master of magical practices” (Turville-Petre, 1964, 35; 

see also Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 4-5).152 In both pre-Christian and post-conversion 

Scandinavian literature, Óðinn’s most prominent role is arguably his position as the 

apparent chief of the gods. In Gylfaginning, Snorri Sturluson describes Óðinn’s position 

upon the throne of Hliðskjálf, referring to him as the „Alfǫðr at hann er faðir allra goðanna 

ok manna ok alls þess er af honum ok hans krapti var fullgert“ (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 13; 

see also Ynglinga saga 1941, 13). Óðinn has several connections to the shape-changing 

motif and in the present section, the primary focus will be on analyzing the extant evidence 

 
152 Freyja also has connotations to seiðr magic as will be discussed in section 7.3.3. 
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of his seiðr abilities that perhaps highlight his shape-changing powers, his connection to 

animals (including his personal animal “helpers”), and his possible connection to the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors. 

 While Óðinn’s ruling over the gods makes him powerful in a hierarchical sense, he 

is also powerful due to his unique abilities, which, as noted above and seen in Ynglinga 

saga (1941, 12-13), include shape-shifting and the practice of seiðr. It is generally accepted 

amongst modern scholars that seiðr is primarily considered to be a female practice and a 

prime example of this notion can be seen with the goddess, Freyja, who is another seiðr 

practitioner and also taught Óðinn this magical art according to Ynglinga saga (1941, 12-

13; see also DuBois, 1999, 137; Blain, 2002, 116). Despite this being a “female” role, 

Óðinn seems to almost be the only literary exception even though Old Norse society could 

ridicule, accuse, and exile men as a result of being ergi (“lewdness; lust; wickedness”) and 

argr (“un-manly; effeminate; cowardly”), that is to say that probably because of his 

hierarchical status, Óðinn is not punished for his ergi/ argr behavior (as will be shown 

below) (Raudvere, 2002, 118).153 The Icelandic scholar, Ármann Jakobsson, nonetheless 

suggests in his work, “The Trollish Acts of Þorgrímr the Witch: The Meanings of Troll 

and Ergi in Medieval Iceland” (2008), that the term ergi evidently implies something other 

than just “sexuality”: 

[…] I think that ergi may have more to do with a world view than with 

sexuality, in that it indicates everything unbecoming, villainous and 

deviant: incest, bestiality, homosexuality, the blurring of gender role, 

aggressive female lust, shape-shifting and sorcery (Ármann Jakobsson, 

2008, 63).154  

 
153 The use of these terms in the extant literature can be seen, for example, in Þrymskviða 17 where Þórr 
dresses in the guise of Freyja in order to reobtain his hammer, Mjǫllnir, from the jǫtnar: after donning the 
disguise, Þórr fears that the other deities will call him argr for taking on the role of a female. For further 
information on ergi and argr, see Preben Meulengracht Sørensen’s The Unmanly Man: Concepts of Sexual 
Defamation in Early Northern Society (1983). 
154 Ármann Jakobsson’s suggestion that ergi (and argr) represent an overall worldview rather than simply 
“lewd” or “un-manly” coincides with earlier scholars’ opinions, like that of Jacob Grimm (as stated in 
Chapter 2), who associates shape-shifting with “amoral” intent. As will be discussed throughout Chapter 7, 
shape-shifting is commonly associated with the traits that Ármann lists, like sorcery (for example, Óðinn and 
Freyja are said to be seiðr practitioners and/ or shape-shifters); incest (Signý in Völsunga saga [1943, 13] 
and Freyja in Lokasenna 30-32); and the blurring of gender roles (see Loki in Gylfaginning: Snorri Sturluson, 
2005, 35). The German scholar, Georg C. Brückmann, goes on to suggest (like the Norwegian philologist, 
Else Mundal, before him) that ergi and argr reflect an overall worldview which is not limited to the male 
gender, and instead, equally encompasses females who are “crossing the boundaries of their sexes and 
upsetting the dichotomized model of social order” (Brückmann, 2016, 401; see also Mundal, 1998, 3-4). 



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

108 

 The derogatory terms of ergi and argr are commonly associated with Óðinn and 

his practice of seiðr. This appears in Lokasenna 24 where Loki seemingly taunts Óðinn: 

 

Loki kvað: 

„En þik síða kóðu 

Sámseyju í,  

ok draptu á vétt sem vǫlur; 

vitka líki  

fórtu verþjóð yfir,  

ok hugda ek þat args aðal“ (Lokasenna 24).

Here, Loki compares Óðinn to a vǫlva (“priestess” or “seeress”) who beats on a 

drum when performing trolldómr (“witchcraft”) and suggests that this is effeminate 

behavior (Blain, 2002, 43-44). As we will discuss later in section 7.3.4 regarding Loki, it 

is not clear whether Loki is truly insulting Óðinn in Lokasenna 24 or if he is simply 

pointing out that, like himself (see Gylfaginning for example: Snorri Sturluson, 1995, 36), 

Óðinn also possesses feminine qualities.155 Despite these apparent derisions, it is important 

to note that Óðinn does not suffer consequences from practicing seiðr (such as exile from 

Ásgarðr) and this could be due to his peers ultimately fearing his powerful abilities. An 

important factor to keep in mind here is that while scholars like Turville-Petre suggest that 

Óðinn was able to fully change genders, which would further solidify him as “taking on 

the traditional female role” which goes beyond the magical practices of seiðr, there is no 

extant evidence that depicts him ever fully transforming into a female or enduring 

childbirth as Loki does in Gylfaginning (Turville-Petre, 1964, 65; see also Snorri 

Sturluson, 2005, 35).156 Unfortunately, further research into ergi/ argr and the male seiðr 

practitioner is beyond the scope of this research project. However, the subject nonetheless 

offers evidence as to what seiðr was considered to be in Old Norse culture and how that 

role was viewed in society.  

 
155 While Lokasenna 24 never explicitly mentions shape-shifting, it is nevertheless important to note it for 
two reasons: one, it could be perceived that for Óðinn (and Loki alike) “taking on the traditional female role” 
could be a form of mental shape-changing; and two, that seiðr seems to be correlated in some part to certain 
shape-shifting occurrences. For instance, Signý in Völsunga saga must go to a seiðkona (female magic 
practitioner) to change her appearance (Völsunga saga, 1943, 13). 
156 Loki and the literary evidence suggesting him to be a shape-shifter will be discussed in section 7.3.4. 
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Bearing in mind Óðinn’s connection to ergi and being argr, Snorri Sturluson also 

depicts him as practicing a form of shamanism in Ynglinga saga (1941, 13), stating that 

Óðinn is able to gain knowledge, change shape, and even raise the dead:157  

Óðinn skipti hǫmum. Lá þá búkrinn sem sofinn eða dauðr, en hann var þá 

fugl eða dýr, fiskr eða ormr ok fór á einni svipstund á fjarlæg lǫnd at sínum 

ørindum eða annarra manna. […] Óðinn hafði með sér hǫfuð Mímis, ok 

sagði þat honum mǫrg tíðendi ór ǫðrum heimum, en stundum vakði hann 

upp dauða menn […]. Fyrir því var hann kallaðr draugadróttinn eða 

hangadróttinn. Hann átti hrafna tvá, er hann hafði tamit við mál. Flugu þeir 

víða um lǫnd ok sǫgðu honum mǫrg tíðendi. Af þessum hlutum varð hann 

stórliga fróðr. Allar þessar íþróttir kenndi hann með rúnum ok ljóðum þeim, 

er galdrar heita. Fyrir því eru Æsir kallaðir galdrasmiðir (Ynglinga saga 

1941, 18-19). 

 It is clear from the passage above that Óðinn’s abilities are considered to be both 

wide-ranging and unique, and modern scholars generally agree that it is the best depiction 

of his abilities even though this quotation does not directly state that this is about seiðr 

(Blain, 2002, 114-115). Óðinn is evidently a powerful individual not only because of the 

knowledge that he possesses but also because of his remarkable skills, allowing him to 

raise the dead, and change-shape. The account describes Óðinn’s ability to change into a 

bird, fish, and a snake which suggests that his shape-changing abilities are wide-ranging 

and powerful, and hints that his character may also be diverse. This shape-shifting 

description is echoed in Skáldskaparmál where Óðinn turns into a snake to escape from 

Baugi, later changing into an eagle to obtain the mead of poetry from Gunnlǫð and fly back 

to the Æsir (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 3-4).  

As first discussed in Chapter 3 with reference to totemic religions, the animal which 

a shape-shifter turns into arguably reflects their inner psyche and qualities. For Óðinn to 

have the power to change his hamr into so many forms suggests that these animals 

represent the multiple facets of his own inner psyche. It could be thus said that Óðinn 

 
157 With reference to seiðr practitioners and Snorri’s account, Margaret Clunies Ross expresses in Prolonged 
Echoes that Ynglinga saga “is a rationalization of established social and religious custom and cannot be taken 
as a straightforward historical explanation of why seiðr was women’s business” (Clunies Ross, 1994, I, 209). 
Neil Price similarly claims that Snorri’s description of seiðr cannot be taken at face value but nevertheless 
adds value to an overall understanding of the practice (possibly because of his Christian affiliation) (Price, 
2002, 93). 
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potentially possesses the swiftness of a bird, the serenity and intelligence of a fish, and the 

cunning nature of a snake, these personality traits being pushed outwards when he changes 

his hamr.  

These ideas find some support in the other literary material which associates Óðinn 

with both magical practices and shape-shifting, Havamál 155 provides another excellent 

representation of this by describing Óðinn’s power to force witches or “túnriður” out of 

their skins:158 

Þat kannk ek it tíunda,  

ef ek sé túnriður  

leika lopti á, 

ek svá vinnk  

at þeir villir fara 

sinna heimhama, 

sinna heimhuga. 

This stanza reinforces Óðinn’s skills as a practitioner of magic who can induce 

shape-changing onto others (or himself) through his abilities and it also seemingly labels 

the god as a sort of “trickster” character because he mischievously pushes the túnriður out 

of their skins, effectively depriving them of their wits.159 Second, it highlights the hugr 

element of shape-shifting, that is the ability to send one’s thoughts (or in this case, 

another’s) out of its original form to travel and/ or settle into another shape.  

As has been shown above, Óðinn clearly possesses both the knowledge of seiðr 

associated with the apparently shape-changing Freyja (see below), and the ability to turn 

into animal form. The aforementioned passages from Ynglinga saga and Skáldskaparmál 

also underline that he had a strong connection to animals, possibly also in the totemic sense 

that was described in Chapter 3 whereby animals become a sort of “guide” for an 

individual. In the context of Old Norse religion, it is well known that several deities, like 

 
158 The Icelandic folktale, “Riding the Minister’s Wife”, is similar to Óðinn’s description of pushing 
“túnriður” out of their skins and the shifting of shape: a minister’s wife (who later admits to practicing 
witchcraft) places a “magical bridle” over her husband to ride over mountains, valleys, and cliffs in the foggy 
night (it is alluded that he takes the shape of a horse). The wife eventually dismounts at a house and “ties up” 
her husband to a hitching post; and the thirteen women in the house (including the wife) proceed to meet and 
drink a “reddish liquid” (which turns out to be menstrual blood). The husband ultimately gets free of the 
bridle and when his wife goes to look for him, he jumps out and places the magic bridle upon her and proceeds 
to ride her home (Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, 1988, 185-187). 
159 This mischievous act could potentially reinforce Jacob Grimm’s idea of shape-shifters being associated 
with villainy as was first stated in Chapter 2.  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

111 

Óðinn and Freyja, have “helper” animals that assist them in various ways based on their 

individual skillsets (Freyja’s animals will be discussed in section 7.3.3).160 Perhaps 

Óðinn’s most well recognized animal “helpers” are his two ravens, Huginn (“thought/ 

mind”), and Muninn (“memory”), who, guided by Óðinn’s will, fly out each day around 

the nine worlds to gather information for him (Grimnismál 20). As the American scholar, 

Stephan Grundy, notes in The Cult of Óðinn: God of Death? (2014), the main problem 

with analyzing the animals of the Norse gods relates to interpretation: are these animals 

simply servants of the deities or are they “the manifestations of the psyche that move freely 

outside the body in the shamanistic act” (Grundy, 2014, 187)?161 This idea can certainly 

be connected to Óðinn and his raven, Huginn, whose name derives from the word, hugr, 

and has been interpreted to mean both “animus” and “cognition” (Turville-Petre, 1964, 

58).162 Looking back at Ynglinga saga and the account of how Óðinn changes into an 

animal while his body lay asleep or dead, one could surmise that the account of how his 

ravens go out each day to collect information reflects Óðinn sending out his own thoughts 

and memories to travel in animal form, something the term, hamhleypa suggests (see 

Chapter 6).163 This travel is potentially depicted in Snorri’s source, Grímnismál 20, where 

Óðinn tells how: 

Huginn ok Muninn  

flúga hverjan dag  

jǫrmungrund yfir; 

óumk ek of Hugin  

at hann aptr né komit,  

þó sjámk meirr um Munin (Grímnismál 20). 

 
160 Other than Óðinn and Freyja, Þórr has his “helper” goats, Tanngrísnir and Tanngnóstr, and Freyr has his 
boar, Gullinbursti. However, these animals will not be discussed further in this research project because Þórr 
and Freyr are not depicted as having animal shape-shifting qualities in the extant literary material (see also 
Price, 2002, 56).  
161 This quote is my own translation. The original text referred to by Grundy is taken from Jan de Vries’ 
Religionsgeschichte II. It reads: “die Erscheinungsformen der Psyche […] die bei der schamanistische 
Handlung sich frei außerhalb des Körpers bewegen” (Grundy, 2014, 187; de Vries, 1935, II, 63). 
162 It should be noted that both Huginn and Muninn have been interpreted as being connected to the “animus”, 
the concept of which was introduced in Chapter 4 in association to Carl Jung’s psychoanalytical theory of 
archetypes. This theory will be revisited and discussed further throughout this Chapter and indeed in the 
concluding Chapter 8.  
163 Finnur Magnússon also suggests that Huginn and Muninn are extensions of Óðinn’s consciousness and 
reflect his character traits (see Chapter 2) (Finnur Magnússon, 1826, 109-110). 



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

112 

 Here, it could be interpreted that the reason why Óðinn fears losing Huginn and 

Muninn is because they are more than just “pets” or “servants”, they are extensions of his 

consciousness which shape-shift and travel in animal form.164 As Turville-Petre has 

surmised, the origins of Óðinn’s connection to his ravens remain unclear. However, it can 

be said that because the raven is considered to be the “bird of death, for he feeds on 

corpses”, the raven reflects Óðinn’s close connection to death and the afterlife (Turville-

Petre, 1964, 58). This side of the raven is well reflected in the skaldic poem, Haraldskvæði 

3:   

Hvat es yðr, hrafnar? / Hvaðan eruð ér komnir / með dreygru nefi, / at degi 

ǫndverðum? / Hold loðir yðr í klóum; / hræs þefr gengr ór munni; / 

nær hygg ek yðr í nótt bjoggu; / því es vissuð nái liggja.165   

 Other than his ravens, Óðinn is often associated with an eight-legged horse, 

Sleipnir (Neil Price claims that the name most likely means the “Sliding One”), and two 

wolves named Geri and Freki (Grímnismál 20 and 44; Price, 2002, 56).166 Sleipnir is 

considered amongst modern scholars to be one of the more “unusual” animals in the Old 

Norse mythos due to the fact that he was birthed by Loki, has eight legs, and is able to 

travel between worlds (see, for example, Gylfaginning and Skáldskaparmál) (Snorri 

Sturluson, 1998, 20; Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 35; see also Lindow, 2001, 274-277). The 

earliest known use of the name might be in the ninth-century skaldic poem, Ynglingatal 8 

and 12, in which it is said to be the name of a horse, although, these two occurrences 

provide little in the way of depicting Sleipnir’s role in Old Norse religion. Indeed, the 

meaning of Sleipnir seems to change in other skaldic poetry. In the later tenth-century, 

Húsdrápa 11 and the eleventh-century, Þórgeirsdrápa 2, it is referred to as a ship.167 

Elsewhere in Old Norse mythological literature, however, Sleipnir’s role is primarily that 

of being Óðinn’s steed as in Baldrsdraumar 2, for example, where Sleipnir takes Óðinn to 

 
164 An interesting note suggested by the American scholar, Stephen Flowers (pen-name: Edred Thorsson), 
with reference to Grímnismál 20, is that Óðinn fears losing Muninn more than Huginn because “without 
memory[,] mere thinking is devoid of meaning” (Thorsson, 2012, 12).  
165 As both Óðinn and Freyja are known to bring fallen warriors respectively into Valhǫll and Folkvangr by 
utilizing Óðinn’s valkyrjur, it is not outlandish to think that Huginn and Muninn’s connotations to death 
reflect upon their owner, Óðinn, and his character.  
166 As will be further discussed in section 7.3.4, Loki transforms into a mare and sires Sleipnir in Gylfaginning 
(Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 35).   
167 Perhaps the reason why Sleipnir is referred to as a ship in Húsdrápa 11 and Þórgeirsdrápa 2 is because 
in Old Norse mythology, Sleipnir is able to travel between worlds at a fast speed (see Skáldskaparmál: Snorri 
Sturluson, 1998, 20).  
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Niflhelm. Unlike the clearer interpretation that Óðinn uses Huginn and Muninn to shape-

shift, Sleipnir does not seem to have such an obvious connection. It has however, been 

proposed by the Austrian scholar, Otto Höfler (1901-1987), that Sleipnir represents a ritual 

disguise, that is to say that Sleipnir is made up of four men which would make an eight-

legged horse (Höfler, 1934, 49-53). This idea is reminiscent of what was stated in section 

7.2 about the ritual disguise seemingly portrayed in the Stone-Age and Bronze-Age 

petroglyphs which depict anthropomorphic humans. Stephen Grundy connects this notion 

to the “cult of Óðinn”, suggesting that in a sense, Sleipnir’s presence serves as a form of 

“bearing forth […] the invisible form of the god [Óðinn] himself [...] (Grundy, 2014, 

18).168 Referencing the Gotlandic Tjägvide I and Ardre VIII stones showing an eight-

legged horse, Grundy goes on to speculate that Sleipnir is representative of a figure of 

“death” and Óðinn’s connection to death and the “gallows” (Grundy, 2014, 16-17).169 It is 

thus possible that from the literary evidence connecting Sleipnir to the world of the dead, 

the horse can also be seen as mirroring Óðinn’s character, reflecting his “shaman-like” 

powers and his ability to pass into the underworld and “raise” the dead.170  

The final “helper” animals that are associated with Óðinn are his two wolves, Geri 

and Freki, whose names given in Grímnismál 19 have largely been interpreted to mean 

“the greedy one[s]” (see also Price, 2002, 56).171  

 

Gera ok Freka  

seðr gunntamiðr,  

hróðigr Herjafǫðr,  

en við vín eitt 

vápngǫfugr Óðinn æ lifir.  

  

Unlike Huginn, Muninn, and Sleipnir, these wolves seem to lack an obvious set “role” in 

the Old Nordic religion. Price however, suggests that they are clearly associated with 

 
168 The “cult of Óðinn” will be further introduced later in the present section and discussed further in later 
sections in association with the berserkir and úlfheðnar.  
169 Hilda Ellis Davidson likewise addresses this theory in Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (1964), and 
she perceives that the four men in a “Sleipnir” ritual disguise seem to be in a funeral procession, carrying a 
dead man (Davidson, 1964, 142-143). 
170 Turville-Petre suggests that Sleipnir’s association with Óðinn may also represent the gods’ connection to 
fertility (Turville-Petre, 1964, 56).  
171 Geri has also been interpreted as meaning “voracious” which echoes the theme of the wolves being 
“hungry” or “insatiable” (Jón A. Hjáltalín, 1871, 15). 
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Óðinn’s “beasts of battle” (the berserkir and the úlfheðnar) based on how in Grímnismál 

19 Óðinn is depicted as feeding them the “corpses of the battlefield” (Price, 2002, 98).  

 In the aforementioned stanza from Grímnismál, Geri and Freki are depicted as 

eating the food that Óðinn provides to them while he dines solely on wine. John Lindow, 

who echoes Price in interpreting that Geri and Freki are “the ravenous one[s]”, states that 

the idea of these names meaning “insatiable” speaks volumes about their role in the Old 

Norse mythos, implying that these wolves are not only “hungry” in the form of 

“sustenance” but also in the sense of bloodlust (Lindow, 2001, 120). Analyzing the use of 

Freki’s name in Vǫluspá 43, 47, and 56, Lindow surmises that Óðinn feeds the wolf “[…] 

at his side in Valhöll, and another [wolf] – with his body – at Ragnarök,” thereby further 

connecting the wolves to Fenrir (Lindow, 2001, 120).172 

As was discussed in the review of previous scholarly study in Chapter 2 and in 

association with the words vargr and úlfheðnar in Chapter 6, the wolf is a recurring animal 

in Old Norse religion and culture, figures like Fenrir and the úlfheðnar often playing a 

significant role in the literary source material. As will be further discussed in later sections 

of this chapter relating to the berserkir and úlfheðnar animal-warriors, the extant literature 

underlines a consistent link between Óðinn and wolves, a typical example being Ynglinga 

saga (1941, 17), where the úlfheðnar are described as being under Óðinn’s command and 

fighting like beasts, forming part of what is often called the “cult of Óðinn” (Chadwick, 

1899, 21).173 As noted above, Grímnismál 19 notes how the “Val-father” (“the Father of 

the Slain”, Óðinn) feeds his wolves on “the flesh of the fallen” (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 

21). However, as Grundy suggests, it could be interpreted that Geri and Freki might 

represent “more” than simple wolves, since they are similar to the úlfheðnar who attack 

and kill their enemies on the battlefield in a “beastly” way (Grundy, 2014, 35). The 

Icelandic writer, Jón A. Hjáltalín (1840-1908), suggests in “Traces of Animal Worship in 

the Old Scandinavians” (1871), that: 

[...] [Old Norse literature (particularly skaldic poetry)] often introduce[d] 

wolves prowling about the battle-field in expectation of feasting on the 

 
172 Lindow’s notion could possibly coincide with the idea of the “beasts of the battlefield” (the berserkir and 
úlfheðnar) being associated with cannibalism and “drinking the blood of corpses” in Haraldskvæði 20. This 
idea will be expanded upon in section 7.4.4.  
173 Ynglinga saga (1941, 17) will be discussed further in association to the berserkir and the úlfheðnar in 
later sections of this chapter.  
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slain. They were […] supposed to have special permission from Óðinn for 

this, as the kill belonged to him (Jón A. Hjáltalín, 1871, 15).   

  

 The idea of a kill on the battlefield serving as a sacrifice to Óðinn, as Jón A. 

Hjáltalín suggests, probably has several working parts behind its inception. As mentioned 

at the beginning of this section, Óðinn is depicted in the extant literary material as a god 

of war, his valkyrjur serving as the “choosers of the slain”. In Hárbarðsljóð 24, for 

instance, Óðinn is described as constantly pitting princes against one another, suggesting 

his tendency to provoke war. Indeed, it is suggested that those who die in battle “belong” 

to Óðinn who has the battlefield as his domain (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 21; Price, 2002, 

56). As Price suggests, Óðinn’s wolves should thus also be “considered among his 

sorcerous familiars”, something reflected in their seeming connection to the úlfheðnar and 

the “cult of Óðinn” (Price, 2002, 98). It could be thus suggested that these wolves served 

not only as a representation of the fierce wolf-warriors on the battlefield, but (like Huginn, 

Muninn, and Sleipnir) also as a reflection of Óðinn himself.    

 As has been shown throughout the present section, Óðinn is clearly a multi-faceted 

god whose persona and abilities highlight both his connection to animals and his ability to 

change shape. From the extant literary evidence, it could also be said that Óðinn’s 

capability of using seiðr might be associated with this ability to change into animal form. 

As has been shown, Óðinn’s individual “helper” animals and their respective qualities 

might also be said to reflect the god’s persona in some way. Arguably, this idea is similar 

to that of the Native American totemic religions discussed in Chapter 3 in which a sense 

of kinship is formed between the totemic animal and the individual, the individual 

believing that the animal will watch over them if the individual respects the animal (Long, 

1904, 123). In short, the totemic animal reflects an “image of the self”, underlining a 

physical or personality likeness between the two. In the case of Óðinn and his animals, 

there is clearly sufficient literary evidence to suggest that when Óðinn sends out his mind 

into the form of his two ravens, Huginn and Muninn, he is in a sense, shape-shifting. While 

Sleipnir and Geri and Freki seemingly do not have the same kind of potential shape-

changing element attached to them, they nevertheless express a further totemic-like 

relationship between the god and animals and a reflection of his inner character. As Lotte 

Hedeager states, “In their role as ‘helping spirits’ they encapsulated Odin’s intellectual and 

mental capacity, and thereby […] perceived as metaphors for an ‘extended mind’” 

(Hedeager, 2011, 11).  
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What is important to take away from this section on Óðinn is that despite his 

powerful “other-worldly” abilities, shape-shifting seemingly does not isolate him from 

society (outside of his being the butt of Loki’s apparent jests in Lokasenna 24), or cause 

him to be labelled an overall “villainous” character like human shape-shifters in “real 

life”.174 It could admittedly very well be argued that some of Óðinn’s actions in the extant 

literary material are morally questionable or like that of a “trickster” archetype (see for 

example Havamál 155). However, he is never truly painted as an outlaw or a “villain” in 

the extant literature. Óðinn is considered a ruler, a well of knowledge, a magical 

practitioner, and seemingly respected by deities and humans alike, suggesting that Old 

Norse society would at some point have idolized and revered shape-shifting. As was noted 

by Charles Lecouteux in section 7.3.1, the Norse gods’ capabilities intrinsically reflect the 

hearts and minds of their human followers (Lecouteux, 2003). Óðinn thus sets a high 

precedent for other shape-shifting deities and humans alike, all of whom seem to be 

associated with him in some way or another.  

7.3.3 Freyja and Frigg 
Arguably two of the most well-known Old Norse goddesses are Freyja and Frigg (or 

Frigga), both of whom are also associated with the animal shape-shifting motif to some 

degree. Whereas the review of literary evidence in the previous section (7.3.2) classified 

Óðinn as an undoubted shape-changer, the extant material connecting Freyja and (even 

more so) Frigg to shape-shifting is far more subtle. Over the course of this section, it is 

important to note that unlike the vivid descriptions listed above of Óðinn transforming into 

a bird, snake, or fish, there is no extant literary evidence that describes Freyja or Frigg ever 

shifting into an animal themselves. Instead, it is alluded that the two goddesses simply 

have the possibility to shape-change if they choose to and it is unclear whether this ability 

stems from their magical practices (Frigg’s being somewhat limited as we shall discuss 

below) or through specific items that the goddesses possess.  

As will be discussed in the present section, Freyja (like Óðinn) is said to practice 

seiðr and modern scholars like Lotte Hedeager argue that it is because she possesses these 

supernatural abilities, that she (or others) are able to use her fjaðrhamr (“feather-cloak”) 

to shape-change (see Þrymskviða 3, 5, 9 and Skáldskaparmál: Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 2; 

and Hedeager, 2011, 98). Like Óðinn, Freyja also has “helper” animals that arguably 

 
174 Old Norse human shape-shifters will be discussed at length in sections 7.4.1-7.4.5.  
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reflect her character and highlight still further her connection to animals, including her un-

named cats and her boar, Hildisvíni (“battle-swine”) (see Hyndluljóð 5-7; see also Snorri 

Sturluson, 2005, 25 and 47).  

As will be discussed below, there is little evidence pointing to Frigg’s ability to 

shape-shift outside of her possession of the valshamr (“falcon-cloak”) that is mentioned in 

Skáldskaparmál (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 24). Her abilities seemingly mirror those of 

Freyja’s to some degree, leading some scholars to even argue that the two goddesses may 

have originally been one individual in earlier Scandinavian/ Germanic oral traditions 

(Grundy, 1996, 56-57; Näsström, 1996, 83-85).175  

 All in all, the main thing that we can glean from the discussion with regard to 

Freyja, Frigg, and Old Norse shape-shifting is that there is more than one way to alter one’s 

hamr: in short, one can physically change like Óðinn, but elsewhere we have the idea that 

an individual could don an animal skin and thereby assume the physicality and abilities of 

the said animal. This clearly echoes the archaeological evidence for ritual disguise and the 

anthropomorphic figures discussed above in section 7.2. While the majority of pictures 

suggest that it is mainly male figures (like the berserkir and the úlfheðnar) that take on 

costumes, it is clearly not solely a male practice. Indeed, as we will discuss below, females 

are also depicted as having the ability to change their shape by physically donning a hamr 

(see the valkyrjur women in the prose section of Vǫlundarkviða and the s-shaped figures 

on the Kivik gravestones; see section 7.2). 

 Referred to as the “Lady of the Vanir” and the “highest in rank [other than Óðinn] 

next to Frigg” by Snorri in Gylfaginning, Freyja, along with her brother, Freyr, hails from 

Vanaheimr (apparently following the Æsir and Vanir war) and now resides in Ásgarðr 

(Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 29; Snorri Sturluson, 1995, 29-30). It is generally accepted that 

Freyja is a multifaceted goddess who often represents more of a “wild woman” archetype, 

as Clarissa Pinkola Éstes writes: “[…] a death goddess, [and/ or] a maiden in descent […]” 

in the Old Norse pantheon due to her strong associations to sexuality (Freyja is a common 

object of lust in the literary material, for example, the jǫtnar in Þrymskviða or the Master 

Builder in Gylfaginning), death, seiðr, and animal shape-shifting (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 

 
175 The American scholar, Barbara Gardner, suggests that Freyja and Frigg may very well be “alter-egos” of 
one another, Freyja representing sexuality, death, and the typical “taboo” qualities, while Frigg represents 
the stereotypical “model” wife and mother (Gardner, 2005, 534).  
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35; Éstes, 1992, 9).176 As Éstes writes, “the Wild Woman archetype sheaths the alpha 

matrilineal being[s],” meaning that she acts instinctively, sincerely, and often outside of 

the accepted societal norm (Éstes, 1992, 7). 

 As with Óðinn, seiðr has also been attributed as being an ability of Freyja’s. As 

mentioned in the previous section, Ynglinga saga (1941, 13) states that it was originally 

Freyja who taught the Æsir the practice of seiðr, leading scholars like Catharina Raudvere 

to label her as a seiðkona (Raudvere, 2002, 114). Regardless of Freyja’s apparent magical 

abilities, there is nonetheless little extant literary evidence to attribute Freyja’s shape-

shifting as being a result of her seiðr practices, despite Lotte Hedeager’s opinion that those 

with supernatural skills could also transform their hamr or send their hugr into animal form 

(Hedeager, 2011, 98).  

 Outside of her apparent seiðr abilities, it is evident that Freyja is also connected to 

war and death (like Óðinn). She too was a “chooser of the slain”, a role that is arguably 

once again mirrored by the species of her “helper” animals (see below). Grímnismál 14 

describes her role and responsibility to death and the afterlife: 

Fólkvangr er inn níundi,  

en þar Freyja ræðr  

sessa kostum í sal;  

hálfan val 

hon kýss hverjan dag,  

en hálfan Óðinn á. 

Grímnismál 14 thus underlines that Freyja has an equal role to Óðinn and, in literal 

terms, is also a kind of valkyrja.177 However, it is notable that this passage does not explain 

 
176 In terms of sexuality, Freyja is commonly compared to the Greek goddess, Aphrodite, due to her sexual 
excursions with several individuals (see also Glassman, 2017, I, 1348). In Lokasenna 30 and 32, Loki taunts 
Freyja for her apparent promiscuity, accusing her of having relations with several dwarves and incestual 
relations with her brother, Freyr. It may be worth noting that while incest is widely considered throughout 
time and location to be an “amoral” act, in Vanaheimr, it is not necessarily considered to be taboo. In 
Ynglinga saga (1941, 12-13) and Lokasenna 36, it is alluded that incest is a normal practice for the Vanir. 
For example, Njǫrðr, the father of Freyja and Freyr, apparently married and sired his children with his 
(unnamed) sister (Ynglinga saga [1941, 12-13] and Lokasenna 36). It is possible that scholars like Jacob 
Grimm and Ármann Jakobsson who have attributed “amoral” activities/ intentions like incest to Old Norse 
shape-changers got this idea from the practices of the Vanir. It is worth noting that incest and shape-shifting 
also occurs in Völsunga saga (1943, 13) between Signý and her brother, Sigmundr. This will be mentioned 
in association to the animal shape-shifting occurrences in section 7.4.1.1. 
177 Freyja’s fjaðrhamr and her role with death certainly echo the valkyrjur shedding their swan-pelts in the 
prose section of Vǫlundarkviða. 
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why Freyja is in this position.178 As an apparent goddess of sexuality and sorcery, it seems 

somewhat peculiar that Freyja should also be tied to war and death. However, like Óðinn 

and his “helper animals”, Freyja’s connection to animals could arguably explain her role 

with the afterlife. Unlike the two raven companions that seem to symbolize death and 

Óðinn’s shape-shifting abilities, Gylfaginning states that „En er hon ferr, þá ekr hon kǫttum 

tveim ok sitr í reið“ (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 25). While the other literary evidence 

regarding Freyja’s unnamed cats is extremely limited, one can certainly draw possible 

correlations between the felines and the goddess herself. Turville-Petre suggests that cats 

are the most “lascivious of beasts”, and that it makes sense why a goddess of fertility and 

sexuality would have a connection to these animals (Turville-Petre, 1964, 176). Over and 

above sexuality however, it is also possible that Freyja’s felines also reflect a connection 

to death. Symbolically speaking, cats are well-known as having an association to death, 

the afterlife, and sorcery. In Egyptian mythology, the theriomorphic goddess, Bastet, was 

commonly depicted in the shape of a cat and one of her roles was to guide and help the 

dead cross over into the afterlife (Hart, 2005, 45-46). The Greek goddess, Hekate (or 

Hecate), was similarly well known for representing the “crossing of boundaries”, the 

afterlife, and sorcery, and she too is commonly signified by the domestic cat (Howey, 2003, 

192). In Eiríks saga rauða (1985, 206-207), a spákona (“seeress”) or “litilvölva” named 

Þorbiǫrg attends a winter’s feast to carry out seiðr and provide insight for a farm’s 

upcoming season in Greenland, it is noteworthy that she does this while wearing a 

lambskin hood lined with catskin and catskin gloves. It is arguable that this is done out of 

devotion/ worship for Freyja.179  

Other than her cats, Freyja is additionally associated with her boars, Hildisvíni 

(“battle-swine”) and Gullinbursti (“golden-bristles”) in Hyndluljóð 5-7 (see also Snorri 

Sturluson, 2005, 29).180 Turville-Petre goes as far as arguing that because of Freyja’s 

apparent fondness for Hildisvíni and the fact that one of her nicknames is Sýr, she had the 

potential to transform herself into a sow (Turville-Petre, 1964, 176). In Hyndluljóð 5-7, 

when Freyja rides the boar, Hildisvíni, on „goðveg troða“ (“the road of the gods”), it is 

said that the boar was created by two dwarves, Dáinn and Nabbi. Hildisvíni thus seems to 

 
178 It is interesting to note that some scholars have surmised that Old Norse women who died honorably/ in 
battle go to Freyja’s hall (Fólkvangr) instead of Óðinn’s (Anderson, 1884, 367).  
179 All the same, it should be underlined that Þorbiǫrg’s ritual in Eiríks saga rauða (1985, 206-207) has no 
element of shape-shifting or obvious costuming.  
180 It has also been suggested that Gullinbursti is also associated with Freyr (Price, 2002, 56). 
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be no ordinary boar. As Neil Price suggests, Hildisvíni is “sorcerous in nature” because he 

is actually Freyja’s human warrior-husband Óttarr (or Óðr) in animal form (Price, 2002, 

120). 

„Ber þú minnisǫl  

mínum gelti,  

svát hann ǫll muni  

orð at tína,  

þessa rœðu  

á þriðja morgni,  

þá er þeir Angantýr  

ættir reikna“ (Hyndluljóð 45).  

 

 The idea that Óttar has been transformed into Hildisvíni can be further supported 

by Hyndluljóð 6, in which the jǫtunn-kona, Hyndla, “warns” Freyja that „er þú hefir ver 

þinn í valsinni,“ suggesting that Óttar is Freyja’s lover in boar-shape.181 And it is generally 

agreed amongst modern scholars that Freyja had a hand in turning her lover into swine 

form (McKinnell, 2014, 275; Price, 2002, 120; Grundy, 1998, 114).182 Bearing the above 

in mind, one can perhaps connect Freyja to the shielded boar-headed female warrior(s) in 

fig. 7.15 (see section 7.2) and 7.23 (discussed below) on the Oseberg tapestry, which it has 

been argued might form part of a ritual drama related to the worship of Freyja (Waggoner, 

2018, 65-66). 

Freyja is more directly associated with animal shape-shifting in Þrymskviða 3, 5, 

and 9 and Skáldskaparmál (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 2). Here, as noted above, Freyja is 

depicted as having a fjaðrhamr which allows her (or others) to fly and transform into a bird 

(Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 2). Unfortunately, however, there is no extant literary evidence 

ever showing Freyja utilizing the cloak herself. Þrymskviða 5 tells how Loki uses Freyja’s 

 
181 In Hyndluljóð 6, „er þú hefir ver þinn í valsinni“ could imply that Hildisvíni (Óttarr) is both on the way 
to Fólksvangr and into the arms (or bed?) of his “lover”, Freyja, since she commands the slain who dwell in 
her hall. The jǫtunn-kona, Hyndla’s implication that Óttar is Freyja’s “lover” certainly suggests such a 
“crossing of boundaries” and bestiality taking place. As has been shown throughout the course of this 
research project, ideas of bestiality seem to be seen as a “villainous” trait associated with shape-shifting.   
182 Freyja “helping” or imposing shape-shifting onto others is not a one-time occurrence. In Þrymskviða 3 
and 5, Freyja lets Loki borrow her fjaðrhamr (“feather/ falcon-cloak”) which allows him to turn into a bird 
and fly to Jǫtunnheimr. While there is little extant literature to support the idea that Freyja conducted sexual 
relations with Óttar while he was in boar-shape, Hyndluljóð certainly suggests that Freyja and Óttar did have 
a sexual history.  
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fjaðrhamr which nevertheless points to Freyja’s potential to shape-change since he 

manages to do this: 

Fló þá Loki  

– fjaðrhamr dunði –  

unz fyr útan kom  

ása garða  

ok fyr innan kom  

jǫtna heima.  

Loki also uses the fjaðrhamr to fly to “jǫtna heima” in Haustlǫng 2 and 12 (mirrored in 

Skáldskaparmál) to find Iðunn and retrieve her from the jǫtunn, Þjázi (Snorri Sturluson, 

1998, 2).183  

Neil Price has suggested that Freyja’s falcon cloak connects her further to 

shamanistic and magical elements like that of seiðr and the “seeress” powers associated 

with the human vǫlur (Price, 2002, 108). The English author, Celia M. Gunn, has also 

suggested that the falcon (and hawk) symbolizes “powerful messages” and “visionary 

abilities”, meaning that it could perhaps be said that the fjaðrhamr plays upon Freyja’s 

possible ability to have “prophetic vision[s]” (Gunn, 2010, 77; see also Morrison, 2011, 

13-14). This idea is echoed in Germania, where Tacitus interestingly notes that women 

have a “certain uncanny and prophetic sense,” and indeed, this can also be seen in the 

goddess, Frigg (discussed below) (Tacitus, 1914, 277).184 

As noted at the start, Freyja’s fjaðrhamr underlines a different aspect of shape-

shifting, namely, the idea that donning a certain type of clothing or pelt could give one 

animal-like abilities. The idea of pelts inducing shape-shifting in an individual is not an 

uncommon theme in the overall motif of shape-changing, and certainly not in Old Norse 

literature. As will be seen in section 7.4.1.1, a similar transformation can be seen in 

Völsunga saga (1943, 14-19). An even closer parallel is seen in the prose introduction of 

 
183 Þjazi’s shape-shift into eagle form before kidnapping Iðunn in Skáldskaparmál and Haustlǫng 2 and 12 
highlights that the jǫtunn (like the gods and apparently humans alike) could transform into animal-shape 
(Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 1-2). It also showcases the potentially “amoral” actions associated with animal 
shape-shifting in Old Norse religion and culture. Indeed, in Prolonged Echoes, Margaret Clunies Ross has 
interpreted the story of Þjazi and Iðunn as essentially a “rape” tale because Þjazi might have had sexual 
relations with Iðunn after kidnapping her (Clunies Ross, 1994, I, 117). The French scholar, Lyonel D. Perabo, 
has echoed this idea, suggesting that Þjazi had sexual relations with Iðunn while in his eagle hamr, which, 
once again, would associate shape-shifting with bestiality (Perabo, 2017, 140).     
184 This idea also harkens back to Carl Jung’s idea of the anima archetype (see Chapter 4 [4.3.2]) which he 
describes as the female psychology, including their ability to have “prophetic hunches” (Jung, 1964, 186). 
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Vǫlundarkviða, where the valkyrjur remove their álptarhamir to become human.185 

Indeed, as noted above, this idea is echoed in the archaeological evidence of ritual disguise 

discussed in section 7.2, for example, the s-shaped figures on the Bronze-Age Kivik 

gravestones (figs 7.4 and 7.5), the Bronze-Age petroglyphs of the winged figures from 

Bohuslän (figs 7.6 and 7.7), or even the Pueblo eagle costumes (Dutton, 1983, 58). Freyja’s 

fjaðrhamr is undoubtedly akin to that of the Oseberg tapestry portrayal of a (possible) bird-

woman (fig. 7.16), which, as has been noted above in section 7.2, could be interpreted as 

reflecting an act of ritual drama which formed part of the worship of the goddess.   

In short, Freyja’s ability to change-shape underlines that shape-shifting has various 

forms. Here, it connects her to the cyclical aspect of both life and death, and the “wild 

woman” archetype, a female who, once again exists “outside the societal norm”, something 

which seems to be a recurring feature of Old Norse shape-shifters.   

As noted at the start of this section however, Freyja is not alone in owning a 

fjaðrhamr. The same applies to Frigg. Whereas Freyja’s connection to the motif shape-

shifting is subtle but secure, Frigg’s relationship is much more unsteady due to the limited 

amount of supporting evidence, meaning that scholars are probably weary of Frigg’s 

apparent connection to this motif and how it might reflect her inner persona. Because of 

Frigg’s apparent “good nature” (outside of Loki’s accusations in Lokasenna 26), she is also 

a seeming exception to the idea raised in Chapter 2 that the Old Norse shape-shifter is in 

later times (namely after Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity) wholly associated with 

villainy and amoral intent.186 

Unlike Freyja, Frigg’s persona and actions (outside of Loki’s accusations in 

Lokasenna 26) seem to be far more passive and “acceptable” to society. As the devoted 

mother of Baldr and the (more or less devoted if Loki is to be believed) wife of Óðinn, 

Frigg’s role in the Old Norse pantheon is generally categorized as that of a nurturing, 

caring, “mother/ maternal” presence that lives in a dwelling called Fensalir, but serves next 

to Óðinn and his throne, Hliðskjálf (see Gylfaginning: Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 29; and 

Turville-Petre, 1964, 188). All the same, while there is no literary evidence to support the 

idea that Frigg has the ability to use seiðr, she (like Freyja) is certainly known for her 

 
185 Close parallels to the Vǫlundarkviða account can be seen in the Old Icelandic words, selskinn (“seal-
skin”) and selkonur (“seal-women”), both of which are similar to the Scottish selkies who are able to take 
off their seal-skins to turn into humans and then simply don their skins again in order to return to the sea 
(Pepper, 2000, 90). 
186 In Lokasenna 26, Loki accuses Frigg as being promiscuous with Óðinn’s brothers, Vili and Vé.  
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ability to “see the future”, an ability similar to that of the human vǫlur, as Freyja states in 

Lokasenna 29.187  

Freyja kvað:  

„Œrr ertu, Loki, 

er þú yðra telr 

ljóta leiðstafi; 

ørlǫg Frigg 

hygg ek at ǫll viti, 

þótt hon sjálfgi segi“. 

Frigg, who is not associated with any “helper” animals, is described as owning a 

valshamr by Snorri Sturluson in Skáldskaparmál, something that can seemingly allow her 

(and most certainly others) to transform into a falcon/ bird and have the ability of flight 

(Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 24). Frigg’s valshamr (like Freyja’s) highlights that the action of 

“putting on” a ritual disguise would allow an individual to become something other than 

themselves. It is interesting to note that when Loki dons Frigg’s valshamr in Snorri’s 

Skáldskaparmál, it is said that he physically became a bird, rather than remaining an 

anthropomorphic figure with the gift of flight (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 24).188 

 Similar to Óðinn and Freyja’s “helper” animals, it can be interpreted from 

Skáldskaparmál that falcons were somewhat of a symbol for Frigg (and Freyja alike) 

because they reflected the goddess’s inner persona (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 24). While 

Freyja’s remarks in Lokasenna 29 say nothing in regard to Frigg’s apparent ability to 

shape-change, they certainly seem to suggest that Frigg had the ability to “know the fates 

of all” and as discussed above in reference to Freyja’s fjaðrhamr, it has been suggested 

that falcons/ hawks could symbolize “visions” or “messages” of the future (Gunn, 2010, 

77). Similarly, as both Frigg and Freyja’s feather-cloaks were meant to be worn in order 

to obtain their powers/ abilities, Clarissa Pinkola Éstes refers to animal pelt “clothing” as 

“soul-skins” and thus suggests that they are providers of protection, warmth, and a means 

of having prophetic visions:  

 
187 Although it is understood that Frigg “knows the fates of all”, it is interesting to note that she is essentially 
“blindsided” by Baldr’s death and Loki’s part in not crying for her son (Quinn, 2015, 80).  
188 It is interesting to note that based on the extant literary material, Freyja and Frigg seem to only be able to 
shape-shift into one kind of animal, unlike Óðinn and Loki (as we will discuss in section 7.3.4). One wonders 
if this is an expression of how powerful they are or perhaps how diverse their characters are.   
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Among the Inuit it is said that both fur and feathers have the ability to see 

what goes on far off in the distance, and that is why an angakok, shaman, 

wears many furs, many feathers, so as to have hundreds of eyes to better 

see into the mysteries (Éstes, 1992, 268-269).  

Frigg’s shape-shifting role in the extant material has nonetheless clearly diminished in 

comparison to that of Óðinn and Freyja’s. Her valshamr nonetheless seems to reflect both 

her ability to have prophetic visions and potentially serves as a symbol for the goddess 

herself. 

 Clearly, when it comes down to it, Freyja and Frigg’s personalities represent two 

sides of the same female coin, Freyja seemingly representing the cycle of life and death in 

a “wild woman” archetype, while Frigg seems to stand as a wholly wholesome mother and 

wife. As has been shown throughout this section, both goddesses seem to have the 

capability of shape-shifting by donning a hamr and their inner qualities are seemingly 

shown by the animals they interact with. Both figures are also closely connected to death, 

one as a “chooser of the slain” while the other mourns the death of her son, Baldr, 

throughout a significant portion of the extant literary material. The early archaeological 

evidence and the literary material on Freyja and Frigg further suggest that there was a clear 

correlation between woman and birds. This apparent trend will be followed up in the 

discussion of names in Landnámabók (section 7.4.2.2) as well as that on human fylgjur 

(section 7.4.2.1).  

As has been shown through the review of scholarly study in Chapter 2, Old Norse 

shape-shifters seem to be associated with “villainous” and/ or “amoral” behavior, for 

example, incest or bestiality, both of which Freyja has been interpreted as being connected 

to, although, like Óðinn before her, Freyja does not seem to have been overtly labelled an 

outcast from society because of this behavior (outside of Loki’s taunts in Lokasenna 30-

32).189 Certainly Frigg, who represents the model wife and mother does not experience any 

overt prejudice (again, outside of Loki’s jests in Lokasenna 26) or exile of any kind as a 

result of her prophetic abilities or the possession of her valshamr. Indeed, her natural 

 
189 Another example of “incestuous-like” behavior associated with shape-shifting can be found in book one 
of Gesta Danorum with the jǫtunn-kona, Harthgrepa (Saxo Grammaticus, 1979, 22-23). Harthgrepa falls in 
love and wishes to marry and bed a young man, Hading, whom she “gave […] the milk of my breast, tended 
[to] […] as a baby boy, performing all a mother’s duties, rendering every necessary service” (Saxo 
Grammaticus, 1979, 22). Hading fears Harthgrepa’s size, but Harthgrepha quickly assures Hading that she 
can “shift[…] my shape at will, […] I become huge to fright the fierce, but small to lie with men” (Saxo 
Grammaticus, 1979, 23). 
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“goodness” seems to be out of character for this motif. This naturally begins to raise the 

question of if the Old Norse shape-shifting deities are the exception to this idea of 

immorality and that perhaps it is because of their status that they do not suffer as “outcasts” 

like the Old Norse human shape-shifters seem to. As will be shown in section 7.3.4, things 

are quite different with Loki who does acquire an “outcast”/ “exile” label of sorts because 

of his villainous actions and behavior.  

7.3.4 Loki 
Snorri Sturluson may have described Óðinn as the „Alfǫðr, þvíat hann er faðir allra goða“ 

in Gylfaginning; in contrast, Loki, however, is quite possibly the most entertaining, 

fantastical, and powerful of all the Norse deity shape-shifters (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 21). 

Known for his “trickster” nature that often leads him to trouble, Loki’s behavior (both in 

and out of his original hamr) in the Old Norse mythos is clearly a contributing factor to 

shape-shifting being associated with villainy and amoral intent, as we will discuss below 

(Price, 2002, 323). Indeed, Loki is unique as a shape-shifter in that he is not described as 

having magical abilities like seiðr or those of the vǫlur, yet his transformations cross more 

boundaries than those of any other known shape-changer in Old Norse religion and culture. 

In short, Loki has the ability to shift his hamr into several different animal species and 

transcend traditional sexual and gender roles. In the Prose Edda, for example, Loki is 

described as turning into a mare and a salmon in Gylfaginning, and a seal and a falcon 

(twice) in Skáldskaparmál (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 35, 48, 49; Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 1, 

2, 19, 24). Loki is also described as transforming into a fly and a flea in the Sǫrla þáttr 

section of the fourteenth-century Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta (Sǫrla þáttr 1944, 

305). In the Poetic Edda, Loki is similarly depicted as a falcon/ bird in Þrymskviða 3, 5, 

and 9 when he borrows Freyja’s fjaðrhamr; a salmon in the prose conclusion section of 

Lokasenna; and a female horse in Hyndluljóð 40. In skaldic poetry, Loki is depicted as 

borrowing Freyja’s feather-cloak in Haustlǫng 12 when he goes to reobtain the kidnapped 

Iðunn from the jǫtunn, Þjazi.190 

As discussed above with regard to Óðinn, Freyja and Frigg, deities do not seem to 

suffer in Ásgarðr society as a consequence of their shape-shifting (outside of Loki’s jests 

in Lokasenna 24, 26, 30, and 32). Loki, on the other hand, is often labelled as being 

“different” and a trouble-maker and eventually experiences exile following the events 

 
190 Loki is also depicted as inadvertently killing a shape-shifter, Otr, who took the shape of an otter before 
Loki threw a stone and killed him (Völsunga saga 1943, 31).  
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surrounding Baldr’s death (see the prose section in the conclusion of Lokasenna; and 

Gylfaginning: Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 19). Certainly, what may be gleaned from any study 

of Loki’s unique character is that his ambiguous sexuality, gender, and hamr set him apart 

from his fellow Æsir.      

While Loki’s role in the Old Norse pantheon seems to be questionable, that is to 

say that he lacks any particular function, scholars like Neil Price have suggested that his 

ambiguous character solidifies him as a “trickster” character and “the pagan counterpart to 

the Christian Lucifer […] [and] a negative reflection of Óðinn” (Price, 2002, 323).191 

Indeed, Loki’s most notable quality seems to be his cunning and manipulative nature which 

is akin to that of the Greek mythological figures Prometheus, Hermes, and Hephaestus (de 

Vries, 1933, 10). Indeed, the “trickster” archetype, according to the American scholar, 

Gregory Bolich, has a transcending role in religion and mythology applying to figures who 

possess a multi-dimensional personality and serve as a means for breaking boundaries 

(Bolich, 2007, 341). As Bolich writes:  

The trickster has the ability to change shape and gender. This “gender-

bending” being plays a vital role in many mythologies, [and is] often 

involved in creation or reshaping creation, posing temptations or 

challenges, and being a vehicle for driving home moral lessons in stories 

(Bolich, 2007, 341). 

 Carl Jung and the South African author, Heilna du Plooy, have similarly 

deconstructed the “trickster” archetype using Jungian theory depicting them as shape-

changers who play an important role in nearly all religions and mythologies (Jung, 2011, 

135; du Plooy, 2007, 39). As du Plooy writes: 

[…] the trickster as a figure [similarly] related to [the Roman god] Mercury, 

who constantly changes shape, has a dual or multiple nature, and is half 

animal and half divine. The trickster plays tricks in the form of sly jokes or 

 
191 Davidson interestingly notes that “Loki is connected with the darker elements in the northern mythical 
world, and this tie is at least as early as the skaldic poets of the ninth century. It has been explained by some 
scholars as a derivation from medieval works on demonology like those of Isidore of Seville. We cannot 
however rule out the possibility that the kennings which link Loki with the monsters are founded on genuine 
heathen tradition, even though they have a vague general resemblance to learned speculation on the origin 
of monsters and devils” (Davidson, 1981, 178). 



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

127 

malicious pranks but is also a “delight-maker” by providing pleasure; there 

is also something of the savior in this figure (du Plooy, 2007, 39). 

Jacob Grimm and Jan de Vries have both interpreted the “trickster” Loki in terms 

of his name, Logi, meaning “fire”, which they feel helps point him out to be a natural 

“force” (Grimm, 1835, 148; de Vries, 1933, 10).192 While not wholly evil, Loki’s 

intentions in the extant literature can certainly be perceived as chaotic and self-fulfilling, 

but they are also arguably a “necessary” force needed to advance literary plots and teach 

listeners moral behavior (Radin, 2015, 7). As the American folklorist, Paul Radin (1883 - 

1959), writes: 

[…] [The] trickster is at one and the same time creator and destroyer, giver 

and negator, he who dupes others and who is always duped himself. He 

wills nothing consciously. At all times he is constrained to behave as he 

does from impulses over which he has no control. He knows neither good 

nor evil yet he is responsible for both. He possesses no values, moral or 

social, is at the mercy of his passions and appetites, yet through his actions 

all values come into being. But not only he, so our myth tells us, possesses 

these traits. So, likewise, do the other figures of the plot connected with 

him: the animals, the various supernatural beings and monsters, and man 

(Radin, 2015, 7).  

 In short, Loki’s role in the extant literary material clearly portrays him as a 

mischievous (and often thieving) villain with chaotic but sometimes malicious intent (see, 

for example, Loki taunting the Æsir throughout Lokasenna). This leads Snorri and some 

scholars, like Turville-Petre and the English author, Richard North, to suggest that he is 

“the enemy of the gods” or naturally “monstrous” (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 26-27; Turville-

Petre, 1964, 127-128; North, 2001, 141). Davidson suggests that while Loki’s character as 

“the trickster” is “greedy, selfish, and treacherous”, he may be understood as more of a 

“culture hero” or even as a “creator” since he can swap genders, birth children, and serve 

as a “semi-comic shaman” who is “halfway between god and hero, yet with a strong dash 

of the jester element” (Davidson, 1981, 181).  

 
192 Turville-Petre has suggested that Loki’s name is similar to the Old Norse word, loptr, meaning “sky-
traveler” perhaps referring to Loki in the hamr of a bird (Turville-Petre, 1964, 127). 
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 While Loki does not have “helper” animals that reflect his character like Óðinn or 

Freyja, Loki is himself said to be the father (and mother) to several “monstrous” children, 

and is named “the father of the wolf” by Óðinn in Lokasenna 10. This possibly alludes to 

Loki’s cunning and vicious character, but most assuredly also references Loki’s alleged 

children whose abnormal species and shape of which may well reflect his inner character 

and “villainous” role. Named the “parent of monsters” by Turville-Petre, Loki actually 

sires three children with the jǫtna, Angrboða, two of whom will play important adversary 

roles against the gods during ragnarǫk: the wolf, Fenrir, who will slaughter Óðinn; the 

Miðgarðr serpent, Jǫrmunganðr, who will kill Þórr; and the goddess, Hel, who oversees 

Niflheimr (the underworld) which seems to open at ragnarǫk (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 26-

27; Turville-Petre, 1964, 129).193 As Snorri writes in Gylfaginning: 

En er goðin vissu til at þessa þrjú systkin fœddusk upp í Jǫtunheimum ok 

goðin rǫkðu til spadóma at af systkinum þessum mundi þeim mikit mein ok 

óhapp standa ok þótti ǫllum mikils ills af væni, first af móðerni ok enn verra 

af faðerni (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 27). 

 

 Loki also has two sons by his proper wife, Sigyn: Váli, whom the Æsir turns into a 

wolf; and Narfi (or Nari) who is torn apart and killed by Váli and whose guts are used to 

bind Loki in punishment in Gylfaginning (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 49). Finally, Loki is the 

mother of Óðinn’s eight-legged steed, Sleipnir, whom he gave birth to in the form of a 

female horse after having had sexual relations with the stallion, Svaðilfari, according to 

Hyndluljóð 40 and Gylfaginning (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 35). Loki’s transformation into 

a mare according to Gylfaginning and Hyndluljóð 40 will be discussed later in this section.  

Whereas Óðinn’s association with wolves certainly seems connected to violence 

through the cult of Óðinn and the god’s connection to the battlefield and animal-warriors, 

Loki’s “father of the wolf” title seems to have taken on a more malevolent role that reflects 

the definition of vargr (“wolf; thief; and/ or outlaw”) as first discussed in Chapter 6 

(6.6).194 Indeed, Turville-Petre suggests that this “father of the wolf” title reflects Loki as 

a “smith of all evil”, a “cowardly, effeminate wretch”, and that it foreshadows his eventual 

 
193 Jǫrmunganðr itself is described as taking the form of a cat in Gylfaginning where Útgarðr-Loki tricks Þórr 
and challenges him to lift the disguised feline (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 41-43).  
194 Loki’s wolf children, Fenrir and Váli, are also seemingly outlaws in Ásgarðr society, thereby once again 
connecting wolves with “villainy” and “outlawry”.   
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imprisonment (Turville-Petre, 1964, 131). Loki’s role in the Old Norse mythos is 

undoubtedly prominent as an eventual adversary of the gods. The exile and punishment 

that he receives from the Æsir before the events of ragnarǫk are most certainly a 

consequence of his “trickster” decisions and, perhaps also his shape-shifting 

transformations into animals.  

As first discussed in the beginning of the present section, Loki has the apparent 

ability to transform his hamr into several different animals. As first discussed in section 

7.3.3, in connection to Freyja and Frigg, Loki borrows the two goddess’s falcon-cloaks or 

fjaðrhamir on three separate occasions that ultimately involve Loki producing some form 

of mischief. In Skáldskaparmál, Loki’s flight leads to his three-month imprisonment by 

the jǫtunn, Geirrøðr, and almost the demise of Þórr (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 24-25).195 In 

Þrymskviða 3, 5, and 9, Loki’s flight to “jǫtna heima” nearly leads to Freyja being married 

off to Þrymr and Þórr losing Mjǫllnir to the jǫtunn. Elsewhere, because Loki delivers the 

goddess Iðunn to the shape-shifting jǫtunn, Þjazi in Skáldskaparmál and the skaldic poem, 

Haustlǫng, Iðunn is both kidnapped and possibly raped. In order for Loki to appease the 

gods, he must borrow Freyja’s fjaðrhamr and fly out to rescue Iðunn by turning her into a 

nut (or seed) to carry her back to Ásgarðr (see Skáldskaparmál and Haustlǫng 2 and 12: 

Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 1-2). However, the most remarkable part of Loki transforming into 

a falcon in these cases is arguably the fact that despite Loki’s (natural?) ability to change 

his hamr (seen in Sǫrla þáttr, for example), he has to resort to borrowing items to become 

a bird. This naturally begs several questions: does Loki’s animal shape-changing have 

limits? Is it possible that Loki can only turn into certain species? What does that say about 

other Old Norse shape-shifters? If there are limits (not clearly seen elsewhere), arguably 

the limit lies in whether or not the hamr reflects the individual’s inner personality. Perhaps 

Loki is unable to turn into a falcon naturally because he does not possess the qualities of a 

bird, that is to say since Loki is not naturally swift, victorious in character, or has divinatory 

qualities, there is no totemic relationship present (Andrews, 2010).  

 
195 It is interesting to note that the literature describes Geirrøðr as having seen a “glint” in the eyes of the 
falcon. This ultimately reveals Loki’s disguised form and leads to his imprisonment (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 
24-25). Montague Summers notes in his book, The Werewolf (1966), that: “The man [the individual shape-
shifter] borrowed the animal, with whose force he was invigorated, with whose fleetness he was endowed. 
He follows the instincts of the beast whose body he has made his own, but his own intelligence is neither 
clouded nor snuffed. The soul remains unchanged, and hence the mirror of the soul, the eye, can by no art be 
altered” (Summers, 1966, 242).  
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 All the same, while Loki seems unable to naturally transform into a bird, elsewhere 

he is described as taking on the form of a fly and a flea in the Sǫrla þáttr section of Ólafs 

saga Tryggvasonar en mesta in order to steal and retrieve Freyja’s necklace (Sǫrla þáttr 

1944, 305).196  

Hann varð þá at einni flugu. Han flökti þá um alla lása ok með öllum fellum 

ok gat hvergi loft fundit, svá at hann mætti inn komast. Uppi allt hjá 

burstinni ok þó eigi meiri boru fann hann en sem stinga mætti í nál. Þá boru 

bograr hann inn. En er ham kom inn, var hann flenneygr mjök ok hugði at, 

ef nokkurir vekti, en hann gat sét, at allt svaf í skemmunni. Hann ferr þá 

innar at sænginni Freyju ok skynjar þá, at hon hefir menit á hálsi sér ok at 

nistin horfðu niðr á. Loki verðr þá at einni fló. Hann sest á kinn Freyju ok 

höggr, svá at Freyja vaknar ok snerist við ok sofnar aftr. Þá dregr Loki af 

sér flóarhaminn, lokkar þá af henni menit, lýkr þá upp skemmunni ok ferr í 

burt ok færir Óðni (Sǫrla þáttr 1944, 305). 

 Sǫrla þáttr clearly depicts Loki using his ability to shape-shift as a means to steal, 

although, the passage (like several others) does not explain how Loki is able to change his 

hamr into that of a fly, though „Þá dregr Loki af sér flóarhaminn“ seems to suggest that 

Loki “shed” a “flea-skin” to return to his original hamr (Sǫrla þáttr 1944, 304-305). As 

the extant literary evidence does not show Loki possessing any innate magical skills or 

specific items (like Freyja, Frigg, or Óðinn) that could be connected to his shape-changing, 

one must deduce from this account that Loki is a natural shape-shifter. While he does not 

possess the natural qualities of a bird, it could certainly be said that Loki possesses the 

“pest-like” or “sneaky” characteristics of a fly or flea (see, for example, Loki’s actions 

throughout Lokasenna which continue to annoy the gods; see also Ayto, 2009, 134). 

  Loki shape-shifting to perform some sort of mischief is a common theme in the 

literary material, as in Húsdrápa and Skáldskaparmál where Loki and Heimdallr are 

described as transforming into seals before fighting one another for Freyja’s Brísingamen 

necklace (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 19). The same can be seen in the prose conclusion 

section of Lokasenna in which Loki attempts to escape the consequences of his 

 
196 Sǫrla þáttr also highlights Óðinn as having “trickster”/ mischievous qualities since he plots to steal 
Freyja’s necklace and makes Loki carry out the task (Sǫrla þáttr 1944, 305).  
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involvement in Baldr’s demise by transforming into a salmon to flee Þórr and the Æsir (see 

also Gylfaginning) (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 48-49).197  

 Loki’s uniqueness as a shape-shifter is also seen in his ambiguous biological sex, 

gender roles, and sexual preferences. In Gylfaginning, Loki is described as transforming 

into a mare and having sexual relations with the stallion, Svaðilfari, causing the Master 

Builder’s work on the wall surrounding Ásgarðr to come to a halt (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 

35-36). Loki then follows the “traditional female role” still further by birthing an eight-

legged foul, Sleipnir, which will later become Óðinn’s steed (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 35). 

As Hyndluljóð 40 briefly mentions: „Ól úlf Loki við Angrboðu, en Sleipni gat við 

Svaðilfara“.198  

Loki’s transformation into a mare in Gylfaginning certainly offers parallels to the 

bestiality scenes in the Bronze Age rock-art archaeological evidence depicted in section 

7.2 (see figs 7.7 and 7.11; see also fig. 5.1 in Chapter 5) and implies that bestiality is 

somehow associated with Old Norse shape-shifting, helping explain why it was seen as 

being “amoral” behavior. In her essay, “Finding the Man Under the Skin”, Sarah Higley 

talks about the importance of analyzing “who or what one mates with” and suggests that 

this connection between bestiality and shape-shifting reflects cultural values and identity: 

“Interspecies/ form sexuality speaks to very deep-rooted fears about human identity and 

bestiality – of what can emerge in one suddenly and without control” (Higley, 2005, 344). 

Certainly, the overall negative perception of Loki and his “amoral” behavior seems to 

reflect to Old Norse societal fears of ambiguous identities and ambiguous gender roles, 

something that seems to increase in the literary material after Scandinavia’s conversion to 

Christianity (see also Gylfaginning: Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 26-27).199  

Symbolically speaking, the horse signifies a number of different qualities and 

personas. Until automobiles became popular, horses were considered to be the main mode 

of transportation, implying that these animals signified both freedom and travel (Werness, 

2006, 227). In Native American mythology, the horse certainly represents travel, 

movement, and sexual desires, including “dangerous [sexual] emotions” (Andrews, 

 
197 Gylfaginning describes Loki as regularly transforming into a salmon during the day, and swimming in the 
Franangr waterfall prior to his capture by Þórr (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 48).  
198 Gylfaginning describes another jǫtna who breeds sons in the form of wolves. She is said to live east of 
Miðgarðr in a forest and it is from her that all wolves are descended; it is unclear whether this jǫtna is 
Angrboða (Gylfaginning 2005, 14).  
199 This idea certainly echoes the concept of ergi/ argr and men “taking on the traditional female role” (see 
for example Lokasenna 23.  
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2010).200 In Buddhist tradition, the horse (and particularly the stallion) is a symbol for 

aggressive male sexuality as well as “passion” (Howard, 1986, 20). Loki transforming into 

a female horse certainly seems to mirror his sexual interest (echoed by the children that he 

sired with multiple partners) and perhaps also his ability to “travel” between hamr as a 

shape-shifter. However, perhaps the biological sex that Loki transforms into in 

Gylfaginning reveals something about his inner psyche, suggesting that Loki is fluid both 

as a shape-shifter and in sexual terms (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 35).  

In Lokasenna 23, Óðinn accuses Loki of transforming into a human female for 

several years, milking cows and having children, although there is no further extant literary 

evidence to support Loki ever having done this. One cannot say for certain that Óðinn’s 

claims are unfounded however:  

Óðinn kvað: 

„Veiztu, ef ek gaf  

þeim er ek gefa né skylda,  

inum slævurum, sigr, 

átta vetr  

vartu fyr jǫrð neðan  

kýr molkandi ok kona, 

ok hefir þú þar bǫrn of borit,  

ok hugða ek þat args aðal“. 

As discussed briefly in section 7.3.2 with regard to Óðinn, the idea of a man “taking on the 

traditional female role” in Old Norse culture is consistently associated with the concepts 

of ergi and argr. While in Óðinn’s case, these terms are applied to him as a result of his 

seiðr practice, as noted above, in the extant literary material, Loki is never documented as 

ever practicing seiðr. One can thus surmise that this association stems from his apparently 

in-born “effeminate” qualities.201 While Loki and Óðinn jest about their ergi/ argr status 

in several sections of Lokasenna, Loki’s insults to Óðinn about his “unmanly” behavior in 

Lokasenna 24 appear somewhat hypocritical (Tolley, 2009, I, 156; Blain, 2002, 125). 

However, it is arguable that Loki is perhaps “pointing out” that Óðinn, like himself, 

 
200 The American author and teacher, Ted Andrews (1952-2009), implies that “dangerous [sexual] emotions” 
are desires that are typically considered taboo in society (Andrews, 2010).  
201 Indeed, it has also been suggested that Loki was the jǫtunn-kona, Þökk, who refused to cry for Baldr (see 
Gylfaginning: Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 48; see also Bonnetain, 2006, 327).  
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possesses “traditional female qualities” (many of which are highlighted by their shape-

shifting or Óðinn’s seiðr abilities), and perhaps that this side of their persona should not 

be condemned by society.202  

All in all, Loki clearly suffers as an “outsider” or “outlaw” (vargr) from society, 

largely based on the consequences of his shape-shifting and overall “amoral” behavior, 

which scholars like Jacob Grimm and Ármann Jakobsson argue go hand in hand (as 

discussed above and in Chapter 2 and 6). Indeed, Stephen Grundy argues that Loki’s social 

outcast position is a direct consequence of “gender-bending” (and shape-shifting) but 

suggests that the negative reception he gets from the Æsir is largely hypocritical:  

If there is anything definite we can get from Locasenna [and Loki], 

regardless of its author’s perspective and intention, it is a warning about 

applying a specific set of social criteria to one god and not to the others. 

Either they all deserve criticism, or their actions all call for the same degree 

of spiritual understanding (Grundy, 2015, 47).  

 In general, Loki can be said to embody the amoral and “villainous” side of shape-

shifting and the social outcast side of the shape-changer. As discussed at the beginning of 

this section, both Jan de Vries and Jacob Grimm conceive of Loki as a natural and 

necessary force in Old Norse religion, suggesting that while his “trickster” archetype is not 

inherently evil, it is nevertheless a tool to reinforce cultural morality (Grimm, 1835, 148; 

de Vries, 1933, 10). As will be discussed in the concluding section of this chapter, the view 

of Loki’s shape-shifting and his overall chaotic, yet often malevolent behavior also reflects 

the religious changes that later took place in Scandinavia. In short, “demonizing” a wildly 

unique figure like Loki stressed the importance of conforming to society.  

7.3.5  Conclusion 

From the analysis above regarding the notable Old Norse deities who are said to be able to 

change their hamr or send out their hugr into animal form, it can be said that several key 

points have come to light. As previously discussed in the above sections, Óðinn, Freyja, 

Frigg, and Loki are all described as having shape-shifting qualities and at least one other 

hamr that they have the potential ability of transforming into. In the case of all four deities, 

it is arguable that an expression of totemism is present can be seen in the relationship 

 
202 Another god, Njǫrðr, calls Loki ragr (the metathesis of argr) in Lokasenna 33, further implying his 
association with taking on “traditional female roles”. 
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between the individual gods and their animal hamr, something which in the case of Freyja 

and Óðinn, can also be seen in their “helper” animals. In short, the qualities of each animal 

seem to reflect the persona of the deity, an idea that clearly echoes the relationship between 

the totemic animal and the individual introduced in Chapter 3. 

Outside the apparent transformative qualities relating to Freyja’s fjaðrhamr and 

Frigg’s valshamr and Óðinn’s shamanistic description in Ynglinga saga, however, it is 

worth noting that there is no specific explanation for how these deities are able to shape-

shift. It has been argued that Óðinn and Freyja’s abilities may have arisen from their 

connection to seiðr, but this overall argument seems speculative (Hedeager, 2011, 98). The 

only seeming explanation for Loki’s wide-ranging abilities is that he is a natural born 

shape-changer.203 Certainly, as previously mentioned, Snorri Sturluson labels Óðinn as a 

powerful shape-shifter in Gylfaginning, yet, on the basis of the extant literary material 

Loki’s shape-changing abilities seem to far surpass those of Óðinn (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 

13). While Freyja and Frigg’s abilities are undoubtedly more limited than those of Óðinn 

and Loki, they nevertheless underline that women too have a place in Old Norse shape-

shifting.  

  One of the most striking aspects of this analysis is the attitude shown to shape-

shifting in Ásgarðr society. While Óðinn, Freyja, and Frigg are undoubtedly teased by Loki 

for their “amoral” behavior in Lokasenna, their association with shape-shifting does not 

lead to them being labelled as outlaws or as being overtly different from their peers. Loki, 

on the other hand, is clearly considered unique and more questionable. As the next sections 

of this chapter will undoubtedly show, the human shape-shifters in the literary material are 

likewise commonly shown as being on the outside of society, either as a consequence of 

their abilities and/ or their “amoral” behavior. This also seems to apply to Loki, although 

one wonders whether it is because of his ability to also change sex. Nonetheless, as has 

been noted, it might also be that this trend (reflected in the apparent demonization of Loki 

mentioned above) could have occurred as a result of the Christianization of Scandinavia 

and other outside influences that affected the attitudes of the authors of the sagas. 

 
203 Perhaps Loki’s abilities could be explained by his split parentage. According to Snorri in Gylfaginning, 
Loki’s father, Farbauti, is a jǫtunn while “Laufey or Nal”, his mother, is generally thought to be an ásynja 
(Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 26; see also Bragg, 2010, 128).   
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7.4 Human Shape-shifters: Common Features 
The previous sections regarding Old Norse deities who are said to shape-change have 

included accounts of hamr transformations brought about by the sending out of one’s hugr 

to take on animal form (Óðinn), the donning of cloaks (Freyja and Frigg), and by seemingly 

“natural” shape-shifting (Loki). The bulk of evidence for human/ animal shape-shifting in 

Old Norse culture takes the shape of literary descriptions which involve the latter two 

types, that is to say descriptions of (mostly male) humans who either fully or symbolically 

transform their hamr or send out their hugr to take animal shape. Just like the shape-

changing gods, the reason behind such human transformation varies, although, most of the 

literary evidence is associated with violent events, societally-deemed “amorality”, and/ or 

personal gain. In the literary material of slightly later times in which shape-shifting is most 

commonly present (in the heroic-mythological tales), it is regularly cast in a negative light. 

What may be gleaned from the following several sections is that for human shape-shifters, 

societal isolation continues in the literary evidence.   

All in all, just as the previously-discussed accounts of deities shape-shifting seems 

to have signified a possible expression of totemism, the same idea may be seen in those 

stories of humans who shape-shift. The following sections will consider these extant 

literary accounts of humans who fully or symbolically transform into animals, particular 

emphasis being placed on expressions of totemism, dualism, and considerations of how 

these shape-shifters are depicted by society. 

7.4.1 Full Transformation 
Arguably, the more fantastic elements of shape-shifting can be best seen in the anonymous 

thirteenth-century Völsunga saga and fourteenth-century Hrólfs saga kraka which contain 

some of the richest examples of humans fully transforming into another hamr.  

 As has been suggested above (in Chapter 6), full-body transformation differs from 

a symbolic metamorphosis because the shape-shifter undergoes a complete physical 

change that extends beyond a mental state of being, such as that reflected in for example, 

the image of the temperamental Kveld-Úlfr in Egils saga (1933, 4), or the animal personal 

names found in Landnámabók, Historia Norwegiæ, and Gesta Danorum.204 Similar to the 

examples of Óðinn or Loki as discussed above, full-body transformations typically occur 

in one of two ways: the changing of one’s hamr (like Loki “naturally” taking the form of 

 
204 Kveld-Úlfr and Landnámabók will be discussed alongside symbolic shape-changing in sections 7.4.2.2 
and 7.4.4.  
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a mare, salmon, seal, or donning a feather-cloak to become a bird) or the sending out of 

one’s hugr to take animal form while the individual’s body lies asleep or unconscious (like 

Óðinn in Ynglinga saga [1941, 18-19]). Such kinds of complete physical shape-shifting 

have remained a popular motif that has continued to inspire literature, folklore, and 

entertainment into the modern era. The most recognizable examples of this theme are, of 

course, the werewolf and the werebear, both of which occur in their earliest forms in 

Scandinavia in Völsunga saga and after, Hrólfs saga kraka, which will be discussed 

below.205 As with the examples of shape-shifting discussed in the last chapter, these 

fantastic creatures (among others) often seem to represent the shape-shifter’s inner psyche 

and also reflect wider cultural fears and values.206 Bearing these features in mind, it is 

interesting to note the overall lack of female human shape-shifters in the sagas (outside a 

few examples in Völsunga saga), something which speaks volumes about Old Norse 

gender roles in the essentially patriarchal society of the North (Callmer, 2006, 189).    

7.4.1.1 Völsunga saga 
Considered to be a legendary saga (fornaldarsaga), Völsunga saga is a thirteenth-century 

prose work based largely on several poems in the Poetic Edda (Fáfnismál, Reginsmál, 

Sigrdrífumál, Helreið Brynhildar, and more) along with additional genealogical history 

regarding Sigurðr and the line of the Völsungar (Andersson, 1980, 20-21). As the German 

scholar, Stefanie Würth, has suggested, the frequent use of expressions like “segja” 

throughout Völsunga saga indicates that its contents are much older and probably 

originated as an oral tradition (Würth, 2001, 103).  

Directly descended from Óðinn, the Völsungar line is made up of strong male and 

female characters, many of whom are skilled warriors on the battlefield (Völsunga saga 

1943, 3 and 6). Throughout Völsunga saga (and particularly in the first several chapters) 

it is nonetheless also evident that the Völsungar line is strongly connected to wolves, both 

directly and symbolically, something which serves as a clear nod to their ancestor, Óðinn, 

and the overall shape-shifting theme which recurs throughout the sagas. Bearing this in 

mind, it is also important to notice the connections between the Völsungar, their line to 

Óðinn, and their “outlaw” status. Perhaps because Völsunga saga was written in the 

 
205 Of course, other Old Norse sagas depict full transformation human shape-shifting (see for example, 
Göngu-Hrólfs saga 1944, 361). These examples will be referenced where necessary throughout the present 
and following sections. 
206 See also Sturlaugs saga starfsama (1944, 327-328) for an example of humans fully transforming into 
dogs and eagles.  
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thirteenth century and its author appears to have had outside Christian influences, the 

shape-shifters in the saga (similar to Loki, discussed in section 7.3.4) seem somewhat 

“demonized” in presentation and pushed to the edge of society. 

One of the most striking themes to arise out of Völsunga saga is the idea that shape-

shifting may be connected to fate or seen as a “curse” laid upon an individual against their 

will, an idea that would later be developed in the werewolf and werebear legends 

throughout Scandinavia.207 This idea of “cursed” shape-changing is not uncommon in 

contemporary literature and entertainment, and it is thus quite logical to surmise that 

Völsunga saga may have influenced, to some degree, various modern depictions like that 

of the cursed Lawrence Talbot in The Wolf Man or David Kessler in An American 

Werewolf in London (Waggener, 1941; Landis, 1981).208 This concept recurs throughout 

Völsunga saga, but is most profound in the examples of Sigmundr and Sinfjötli 

transforming into wolves and Fáfnir’s permanent transformation into a serpent (which will 

be discussed below) (see Völsunga saga 1943, 14-16 and 37-38).  

As noted above, Völsunga saga contains a number of examples of full-body shape-

shifting as with Otr who is killed by Loki in the shape of an otter; the dwarf, Andvari, who 

is depicted in the form of a pike; and Fáfnir, who permanently transforms (as a 

consequence of his greed) into a serpent and is eventually slain by Sigurðr (Völsunga saga 

1943, 31-32, 37-38).209 However, the most significant transformations in Völsunga saga 

seem to be associated with wolves (in terms of complete and symbolic shape-shifting), 

particularly in connection to the Völsungar line. The present section will thus focus on this 

feature, analyzing the evidence of humans shape-shifting into wolves or varúlfar 

(“werewolves”) and the connection between this and the concepts of skóggangr and being 

a vargr earlier discussed in Chapter 6 (6.6).  

As mentioned above, the connection between the Völsungar line and wolves is 

clear from the start when it is noted that Sigi (the head of the Völsungar line) is the son of 

Óðinn, who, as has been discussed in section 7.3.2, is known to have a strong association 

 
207 For more information, see Chapter 12, “Werewolves and Man-Bears” of Scandinavian Folk Belief and 
Legend (1988), edited by Reimund Kvideland and Henning K. Sehmsdorf. 
208 According to Catharina Raudvere, the concept of the mara is another version of “cursed” or “involuntary” 
shape-shifting (Raudvere, 2002, 44).  
209 A comparable example to Sigurðr battling Fáfnir can also be found in Book six of Gesta Danorum with 
the figure, Fidlef, who is told in his dreams to “dig up some buried treasure, [...] wrap himself in an ox-skin 
before approaching the dragon guardian in order to evade its poison; [...] [and] stretch a hide over his shield 
before he thrust it in front of the venomous fangs” (Saxo Grammaticus, 1979, 169). It is important to note 
that this description also seems to highlight the importance of animal hides in combat.  
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with wolves (Völsunga saga 1943, 3).210 After Sigi’s murder of Breði, it is stated that „kalla 

þeir hann varg í véum“ and that he is exiled from society, further underlining the Völsungar 

association with not only wolves but also outlawry (vargr) something which throughout 

the saga, seems to be almost an act of fate (Völsunga saga 1943, 4).211  

 This idea seems to continue with Sigi’s descendants, starting with the figure, Signý, 

who, through the gift of foresight, predicts a terrible future for the Völsungar family should 

she marry the villainous King Siggeir (Völsunga saga 1943, 8). As a consequence of 

Signý’s marriage, it is said that King Siggeir had Signý’s ten brothers tied to trees in the 

forest and that his (unnamed) mother transformed herself into a she-wolf or ylgr (the author 

notes that she learned shape-shifting as part of tröllskapar and fjölkynngi) to kill Signý’s 

brothers over the course of ten nights (Völsunga saga 1943, 11-12). It is nonetheless 

important to note that how King Siggeir’s mother transformed into a ylgr is never 

described, that is to say that the listener does not know whether it is a “natural” sort of 

transformation (similar to that of Loki), or via the donning of animal skins, or whether she 

simply sent out her hugr to take ylgr shape. Based on the description, what is apparent is 

that this was a complete, rather than symbolic, physical metamorphosis. Völsunga saga 

then describes Signý sending a servant into the forest on the tenth night to spread honey 

on the face and inside the mouth of her last surviving brother, Sigmundr, as an attempt to 

distract the ylgr (see fig. 7.17) (Völsunga saga 1943, 10-11). The ylgr immediately 

becomes distracted and is (somewhat graphically) described as licking Sigmundr’s face 

and thrusting her tongue in his mouth. Sigmundr then bites down on the she-wolf’s tongue, 

ripping it out by the root to effectively kill her (Völsunga saga 1943, 11).  

En nú dregr hún veðrit af honum, þar sem hunangit var á riðit, ok sleikir 

andlit hans allt með tungu sér ok réttir síðan tunguna í munn honum. Hann 

lætr sér verða óbilt ok beit í tunguna ylginni. Hún bregðr við fast ok hnykkir 

at sér hart ok rak fætrna í stokkinn, svá at hann klofnaði allr í sundr, en hann 

helt svá fast, at tungan gekk ór ylginni upp í tungurótunum, ok fekk af því 

bana (Völsunga saga 1943, 11).  

 
210 It is important to note that because Sigi’s being said to be the son of Óðinn, this foreshadows the 
connection the Völsungar line have to wolves and the fact that they have “special” traits and are extraordinary 
to some degree.   
211 Note the double meaning of vargr used here. Sigi is clearly referenced as both a “wolf” and as an “outlaw” 
(Völsunga saga 1943, 4).  
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Fig 7.17. Sigmund and the wolf. Illustration: Willy Pogány (Colum, 1950, 
232). 

 

 The ylgr event in Völsunga saga seems to mirror the earlier-noted ideas of Jacob 

Grimm, who noted that shape-shifters are commonly associated with outlawry and 

questionable desires (Grimm, 1835, 244-245 and 337; see also Chapter 2). The entire event 

between the ylgr and the Völsungar brothers takes place in a forest (“skógr”) which sets 

the scene and clearly refers back to Sigi and his title as a “wolf” exiled away from society. 

The concept that “wolves” reside in or live on the edge of the forest (the wild) is, of course, 

a common literary theme in fairy tales and legends, for example, in Charles Perrault’s 

“Little Red Riding Hood” (Perrault, 2012, 21-26). 

Clearly, from the description Völsunga saga, the she-wolf’s actions are violent and 

also highlight a cannibalistic element (the eating of nine out of the ten Völsungar brothers) 

to shape-shifting, and the ylgr’s interaction with Sigmundr hinting at bestiality. While 

subtle, the graphic description of the she-wolf thrusting her tongue into Sigmundr’s mouth 

certainly can be interpreted as having bestial undertones (Völsunga saga 1943, 11). As 

Sarah Higley interestingly notes, “werewolf sexuality is neither graceful, nor seductive” 

adding that it has a “history of being associated with violence which reflects both anxieties 

and fantasies about unsociable aggression and animal sexuality” (Higley, 2005, 344). 

It is also important to note that the ylgr in Völsunga saga is a female shape-changer 

because, as has been noted, tales of women transforming shape are comparatively rare in 

Old Norse literature. Bearing this in mind, Völsunga saga also seems to take a new 

direction with its female werewolf depiction since, as has been shown, other female shape-
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shifting representations when they occur are more commonly associated with birds (see 

the Kivik gravestones (figs 7.4 and 7.5) and the account of Freyja and Frigg’s falcon-cloaks 

for example) something that will be further discussed in section 7.4.2.2 in connection with 

Landnámabók.  

The motif returns later in Völsunga saga when Sigmundr becomes involved in 

“werewolf” shape-shifting alongside his son, Sinfjötli, after they have spent time in the 

forest as outlaws (this time by default rather than by formal exile), killing men for wealth 

(Völsunga saga 1943, 14-15).212 Indeed, Sigmundr and Sinfjötli’s time spent in the skógar 

might be said to foreshadow their later violent and “primal” experience as wolves.213 

Indeed, Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir goes further in suggesting that Sigmundr takes 

Sinfjötli to the forest on purpose in order to acclimate him with his inner animal-warrior 

(Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 284).  

According to the account, Sigmundr and Sinfjötli come across a cabin one day and 

find two men asleep wearing “gullhringum” (the author notes that they are princes) and 

úlfahamir hanging over top of them (Völsunga saga 1943, 15). Sigmundr and Sinfjötli 

proceed to don these úlfahamir and „ok fylgdi sú náttúra, sem áðr var, létu ok vargsröddu. 

Þeir skildu báðir röddina“ (Völsunga saga 1943, 15).214 As a consequence of donning the 

skins, Sigmundr and Sinfjötli find themselves unable to remove the pelts to reassume their 

human shape for a period of ten days (Völsunga saga 1943, 15).215 To pass the time, they 

decide to roam the woods separately but promise to call for one another’s aid should they 

encounter more than seven men at one time (Völsunga saga 1943, 15). Sinfjötli nonetheless 

 
212 Sinfjötli is the son of Sigmundr and Signý. It is interesting to note that, according to the account, Signý 
goes to a seiðkona and asks to swap hamir with her to fool Signý’s brother, Sigmundr, into committing incest 
in order to exact revenge on her husband, King Siggeir (Völsunga saga 1943, 13). Signý ultimately becomes 
pregnant and bears a son, Sinfjötli, who eventually accompanies his outlaw father in the forest for a time 
(Völsunga saga 1943, 14-16). Neil Price interestingly notes that Signý’s incestuous dealings as a result of 
shape-shifting and seiðr “[represents a] crossing of permitted boundaries [that] conveys with it not just social 
appropriation but also a kind of peculiarly terrible power unattainable in any other way” (Price, 2002, 365). 
Price also argues that Signý’s association with seiðr and shape-shifting could perhaps have caused a 
“supernatural change” in Sigmundr and Sinfjötli by association which allowed them to turn into 
“werewolves” years later (Price, 2002, 365).  
213 As Sarah Higley notes, “[In Old Norse literature, the outlaw] often hid out in the woods, the fens, the 
heath, and other uninhabited regions, i.e., the haunt of wolves, which is why the full term for outlawry is 
skóggangr, “going to the forest” (Higley, 2005, 337). 
214 It is interesting to note that the original text mentions that “a supernatural power [náttúra] followed 
[Sigmundr and Sinfjötli],” This is certainly a vague hint at the “power” which allowed the transformation 
process to occur (Völsunga saga 1943, 15; translation by Price, 2002, 368). Neil Price sees this as being an 
indication of seiðr or other magical practices at work (Price, 2002, 368-369).  
215 In Finnish folklore, it is said that if one puts the skin of a wolf over their head, they will physically and 
mentally transform into a wolf (Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, 1988, 78).  
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proceeds to disobey Sigmundr and takes on eleven men by himself, becoming badly hurt 

in the process (Völsunga saga 1943, 15).216 When Sigmundr finds out that his son has 

disobeyed his orders, he violently attacks Sinfjötli, biting him in the throat (Völsunga saga 

1943, 15-16).217 He immediately regrets this action, but they cannot remove their 

úlfahamir for Sinfjötli to be treated, so instead, Sigmundr takes Sinfjötli back to their 

jarðhúss and curses the úlfahamir (Völsunga saga 1943, 16). Sigmundr is eventually able 

to heal Sinfjötli and when the ten days have passed, they remove the wolf-skins and burn 

them, noting that they carried out a “frægðarverk” under the “ósköpum” of the skins 

(Völsunga saga 1943, 16).218   

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli’s experience in the shape of wolves certainly seems to echo 

the scene of the ylgr killing the Völsungar brothers earlier in the saga, whose experience 

also took place in the woods and connected violence and cannibalism with shape-

shifting.219 Sigmundr and Sinfjötli’s transformation nonetheless highlights a different 

element of shape-changing, namely, that the metamorphosis seems to be a curse rather than 

a blessing.220 In the previous sections regarding Old Norse deities who are said to change 

shape, it was suggested that shape-shifting can be used at the whim of certain individuals, 

providing them with a specific set of skills and/ or a physical advantage over their 

adversaries, as with Óðinn’s transformations in Skáldskaparmál in order to escape Baugi 

and obtain the mead of poetry from Gunnlǫð (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 3-4). This idea that 

shape-shifting is an “advantage” certainly does not seem to be present in the tale of 

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga. That is to say, while both father and son become 

 
216 Sinfjötli’s disregard for his promise to Sigmundr echoes back to the concept of the vargr being an 
“outlaw” and an “oath-breaker” (see Chapter 6 [6.6]). It is noteworthy that their “amoral” and “dishonorable” 
actions in Völsunga saga seem to increase while in úlfahamir. 
217 It is interesting to note that lycanthropy or “wolf-madness” is still listed as a medicinal disease in modern 
medicine, that is, as a disease of the mind (Burton, 1986, 46-47). Some of lycanthropy’s symptoms include 
fits of frenzied rage, ecstasy, and visions of oneself as a werewolf (Burton, 1986, 46-47). As will be discussed 
in sections 7.4.3-7.4.5, this idea perhaps echoes the berserksgangr that the berserkir and úlfheðnar 
experience on the battlefield. 
218 In Swedish folklore, it is said that one can free a werewolf from their imprisonment by calling out their 
human name because names are “magically identified with a person or thing” (Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, 
1988, 76). 
219 Sinfjötli is once again associated with cannibalism later in Völsunga saga when Granmar says: „Mun hitt 
sannara, at þú munt lengi hafa fæðzt á mörkum úti við vargamat og drepit bræðr þína, ok er kynligt, er þú 
þorir at koma í her með góðum mönnum, er margt kalt hræ hefir sogit til blóðs“ (Völsunga saga 1943, 20). 
220 Fáfnir’s seemingly irreversible transformation as a consequence of his greed in Völsunga saga is another 
example of shape-shifting occasionally being a curse rather than something that is beneficial to an individual 
(Völsunga saga 1943, 33-38). Fáfnir’s transformation (like Sigmundr and Sinfjötli’s) certainly seems to once 
again demonize shape-shifters as violent, amoral, and selfish creatures; as has been suggested earlier, this 
could perhaps be attributed to Völsunga saga being written in the thirteenth-century, its author possibly 
having Christian influences.    
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powerful and vicious warriors in their úlfahamir, they are also trapped in the wolf-skins 

for ten days and, in consequence, become primal, volitile, and violent towards one another 

and human men (Völsunga saga 1943, 14-16).221  

In short, by donning their úlfahamir, Sigmundr and Sinfjötli (in a sense echoing the 

fjaðrhamr and valshamr transformations discussed in section 7.3.3) not only assume the 

shape of varúlfar, but also the temperament of the animal. As the American scholar, Peter 

Orton, notes, when shape-shifters use animal-pelts to transform in literature, it usually 

denotes a temporary metamorphosis and a lesson to be learned (Orton, 2005, 313). As 

Orten writes:  

The change from man into animal inevitably appears relatively superficial 

in cases where the person assumes the outward appearance of the animal in 

question by putting on its skin or a coat of feathers. This motif is quite often 

associated with the temporary reversion, at regular intervals, of the 

transformed individual to human shape (Orton, 2005, 313).  

Hilda Ellis Davidson also suggests that Sigmundr and Sinfjötli’s time in wolf form 

is meant as a lesson and as a means for Sinfjötli to learn about his dangerous world and 

attempt to prove himself worthy of his lineage:  

Such tales [Völsunga saga] seem to reflect the training of young warriors 

by stern and demanding discipline, until they could live like dangerous 

creatures of the wild. The identification of wolves with young warriors 

being trained in fighting and hunting skills is deeply rooted in the tradition 

of various peoples descended from the Indo-European group […]. The 

Scandinavian berserks are one example of this; they howled and bayed like 

wolves and fought in bands, and in battle Odin was said to free them from 

fear so that they became heedless of the threat of wounds or death in battle 

(Davidson, 1988, 79). 

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli shape-shifting into wolves is indeed a temporary 

metamorphosis (something underlined by the image of the princes who slept with the 

úlfahamir over them) with a clear lesson learned at its conclusion, that life as a “primal” 

 
221 Sigmundr and Sinfjötli’s change in physical and mental states is certainly unique in that other examples 
(such as that of Loki), the shape-shifter’s demeanor usually remains unchanged while in another hamr.  
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outlaw (vargr) is both dangerous and lonely (Völsunga saga 1943, 15). Sigmundr and 

Sinfjötli evidently become altered both physically and mentally, taking on more primal 

instincts. The pair are easily enraged (a form of berserksgangr), just like the úlfheðnar 

warriors (who will be discussed in sections 7.4.3-7.4.5). It is also noteworthy that the two 

lose their human speech and must converse in “vargsröddu” (Völsunga saga 1943, 14-

16).222 In short, the skin seems to rule the behavior. As Sarah Higley writes about the 

werewolf:  

It [the werewolf] is monstrous because (1) it eats raw flesh, including 

human flesh […]. (2) It retreats, not to the polis, but to the woods – the 

universal human symbol of the nonhuman and the irrational – where the 

skóggangr is exiled and Red Riding Hood meets the wolf. (3) It trades its 

smooth skin for a hairy one […]. And (4) it is a dumb beast, exchanging 

human speech for inarticulate howling (Higley, 2005, 344).   

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli clearly had a questionable morality even before they become 

werewolves, killing men and thieving for many summers in the forest. However, from the 

description in Völsunga saga, it seems that these qualities are enhanced once they take on 

animal form, particularly when they turn on one another (Völsunga saga 1943, 14-16).223   

As noted above, it can perhaps be interpreted from the literary material that the 

Völsungar family (like Óðinn) had a totemic relationship with the wolf. Clearly, Völsunga 

saga represents an element of animal kinship showing also the length family members will 

go to in order to avenge their fallen members (Grønbech, 1931, 53). Evidently, the animal 

served as an identifying marker for the Völsungar, sparking fear in their enemies: the 

family was known for their vicious warrior abilities and wolf-like personas (see, for 

example, the exchange between Granmar and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga 1943, 21-22). 

Considering the discussion about the “Animal and the Clan” in Chapter 3, it might 

nonetheless be said that the Völsungar’s totemic relationship with the wolf is somewhat 

unique in comparison to those of the Native American nations or the south-eastern 

 
222 The American scholar, John Block Friedman, fittingly interprets the Latin word monstrum (monster) as 
follows: “whoever dresses himself in such garments [made of hair or animal skin] is transformed into a 
monstrous being” (Friedman, 2000, 32). 
223 The work by the German philosopher, Frederick Nietzsche (1844-1900) on self-reflection and primal 
behavior seems applicable to Sigmundr and Sinfjötli becoming beasts and turning on one another. As 
Neitzsche writes: “Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. 
And when you look long into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you” (Nietzsche, 1989, 146). 
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Australian tribes, because, as noted, the totemic relationship of the Völsungar seems to be 

more of a curse than a blessing (the ylgr, Sigmundr and Sinfjötli).      

This connection with wolves inherently raises the question of whether the (full and 

symbolic) shape-changing Völsungar (Sigi, Signý, Sigmundr, Sinfjötli, and Sigurðr) are 

demonized in this saga because of their ancestral connection to the “pagan” god, Óðinn or 

because of their abilities?224 As noted, while the saga connects the Völsungar to negative 

wolf symbolism, Völsunga saga also shows the Völsungar as being great warriors, 

reminiscent of the úlfheðnar and their association with the cult of Óðinn (Völsunga saga 

1943, 6; see also section 7.4.3.3).   

As Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir has noted, in Iceland, the motif of the werewolf 

changed dramatically after the country’s conversion to Christianity and after becoming 

closely influenced by Celtic stories (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 294-301). While 

the werewolf motif continued to exist in Iceland throughout the medieval period (see 

Úlfhams saga for example), it undoubtedly became less impactful over time and widely 

diminished in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries without the support of any direct 

connection to living Icelandic folk belief (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 303). The 

reason behind the belief fading was probably twofold: because the wolf is not a native 

animal to Iceland, its countrymen had no real fear of the animal; and because of Iceland’s 

(and that of mainland Scandinavia too for that matter) widespread following of the 

Christian faith.  

 As Aðalheiður notes, the spread of Christianity throughout Scandinavia 

undoubtedly seemed to demonize and romanticize shape-shifters and other “monstrous” 

creatures to a point where they became more closely akin to fairy tale figures rather than 

reflecting actual belief (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 303; McMahon-Coleman, 

2012, 182). As Lotte Hedeager writes: 

[…] the church demonised animal metamorphosis and transformed it into 

an evil practice indulged in by witches. In the later Middle Ages animal 

metamorphosis became associated with the demonic aspect of the female 

gender and by that time it had become synonymous with sexual 

 
224 Sigurðr’s transformations in Völsunga saga includes his ability to understand the language of the birds 
after licking the juice of Fáfnir’s heart off of his burnt finger (Sigurðr proceeds to then eat Fáfnir’s heart to 
become even more powerful) (Völsunga saga 1943, 40). It is also interesting that Sigurðr is also able to 
converse with Fáfnir as the serpent lies dying (Völsunga saga 1943, 37-38). Later, Sigurðr changes shape 
with Gunnarr to pass through fire and court Brynhildr in her tower (Völsunga saga 1943, 55-56). 
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promiscuity, bestiality and heresy. Tales of […] werewolves reveal a 

fascination with, and horror at, the possibility that a person – actually or 

symbolically – might become a beast possessed by demons […] (Hedeager, 

2011, 97-98). 

The American folklorist, Stephen A. Mitchell, suggests that this fear of witchcraft 

and “other-worldly” creatures increased throughout the medieval period in mainland 

Scandinavia. Mitchell notes, for example, a fifteenth-century Swedish sermon written by 

Gette Klemming (dates unknown) that compares the Christian devil with a wolf: “secretly 

egging fools to sin or heresy and unbelief, fooling them with false teachings, with magic 

herbs, with witchcraft, and with the devil’s sorcery […]” (Mitchell, 2011, 204 drawing on 

Klemming, 1879, 85; translation by Stephen A. Mitchell).225 In a similar fashion, the 

German historian, Rolfe Schulte, notes how werewolves in Europe during the medieval 

period were seen as symbolic for the Christian devil “invad[ing] the Christian flock” and 

thus needed to be eradicated (Schulte, 2009, 23).226 

Perhaps, the main point that can be gleaned from Völsunga saga is that its shape-

shifters (particularly the Völsungar and their connection to wolves) need to be viewed in 

terms of figures who are eigi einhamr in Eyrbyggja saga (1935, 165), an idea which is 

closely connected to dualism and pagan religion. As has been shown throughout the section 

above, it is clear the shape-shifters (and particularly the werewolves) in Völsunga saga 

(and others of their kind found in the later literary material) represent very real cultural 

fears about primality and the Christian devil. As Sarah Higley writes: “A key element of 

his [the werewolf’s] horridness is his hybridity, and the precarious position in which he 

puts his own identity as a human” (Higley, 2005, 342). Perhaps Völsunga saga’s depiction 

of wolves (symbolic or fully transformed) being pushed to the edge of society in the forest 

after having lost their previous identity speaks volumes about individual fears of regressing 

one’s identity to a primal state. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen notes, loss of one’s identity is 

undoubtedly a natural human fear, and arguably echoes the shape-shifter’s inner psyche, 

underlining an ever-present sense of dualism or “being something more than themselves” 

(Cohen, 1996, 4). As Cohen adds:  

 
225 The original Swedish text reads: “Iönlika äggiande til synd älla kättara oc otrona villara villande mȝ falsom 
kännedom. Lifwom troldom oc dyäfwls galdrom […]” (Klemming, 1879, 85).  
226 As the Australian scholar, Kimberley McMahon-Coleman notes, the idea that the wolf (the devil in 
disguise or perhaps a “pagan” shape-shifter) wants to “eat” or destroy the Christian “sheep” certainly makes 
sense on both a natural and symbolic level (McMahon-Coleman, 2012, 182). 
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The monster’s body quite literally incorporates fear, desire, anxiety, and 

fantasy (ataractic or incendiary), giving them life and an uncanny 

independence. The monstrous body is pure culture. A construct and a 

projection, the monster exists only to be read: […] “that which reveals,” 

“that which warns,” a glyph that seeks a hierophant (Cohen, 1996, 4).  

7.4.1.2 Hrólfs saga kraka 
Another example of a heroic-legendary saga which involves shape-shifting (probably one 

of the most well-known of the fornaldarsögur) is the anonymous, Hrólfs saga kraka. While 

written in the fourteenth century, the only surviving manuscripts date from the seventeenth 

century onwards (Faulkes, 1999, II, 1). The saga primarily centers around Denmark and 

the Danish royal court under King Hrólfr, although a significant portion of the plot takes 

place throughout Northern Europe. While unique in its own right, Hrólfs saga kraka is 

seen as being akin to the tenth-century Anglo-Saxon poem, Beowulf, which has an oral 

tradition dating back to the eighth century (Beowulf 1968, introduction by Charles W. 

Kennedy, xxii-xxi).  

Like Völsunga saga, Hrólfs saga kraka is filled with various fantastical creatures 

and no shortage of animal shape-shifting (both full-body and symbolic examples). 

Whereas there is an overall “wolf” or várulfr theme throughout Völsunga saga, Hrólfs saga 

kraka seems to be fixated on the motif of the werebear and the berserkir. In light of this 

recurring theme, the present section will thus primarily focus on Hrólfs saga kraka’s 

connection to humans shape-shifting into bears. While examples of the berserkir will be 

regularly touched on throughout the present section, these animal-warriors will be 

discussed at greater length in sections 7.4.3-7.4.5. 

Four of the main “full-body” shape-shifting examples in Hrólfs saga kraka will be 

examined in the present section: the account of how Björn was cursed to become a “cave-

bear”; Bera’s birth of three anthropomorphic or shape-shifting children (Elg-fróði, Þórir, 

and Böðvarr); the story of Böðvarr who turns into a bear on the battlefield; and the account 

of the boar in King Aðils’ hall (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 42, 45-46, 86-89, 75-76). 

There is little question that Hrólfs saga kraka seems to mirror the concept of 

“cursed” shape-shifting that was discussed in the previous section regarding the Völsungar 

line. Because of his love for Bera karlsdóttir, Björn, the son of King Hringr, rejects his 
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stepmother, Queen Hvít, and her advances (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 42).227 In retaliation, 

Hvít strikes Björn with an úlfhanzki, cursing him to leave society and take the form of a 

cave-bear (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 42).228  

Hún lýstr nú til hans með úlfhanzka ok segir, at hann skyldi verða at einum 

híðbirni ólmum ok grimmum, –  „ok nýta þér þó enga fæðslu aðra en fé 

föður þíns. Skaltu drepa þat þér til matar meir en dæmi séu til, ok aldri 

skaltu ór þessum álögum fara, ok skal þér þessi minning verri en engi“ 

(Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 42). 

One night, Björn (in his bear hamr) gently approaches Bera and she notes that the 

animal’s eyes remind her of Björn’s (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 43). The bear proceeds to 

lead Bera away to a cave and upon her arrival, she finds Björn waiting for her in the bear’s 

stead (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 43). Bera and Björn stay together for some time despite 

him transforming into a bear by day and back into his human hamr by night (something 

which he refers to as a curse [“ósköpum”]) (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 43-44). Björn informs 

Bera that he will soon die and warns her not to eat his flesh when the (unknowing) King 

Hringr and (certainly aware) Queen Hvít cook him because it will ultimately pass the curse 

onto their three unborn children (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 44).229 When Björn shape-shifts 

into bear-hamr the following day, he is attacked by King Hringr’s men. While the account 

describes Björn having killed several men, he ultimately perishes (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 

44). After Björn’s death, Bera is ultimately coerced into eating Björn’s flesh by Queen 

Hvít and as a consequence, she has a difficult pregnancy and gives birth to three unusual 

children: Elg-fróði, who is half-human and half-elk (below the waist); Þórir, who appears 

human but has the feet of a dog; and Böðvarr, who appears to have no anthropomorphic 

features (though he will later be known to send out his hugr into the shape of bear) (Hrólfs 

saga kraka 1944, 45-46).230  

 
227 It is interesting to note that Bera’s name literally translates as “she-bear”.  
228 It is curious as to why Björn is said to have shape-shifted into a bear rather than a wolf since he was struck 
with an úlfhanzki (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 42). Perhaps this is due to his personal name and the totemic 
relationship that he might thus had to bears? Of course, the question of what came first, the name or the 
individual character is naturally raised, like that of the chicken and the egg. 
229 It is interesting to note Björn’s divinatory abilities here, which are perhaps associated with his shape-
changing?  
230 The story is echoed in a Norwegian folktale that describes a bear tearing a child out of a pregnant woman 
and raising it as its own. When hunters kill the bear and take the child, the child perishes and the hunters find 
that the child was smooth on one side like a human and hairy on the other side like a bear (Kvideland and 
Sehmsdorf, 1988, 79). 
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As noted above, the shape-shifting events that surround Björn and Bera seem to 

echo those of Völsunga saga and the concept of “cursed” transformations and outlawry. 

While “outlawed” by default (due to his “monstrous” transformative state) rather than as a 

formal punishment, Björn is pushed to the edge of society where he lives in a cave in the 

forest (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 43-44).231 The image of Björn fighting in bear-hamr 

against King Hringr’s men (of whom he kills several) also seems to parallel the raging 

berserkir warriors (see section 7.4.4) and perhaps reflects Björn’s “inner animal”. The 

story underlines Björn’s anger at his daily forced transformations and his fears that this 

curse will be passed on to his children (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 44).  

The tale of Björn and Bera seems to reiterate the importance of analyzing “who or 

what one mates with” discussed previously in connection with Völsunga saga, also hinting 

once again at bestality. In short, Björn (in his bear hamr) “gently” leading Bera away from 

society, protection, and her identity, into the dangers of the wild (the skógar) might be said 

to reflect cultural fears of losing one’s identity due to loss of control. Indeed, Björn 

“courting” Bera while in bear hamr reflects a bestial theme that is subtly later reflected in 

stories like that of the Swedish folktale described by Olaus Magnus in Historia de Gentibus 

Septentrionalibus (1555):  

There was once in Sweden […] a girl of noble beauty, [who] went out to 

play with her maid-servants. A gigantic bear drove away her companions 

and, clasping the young woman, [the bear] swept her off. […] treating her 

gently, he carried her away to a den he knew of in the forest, and approached 

those lovely limbs with a new kind of craving, bent on embracing rather 

than consuming them. […] He immediately turned from robber to lover, 

and dispelled his hunger in intercourse, compensating for a raging appetite 

with the satisfaction of his desires. […] So effectively did the captive girl’s 

beauty tame her abductor’s ruthless savagery that, where before she was 

terrified that he thirsted for her blood, she now found him eager in affection. 

[…] Following it [the bear] in flight, […] [a farmer] came to the place where 

the girl was kept. […] Eventually the wild animal was surrounded by a ring 

of dogs and huntsmen with nets, assaulted with spears, and [was] pierced to 

death. […] the girl [eventually] gave birth normally [to the bear’s children], 

 
231 Vilhelm Grønbech notes that in Scandinavia, the “curse” of outlawry is only acceptable “as far as fir 
grows,” that is to say that “the fir that stands alone will rot” (Grønbech, 1931, 201).  
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but to a marvel among offspring, lending human features to this wild stock. 

After her son was born, the relatives gave him a name from his father, and 

when the boy at last came to know the truth of his parentage, he wreaked 

deadly punishment on his father’s murderers […] (Magnus, 2017, III, 

translation by Peter Foote). 

What is particularly unique in Hrólfs saga kraka is that shape-shifting abilities/ 

anthropomorphism seem to be passed on here when one eats the flesh of another shape-

shifter. As discussed above, such ideas of cannibalism have been connected elsewhere to 

Old Norse shape-shifting (see Völsunga saga for example) and it is certainly not an 

uncommon theme in shape-shifting lore in general.232 In Algonquin Native American 

beliefs for example, the figure of the Windigo is widely thought of as being a malevolent 

cannibalistic giant whose ravenous hunger is insatiable and threatens anyone who comes 

into its proximity (Smallman, 2014, 18). It has been suggested that if a human is bitten by 

a Windigo or if they eat human flesh, they may become a Windigo themselves (Davidson, 

2016). This idea seems to echo somewhat the story of Sigurðr who licks the juice from 

Fáfnir’s heart off his finger and is suddenly able to understand the language of the birds in 

Völsunga saga (Völsunga saga 1943, 40).233 This idea naturally raises a question about the 

wolf shape-shifting in Völsunga saga: did Sigmundr unknowingly give himself and 

Sinfjötli the ability to transform into wolves after he bit down on the transformed ylgr’s 

tongue to save himself?234 

Similar to Sigi receiving the title of vargr in Völsunga saga, which seemingly 

forshadows his family’s (fated/ cursed?) connection to wolves, Björn’s name translates to 

“bear” and both foreshadows his “cursed” life as a bear and reflects a totemic relationship 

to the animal (Völsunga saga 1943, 3). As noted above, Bera’s name also translates to 

“she-bear” and while she does not take the form of an animal herself, she does have sexual 

relations with Björn and gives birth to three sons with anthropomorphic features or shape-

shifting abilities (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 43-46). In short, both sagas underline the close 

connections between names and potential shape-shifting that will be discussed further in 

section 7.4.2.2. 

 
232 As will be discussed in section 7.4.4, the berserkir and the úlfheðnar are also tied to cannibalism. 
233 After Sigurðr learns the language of the birds he proceeds to eat Fáfnir’s heart in its entirety (Völsunga 
saga 1943, 40).  
234 In contrast, Bera certainly was aware that eating the flesh of Björn would likely pass on the shape-shifting 
“curse” to her unborn children in Hrólfs saga kraka. 
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Bera recognizing Björn by the glint in his eyes while in his bear hamr also suggests 

that his anthropomorphic features are slightly present despite his complete physical 

transformation (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 43).235 This seems to be a recurring feature. 

Indeed, a similar story can be found in a Norwegian folktale in which a young girl scolds 

a bear (whom she somehow recognizes as her friend Tomas in bear-shape) and calls him a 

“god-denier” for attacking her cattle and not attending church.236 The bear then turns away 

from her and runs into the woods without stealing her cattle (Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, 

1988, 80). The same idea of recognizing a shape-shifter through their eyes seems to be 

found in the story of Loki in Skáldskaparmál in which Loki is somehow recognized when 

in falcon-shape by Geirrøðr (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 24-25). In Kórmaks saga, the 

sorceress, Þórveig is similarly recognized by her eyes when in whale-shape by Kormákr 

who then attempts to kill her (Kórmaks saga 1939, 265-266). The same thing occurs in 

Ketils saga hængs, when Ketill encounters two whale shape-shifters in the Sámi area of 

Finnmörk, one of whom he recognizes as having human eyes (Ketils saga Hængs 1943, 

251 and 261).237 Montague Summers links this concept to the idea of eyes being “the 

mirror of the soul,” arguing that while a shape-shifter’s outer appearance may change, their 

inner hugr generally seems to remain the same (Summers, 1966, 242).  

This leads us directly on to Björn’s son, Böðvarr Bjarki (whose second name means 

“little-bear”). Despite not having any physical animal features at birth, he becomes one of 

the most notable shape-shifters in Old Norse literature. Böðvarr’s apparent berserkr-like 

ferocity is arguably first seen when he murders Queen Hvít at the age of eighteen, putting 

a leather sack over the queen’s head and tightening it around her neck, before beating her 

to death and dragging her along the paths outside (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 56-57).238 After 

this event, Böðvarr leaves to find his brother, Elg-fróði, who urges him to go to King Hrólfr 

of Denmark and become one of his warriors (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 58-59). Before 

 
235 Interestingly enough, the English cleric and scholar, Sabine Baring-Gould (1834-1924), compared the 
story of Björn and Bera to the classic fairy tale, Beauty and the Beast, because Bera obviously sees more 
than just a beast when she looks at the bear. She also sees Björn, the man behind the monster (Baring-Gould, 
2009, 22). 
236 This story also highlights the Christian demonization of shape-shifters throughout Scandinavia noted 
regularly in this project.  
237 Whale shape-shifting seems to have been a more popular motif amongst the far north Sámi regions, 
possibly due to a higher population of whales there. For example, in Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar, a Sámi 
transforms himself into a whale in order to fight Hálfdan (Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar 1944, 310-311). In 
Historia Norwegiæ, a Sámi magician perishes while in his whale-shape (Historia Norwegiæ 2008, 7). For 
other examples of possible whale shape-shifting see Hjálþés saga Ölvis (1944, 273-275) and Friðþjófs saga 
ins frækna (1944, 257-259). 
238 Böðvarr kills Queen Hvít in an act of vengeance because of her actions committed against Björn.  
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Böðvarr departs, Elg-fróði notes that his brother is not as strong as he should be and thus 

decides to make a cut in his own calf and allow Böðvarr to drink his blood which then 

gives him great strength, something that is reminiscent of Völsunga saga (see above) 

(Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 59-60).239  

At the court of King Hrólfr, Böðvarr comes to be one of his warriors (Hrólfs saga 

kraka 1944, 86-89). Because of his position, Böðvarr is naturally expected to fight in the 

king’s battle against Queen Skuld and King Hjörvarðr. However, when the battle begins, 

Böðvarr is nowhere to be found. Instead, King Hjörvarðr and his men witness a great bear 

enter the battlefield and fight alongside King Hrólfr’s men (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 87). 

The saga describes the bear killing more men with one swipe of his paw than five of King 

Hrólfr’s warriors could accomplish together. It also notes the bear’s ferocity:  

Hrjóta af honum högg ok skotvápn. en hann [the great bear] brýtr undir sik 

bæði menn ok hesta af liði Hjörvarðs konungs, ok allt þat, sem í nánd er, 

mylr hann með sínum tönnum, svá at illr kurr í lið Hjörvarðs konungs 

(Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 87-88).  

 Hjalti (Böðvarr’s friend) notices Böðvarr’s absence from the battlefield and asks 

King Hrólfr what this absence means. King Hrólfr replies that „Þar nokkurs staðar mun 

hann vera, sem oss bezt gegnir, ef hann er sjálfráðr,“ possibly implying that he knows 

Böðvarr will be useful despite his apparent absence (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 88). Hjalti 

nonetheless goes to search for Böðvarr and finds him unconscious in his tent (Hrólfs saga 

kraka 1944, 88). Hjalti proceeds to wake Böðvarr and thinking him cowardly, insults him 

and urges him to fight on the battlefield (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 88). Böðvarr then stands 

up with a yawn and replies that he would be more helpful to King Hrólfr and his men if he 

stayed as he was: „Ek segi þér at sönnu, at nú má ek mörgum hlutum minna lið veita 

konunginum en áðr þú kallaðir mik upp heðan“ (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 89). 

 Since the great bear disappears from the battlefield as soon as Böðvarr joins the 

fight, the implication is that Böðvarr seemingly sent out his hugr into the form of a bear to 

 
239 A similar depiction of “gaining strength from a shape-shifter” is described later in Hrólfs saga kraka when 
Böðvarr kills the tröll who has transformed into a dragon-shape. Böðvarr urges his friend, Höttr, to drink 
some of the creature’s blood and eat part of its heart to gain strength (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 66-67). 
Another example can also be found in Landnámabók where it is said that eating the meat of a polar bear 
makes Oddr become hamrammr (Landnámabók 1968, 286). 
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fight for King Hrólfr.240 This, of course, echoes the depiction of Óðinn sending out his 

hugr into animal form in Ynglinga saga (see section 7.3.2) (Ynglinga saga 1941, 18-19). 

Interestingly, when Hjalti wakes Böðvarr, it is said that Böðvarr yawned (“blés”) before 

replying, perhaps signifying his hugr returning to his body?241 As Jan de Vries suggests: 

The hugr could also emerge invisibly out of the body […] as breath or wind. 

The more dangerous the hugr was, the stronger and more devastating was 

the gust of wind emanating from it. In the language of the skalds, the hugr 

[...] is called trollkvenna vindr (meaning the wind of the magic women) and 

in response to this idea against numerous Kenningar). This also explains 

the folksong belief that witches are flying in a whirlwind (my 

translation).242 

It is nonetheless also interesting to note Böðvarr’s apparent vulnerability (and that 

of other shape-shifters’ for that matter) when sending out his hugr into bear-shape, since 

his body remains in a trance or unconscious, meaning it is possible that his enemies could 

have killed him.243 Vilhelm Grønbech nonetheless notes that “luck” or hamingja seems to 

play a part in this kind of hugr shape-shifting:  

The hugr could not take on the body of a bear, unless its luck had something 

of bear nature in it. The elements of which the soul builds itself a body – 

hamr, as it is called – are not taken from without; they lie within it and are 

likewise present in the everyday body; he who really appeared as wolf, as 

 
240 The Austrian-American scholar, Lotte Motz (1992-1997), suggests that “the fylgja of Böðvarr Bjarki […] 
was in the form of a bear, and in this shape he fought his battles” (Motz, 1993, 72). 
241 Finnur Magnússon suggests that the hugr shape-shifting event with Böðvarr Bjarki reflects that shape-
shifting was an internal process and involved both dreams and one’s “soul” (Finnur Magnússon, 1826, 146). 
242 The original German text reads: “Der hugr konnte auch unsichtbar aus dem Körper heraustreten […] als 
Atem oder Wind. Je gefährlicher dierser hugr war, um so stärker und verheerender war der von ihm 
ausgehende Windstoß. In der Sprache der Skalden heißt der hugr ja trollkvenna vindr (d. h. Wind der 
Zauberweiber) und auf diese Vorstellung gegen zahlreiche Kenningar zurück). Dadurch erklärt sich auch der 
später noch kräftig lebende Volksglaube, daß Hexen in einem Wirbelwind dahinfahren” (de Vries, 1935, I, 
221). 
243 This is particularly worrying for figures like Óðinn who hold seats of power and undoubtedly have several 
enemies.  
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bear, as ox, as eagle, had the character-marks of wolf, bear, ox or eagle in 

him always (Grønbech, 1931, 264).244 

 As implied above, Böðvarr’s shape-shifting into a bear and his ferocity conjures up 

similarities to the animal-warriors described elsewhere in Old Norse culture, paralleling 

the berserkir warriors.245 Indeed, later in the saga, when Böðvarr returns to the battlefield 

in human-form, he is described as fighting similar to berserkr, enraged and slaughtering 

several men (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 90-91). In short, just as the werewolf form of 

Sigmundr, Sinfjötli, and the ylgr in Völsunga saga can be compared to the úlfheðnar, both 

Björn and Böðvarr in Hrólfs saga kraka clearly parallel the berserkir and the motif of the 

werebear. While the “werebear” motif may be less popular than that of its counterpart, the 

werewolf, it does recur in other sagas.246 An interesting example of a possible “werebear” 

can be found in Finnboga saga ramma when Finnbogi hunts a bear. Once he confronts the 

beast, he begins to talk to it as if it understands human speech:   

Þá mælti Finnbogi: „Stattu upp, bersi, ok ráð móti mér; er þat heldr til 

nökkurs en liggja á sauðarslitri þessu.“ Björninn settist upp ok leit til hans 

ok kastar sér niðr. Finnbogi mælti: „Ef þér þykir ek of mjök vápnaðr móti 

þér, þá skal ek at því gera, “ – tekr af sér hjálminn, en setr niðr skjöldinn ok 

mælti: „Stattu nú upp, ef þú þorir.“ Björninn settist upp ok skók höfðuit, 

lagðist niðr aptr síðan. Finnbogi mælti: „Þat skil ek, at þú villt, at vit sém 

jafnbúnir,“ – kastar sverðinu frá sér ok mælti: „Svá skal vera sem þú vill, 

ok statt nú upp, ef þú hefir þat hjarta, sem líkligt væri, heldr en þess 

kvikendis, er ragast er“ (Finnboga saga ramma 1959, 274). 

While the Finnboga saga ramma example given above does not necessarily mention 

shape-shifting, it nonetheless seems to suggest that the bear could have been a human in 

bear-hamr or perhaps that Finnbogi possessed a totemic relationship to the animal.  

 
244 There is a parallel between Grønbech’s view of the hugr and that reflected in the Scandinavian folktale 
of Guntram and his fylgja, giving a new meaning to one’s “inner animal”, as Kvideland and Sehmsdorf note: 
“In the so-called Guntram legend […] the soul of the dreaming person is active. It leaves the body, usually 
takes the shape of a small animal, and explores the world. Its experiences are then remembered by the sleeper 
as a dream” (Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, 1988, 73). The idea of the fylgja will be discussed in the following 
section.  
245 As discussed in Chapter 6 (6.4), scholars have widely debated the definition and translation of berserkr. 
The berserkir and other “animal-warriors” will be discussed further in sections 7.4.3-7.4.5. 
246 See also Landnámabók (1968, 355-356). 
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 The werebear motif would nevertheless live on past the Old Norse sagas to 

resurface in J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, in the shape of the temperamental Beorn and 

his skin-changing abilities, a figure who is depicted as becoming enraged and transforming 

into a great bear to fight in the “Battle of Five Armies” (Tolkien, 1982, 275-287; Tyler, 

1976, 58).247 

 Like the werewolf, the werebear in folklore is sometimes connected to the donning 

of animal-skins. For instance, in the Grimm brothers’ “Schneeweißchen und Rosenrot” 

(Snow-White and Rose-Red), a prince is cursed to become a bear by a dwarf who stole his 

treasure. It is only when the bear-prince kills the dwarf that he is able to remove the bear-

skin and return to his human form (Grimm, 1993, 259-264).248   

As with Völsunga saga, the theme of cannibalism and shape-shifting clearly 

continues in Hrólfs saga kraka with Bera eating Björn, something followed by Böðvarr’s 

encounters with his brother, Elg-fróði, and Böðvarr’s friend, Höttr which both involve the 

drinking of blood (as discussed above). Historically speaking, cannibalism has roots dating 

back to the evidence associated with Pithecanthropus pekinensis (or “Peking” human) over 

300,000 years ago: in a cave near the village Zhoukoudian in China, the German 

anthropologist, Franz Weidenreich, excavated a large number of human skulls that did not 

correspond to the number of limb bones found. The skulls were broken at the base and 

showed signs of being torn open, with the additional evidence of a controlled fire in the 

area, Weidenreich suggested that the Peking Man had been a cannibal (Johanson, 1996). 

The general conclusion made from an analysis of the material culture is that the remains 

may reflect an example of ritual de-fleshing, the idea possibly being that eating the flesh 

and drinking the blood of one’s enemy would allow an individual to take in their strength, 

simultaneously honoring the fallen warrior for their sacrifice (Beier, 2006, 137).    

The shape-shifting features and anthropomorphic aspects of Björn, Elg-fróði, Þórir, 

and Böðvarr are seemingly unquestionable. Hrólfs saga kraka nonetheless describes one 

other possible example of shape-shifting elsewhere in the saga, now in connection with the 

battle in King Aðils’ hall in Sweden in which we read about a tröll-boar fighting against 

King Hrólfr, his twelve berserkir, and his dog, Gramr (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 75). While 

 
247 It is interesting to note that Beorn in the novel is said to be a part of a clan called the “Beornings” and 
because Beorn is a variation of the word björn, this seems to be a clear expression of totemism (Tyler, 1976, 
58).  
248 This motif is similarly found in Danish folklore, where a werewolf could be released from its curse if it 
tore out the heart of a pregnant woman and ate it (Kvideland and Sehmsdorf, 1988, 75-76).  
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considerably less known than that of the werewolf or werebear, boar shape-shifting seems 

to have had its own niche in Old Norse culture and belief.249 Indeed, the figure of the were-

boar in Old Norse culture is reflected in archaeological source material (see fig. 7.15 on 

the Oseberg tapestry for example) just like the other animal-warriors, the berserkir and the 

úlfheðnar, that will be discussed below.250  

According to the account, King Hrólfr and his twelve berserkir travel to King 

Aðils’ hall in Uppsala to reclaim King Hrólfr’s inheritance. Upon their arrival, one of 

Hrólfr’s men, Vöggr, notes that King Aðils absence is probably due to his constant 

sacrifices and worship of a boar (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 74).251 After several challenges 

and tension filled days, they are woken one night by significant sounds outside of the hall 

which causes the hall to shake (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 75). Vöggr speaks up and says 

that „Nú mun galtinn kominn á gang ok mun sendr til hefna við ykkr af Aðils konungi, ok 

er þat svá mikit tröll, at engir mega þat standast“ (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 75). King Hrólfr 

is nonetheless said to have a hound named Gramr which Böðvarr proceeds to send out to 

fight the tröll-boar, when Böðvarr attempts to attack the boar, his sword will not pierce 

through its flesh; but Gramr, on the other hand, is able to tear off the boar’s ears and rip 

the skin off its cheeks, effectively scaring it away from the hall (Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 

75). It is said that after the boar leaves, King Aðils suddenly appears alongside his men 

and sets the house aflame with King Hrólfr and his warriors inside (Hrólfs saga kraka 

1944, 75).  

Unlike the description of Böðvarr sending out his hugr into the hamr of a bear, it 

needs to be borne in mind that the scene in King Aðils’ hall has few details as to how this 

shape-shifting occurred (if indeed it is another case of such). As mentioned above, Vöggr 

notes that a boar has come and suggests that it is actually a great tröll, but it does not state 

how this tröll transformed into the hamr of a boar. The Czech Republican scholar, Lenka 

Kovářová, has argued that because of King Aðils’ apparent close relationship to boars and 

his sudden reappearance at the hall after the boar’s departure, he is the one who was 

 
249 Examples of boar-helmets will be discussed in section 7.4.3.2. For further literary connections, see the 
account of Freyja’s boars, Hildisvíni and Gullinbursti in Hyndluljóð 5-7, for example, where there are 
implications that one of them is her warrior, Óttar. As will be discussed in section 7.4.2.2 with regard to 
Landnámabók, one notes that Icelanders may have been documented as having had boar-related personal 
names, something which could possibly have roots in an expression of totemism. 
250 The archaeological evidence for boar-men (or women?) or boar-warriors will be discussed in sections 
7.4.3.2. 
251 „Vöggr segir þeim, at Aðils konungr sé inn mesti blótmaðr, „svá at ekki, at slíkr óvinr megi verða, ok veri 
þér varir um yðr, því at hann leggr þar allt kapp á at fyrirkoma ykkr með einhverju móti“ (Hrólfs saga kraka 
1944, 74). 
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sending out his hugr into boar form to fight Hrólfr’s men just as Böðvarr does later (in bear 

form) (Kovářová, 2011, 141).252 All the same, it is interesting to note that despite Gramr 

viciously injuring the tröll-boar, King Aðils is seemingly unharmed after the boar departs 

(Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 75). This surely calls into question whether or not a shape-

shifter’s human hamr would be affected by any wound acquired in their hugr’s animal-

shape (Kovářová, 2011, 141).253 The American scholar, Stephen Glosecki (1950-2007) has 

thus argued that the boar in Hrólfs saga kraka is actually King Aðils’ fylgja rather than his 

hugr sent into boar-shape (Glosecki, 1989, 195).254 Whatever the case, the description 

certainly seems to suggest that some form of shape-shifting also occurred in the battle for 

King Aðils’ hall, though the specific details behind the act are speculative at best.  

A similar example of possible boar shape-shifting can be seen in Svarfdæla saga 

(1956, 181-183) where Karl Þorsteinsson and his men are in combat when suddenly, a boar 

and polar bear (the human Klaufi Hafþórsson in bear-shape) appear on the battlefield to 

take part in the fighting. When Karl goes home after the battle, Þorsteinn svörfuðr tells him 

that „ek hafi verit með yðr í bardaganum ok eigi má ek héðan ganga“. This description 

seems to imply that Þorsteinn svörfuðr was present with Karl and Klaufi on the battlefield, 

possibly having sent his hugr to take on the form of a boar.255  

As noted above, alongside Völsunga saga, Hrólfs saga kraka undoubtedly provides 

some of the richest examples of full-body transformations in Old Norse literature. Once 

again, one can see a totemic affinity between the shape-shifter and the animal as well as 

the idea of “fate” or “cursed” shape-shifting with regard to Björn and his family. What 

seems to set this saga apart from previously discussed examples is that none of the shape-

shifters depicted here are shown as donning animal skins to transform their shape. With 

respect to Björn and his family at least, their shape-shifting is a consequence of the 

úlfhanzki curse, and unlike the examples in Völsunga saga, it is seemingly tied to them for 

life.  

 
252 King Aðils’ close affinity to boars could once again be interpreted as an expression of totemism and his 
potential to transform into the animal. 
253 Indeed, Kovářová suggests that another possible boar shape-shifter in Hrólfs saga kraka fights for Queen 
Skuld after the bear (apparently Böðvarr) leaves the battlefield in the account noted earlier (Kovářová, 2011, 
141; see Hrólfs saga kraka 1944, 89-90). Kovářová also notes here the peculiarity of these boar shape-shifters 
being associated with the villains in Hrólfs saga kraka.  
254 The concept of the fylgjur will be discussed in section 7.4.2.1. 
255 Another interesting example of full human transformations and “boar” shape-shifting can be found in 
Eyrbyggja saga where a woman, Katla, attempts to hide her son, Oddr, from two men, Þórarinn and Arnkell, 
by first turning him into a spindle, then a he-goat, and finally, a boar (Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 50-54). 
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It might also be noted that while that Björn and his family have a totemic 

relationship with bears (echoed by Björn’s, Bera’s, and Böðvarr’s personal names) similar 

to that of the Völsungar and wolves, the brothers Elg-fróði and Þórir seem to break the 

pattern of a “clan” totem due to their different disposition as half-elk and half-dog.  

As we move into the saga evidence of more symbolic human shape-shifting, other 

expressions of totemism will become more present in the shape of not only helmets but 

also personal names and fylgjur which reflect one’s inner psyche in a different way.  

7.4.2 Symbolic Transformations 
The evidence for symbolic or “partial” shape-shifting in the extant literary material is 

exponentially larger than that of the depictions of “full shape-shifting” discussed in the 

previous sections. This is perhaps because the symbolic transformations depicted in Old 

Norse literature were more believable to the average Christian listener in the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries.  

 The evidence for symbolic shape-shifting can nonetheless once again be broken 

down into several main categories: the concept of the animal fylgjur; animal-related 

personal names which serve as possible expression of earlier totemism and are designed to 

reflect characteristics (or desired characteristics) of an individual; and the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar animal-warriors. As discussed in Chapter 3 with reference to the Native 

American nations and the south-eastern Australian tribes, the idea of “animal guardian 

spirits” and personal names that make reference to animals both seem to represent 

“boundary-crossing” actions, blurring the lines between what is considered human and 

what is considered animal somewhat. As will be discussed throughout the next sections, 

this idea was most relevant in pre-Christian Old Norse culture.  

 As the next sections will show, the concept of the animal fylgja serving as “guides” 

to humans; the personal names listed in Landnámabók, Historia Norwegiæ, and Gesta 

Danorum which show an affinity to animals and potentially suggest a variation on shape-

changing; and the idea of “animal-warriors” can all be seen as expressions of totemism in 

pre-Christian and the early-Christian period in Scandinavia. It is nonetheless also evident 

that the meaning behind these concepts began to change over time under the influence of 

Christianity.    

7.4.2.1 The Inner Animal: The fylgjur  
Most commonly associated with “after-birth” and (particularly in later times) female 

“attending” spirits like the dísir and the valkyrjur, the word fylgja is often translated to 
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mean “fetch” or “followers” (Turville-Petre, 1964, 227-228).256 Stephan Grundy suggests 

that “[…] [the] fylgja […] seem[s] to derive from the concept of the afterbirth as 

embodying a form of spiritual protection, expressed […] as a universally present semi-

independent being in the shape of an animal” (Grundy, 1998, 112).  
Similar to the idea of the clan and individual totem as discussed in Chapter 3, it has 

typically been argued that there were at least two main types of fylgja: a “family” spirit 

and an “individual” spirit (Raudvere, 2008, 239; Turville-Petre, 1964, 228).257 As noted in 

Chapter 3, the totem was a “favorite spirit” that could manifest itself in the form of an 

animal which served as a means of protection for the individual, and the idea of the fylgjur 

seems to mirror this (Long, 1904, 123).258 

Indeed, the animal fylgja in the sagas often appears in an individual’s dreams, 

offering advice, aid, or protection, usually during a time of crisis, although, they may 

occasionally appear to an individual in the real world while remaining invisible to others 

(Hedeager, 2011, 82; Pulsiano, 2016, 265).259 As scholars like Lotte Hedeager have 

argued, the concept of the fylgja coincides to some degree with an individual’s hugr 

manifesting itself in the form of an animal (Hedeager, 2011, 82). Indeed, because the hugr 

and the fylgja are both clearly associated with an individual’s “thoughts”, “mind”, and/ or 

“soul”, scholars like the Austrian-American Lotte Motz (1922-1997) and Lotte Hedeager 

have argued that the fylgja can be seen as a reflection of one’s “alter-ego” or doppelgänger 

in animal form, thus illuminating an individual’s identity (similar to a personal name) (see 

also Motz, 1993, 72; Hedeager, 2011, 82). As Hedeager writes: “In the guise of an animal, 

the hugr reveals the moral quality of its ‘owner’, exposing his or her intentions, just like 

 
256 By far, the modern-most influential work on the fylgjur is Fylgjemotiva i norrøn litteratur (1974) written 
by Else Mundal, in which Mundal discusses both animal and female fylgjur. Unfortunately, this work is 
untranslated from the Norwegian language. An excerpt of her work is nonetheless available in Medieval 
Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia (2016) (Mundal, 2016, 624-625). 
257 It is generally accepted among modern scholars that individuals with animal-related personal names would 
have a corresponding animal fylgja, denoting a transformation of sorts between human and animal (Jennbert, 
2011, 188).  
258 As Else Mundal suggests that when a fylgja appears in the shape of a woman, it is often considered to be 
a guardian spirit for the entire family, and that when the matriarch dies, the fylgja is passed on to the next of 
kin (Mundal, 2016, 265). 
259 The idea of the appearance of the fylgja is comparable to the “spontaneous visions” experienced in Native 
American religions in which, according to the American religious studies professor, Lee Irwin, “the 
fundamental conditions “[…] [include] isolation, lack of food and water, injury, the petitioning of the sacred 
powers for aid, and the natural disposition for visionary experience (Irwin, 1994, 119). Irwin explains that 
vision experiences of this kind in Native American religions are enhanced by power, mystery, and 
transformation, and that the “phenomenology of the visionary experience involves crossing a critical 
threshold from the explicit world of the everyday to the implicit reality of the visionary world” (Irwin, 1994, 
119). 
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the fylgja: a powerful bear or an aggressive wolf” (Hedeager, 2011, 82; see also Motz, 

1993, 72). This idea is paralleled in the legend of Guntram (discussed above, section 

7.4.1.2) and the idea of one’s “inner animal” literally living inside oneself. The same idea 

is suggested by de Vries who argues that: 

The fylgja is a manifestation of one person in the mind’s eye of another 

(also his own), that is, a kind of doppelgänger. The personality often shows 

itself in the form of an animal. […] In general, one can say that the species 

of the dream animal corresponds to the character of man. […] When 

enemies gnaw or misfortune is imminent, the dream is to announce it in 

advance (my translation).260 

It is notable that in the later literary material, the fylgja begins to appear more 

frequently in the shape of another person rather than an animal. For instance, in Vatnsdæla 

saga, a woman fylgja appears in Þorsteinn’s dream urging him not to journey to a feast. 

This guidance then goes on for three nights, the kona-fylgja giving advice to Þorsteinn and 

touching his eyes (Vatnsdæla saga 1939, 94-95). In Gísla saga Súrssonar, Gísli 

experiences a similar malevolent dream about a woman washing his head in blood and 

pouring blood over him so that he is covered in gore (Gísla saga Súrssonar 1943, 104). 

The idea of “human” fylgjur or guardian spirits replacing animals could possibly 

correspond to the spread of Christianity throughout Scandinavia, as the “animal” fylgja 

that guides or aids an individual throughout their life essentially changes to the idea of the 

Christian “angel” (Lecouteux, 2003).  

In the following section, examples from the extant literary material will be taken 

of a number of animal fylgjur, most of which come from: Vatnsdæla saga, Njáls saga, 

Gunnlaugs saga, Ljósvetninga saga, Vápnfirðinga saga, and Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings.  

As noted above in the literary materials, most animal fylgjur appear to an individual 

in their dreams. As will be shown below, these dreams or “visions” can appear benevolent 

(containing seemingly harmless imagery) or malevolent (involving violent depictions). 

They are essentially symbolic, often relating to forthcoming death or despair. The species 

 
260 The original German text reads: “Die fylgja ist eine Manifestation eines Menschen vor dem geistigen 
Auge eines anderen (aunahmsweise auch seines eigenen), also eint Art Doppelgänger. Die Persönlichkeit 
zeigt sich oft in der Gestalt eines Tieres. […] Im allgemeinen kann man sagen, daß die Art des Traumtieres 
dem Charakter des Menschen entspricht. […] Wenn Feinde sich nagen oder Unglück bevorsteht, gehört der 
Traum dazu, dies im voraus anzukündigen” (de Vries, 1935, I, 225). 
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of animal depicted varies ranging from domestic animals like goats, horses, and oxen, to 

relatively tame animals like swans and birds, to wild or violent animals like bears or 

wolves. They once again underline the close relationship that once existed between humans 

and animals.    

In Vatnsdæla saga, Þorkell silfri from Helgavatn (who is described as being 

strongly hamrammr, meaning he can change shape) has a dream about riding a red horse 

which hardly touches the ground (Vatnsdæla saga 1939, 110). According to his wife, 

Signý, „sýnisk mér þetta illr draumr, – ok kvað hest mar heita, en marr er manns fylgja“ 

(Vatnsdæla saga 1939, 111). What is notable about this description is that despite Þorkell’s 

apparent connection to the horse and his wife’s warning, Þorkell disregards the dream and 

is killed by an axe shortly after (Vatnsdæla saga 1939, 111-112). As Price suggests, visions 

of fylgjur are often connected to those who have the “gift of foresight”, so it is interesting 

that despite the fact that Þorkell sees the horse, it is Þorkell’s wife who is described as 

interpreting his untimely fate (Price, 2002, 59). Comparatively, in Völsunga saga, Signý 

notes that it is from her foresight and “kynfylgju” (“family-fetch”) informs her about her 

doomed marriage to King Siggeir and the demise of the Völsungar (Völsunga saga 1943, 

8).261  

Vatnsdæla saga certainly reiterates the idea of the fylgja providing a warning of 

untimely events. Similar malevolent warnings can be seen in Njáls saga when Þórðr 

Sigtryggsson has a “vision” (that Njáll is unable to see) of a bloody goat lying in a meadow: 

„Mér þykkir hafrinn liggja hér í dœlinni ok er alblóðugr allr“ (Njáls saga 1954, 106). To 

which Njáll replies that Þórðr must have seen his fylgja and (because the goat was bloody) 

that he is now a “doomed” man: „Þú munt versa maðr feigr […] ok munt þú sét hafa fylgju 

þína, ok ver þú varr um þik“ (Njáls saga 1954, 107).  

A similar fylgja “warning” appears to Gunnar Hámundarson in Njáls saga where 

he dreams that he is attacked by wolves, thus foreshadowing his death (Njáls saga 1954, 

163-164). Gunnar says: 

Þar þóttisk eg sjá varga mjǫg marga ok sóttu þeir allir at mér en ek sneri 

undan fram at Rangá. Þá þótti mér þeir sækja at ǫllum megin en ek varðist. 

Eg skaut alla þá er fremstir vǫru þar til er þeir gengu svá at mér at ek mátti 

 
261 „Eigi vilda ek á brott fara með Siggeiri, ok eigi gerir hugr minn hlæja við honum, ok veit ek af framvísi 
minni ok af kynfylgju várri, at af essu ráði stendr oss mikill ófagnaðr, ef eigi er skjótt brugðit þessum 
ráðahag“ (Völsunga saga 1943, 8). 
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eigi boganum við koma. Tók ek þá sverðið ok vó ek með annarri hendi en 

lagði með atgeirinum annarri hendi. Hlífði ek mér þá ekki ok þóttisk ek þá 

eigi vita hvat mér hlífði. Drap ek þá marga vargana ok þú með mér 

Kolskeggr en Hjört þótti mér þeir hafa undir ok slíta á honum brjóstið ok 

hafði einn hjartað í munni sér. En ek þóttisk verða svá reiðr at ek hjó varginn 

í sundur fyrir aptan bóguna ok eptir þat þóttu mér stökkva vargarnir (Njáls 

saga 1954, 163-164). 

Later in the saga, when Njáll is unable to fall asleep, Þórhildr Hrafnsdóttir asks what is 

troubling him and Njáll replies that he sees many things, namely, the strange and fierce 

fylgjur of Gunnar’s enemies that will kill him: „ek sé margar fylgjur grimmligar óvina 

Gunnars, ok er þó nǫkkut undarliga: þær láta ólmliga ok fara þó ráðlausliga“ (Njáls saga 

1954, 170). 

Fylgjur in the shape of wolves and predatory animals can also be found in 

Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings where Atli í Otradal is said to be tossing in his sleep so much 

that no one else is able to fall sleep (Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings 1943, 349). When Atli 

awakes, he says that he has dreamt about 18 wolves running in a field, led by a female fox: 

Hann kvað heldr þat vera, – „eg þóttumk ganga út ór búrinu, ok sá ek, at 

vargar runnu sunnan á vǫllinn átján saman, en fyrir vǫrgunum rann refkeila 

ein. Þat var svá slœglegt kvikendi, at slíkt hefi ek aldri sét fyrri; þat var 

ógurligt mjǫk ok illiligt. Þat skyggndisk víða, ok á ǫllu vildi þat augu hafa, 

ok ǫll sýndusk mér dýrin grimmlig. En er þau váru komin heim at bœnum, 

þá vakði Torfi mik, ok veit ek víst, at þat er manna hugir; skulum vér þegar 

upp standa“ (Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings 1943, 349-350). 

Þórðar saga hreðu similarly has two examples of predatory fylgja. Þórðr Hörða-

Kárason dreams that several wolves, whom he is disgusted by, try to tear at his clothes and 

kill him, when Þórðr defends himself with his sword, a young bear appears and begins to 

defend Þórðr against the wolves (Þórðar saga hreðu 1959, 179).262 Later in the saga, Þórðr 

once again dreams about 18 wolves who attack him and his men (Þórðar saga hreðu 1959, 

 
262 „Þat dreymdi mik, at ek þóttumst kominn til Hvítár í Borgarfirði ok eiga tal við útlenda menn, eigi sízt 
um kaup nökkur; ok í því kómu í búðina vargar eigi allfáir, ok var mér mikill víðbjóðr við þeim. Síðan réðu 
þeir á mik ok vildu drepa mik ok rifu af mér klæðin, en ek brá sverðinu, ok hjó ek í sundur einn varginn í 
miðju ok höfuðit af öðrum; síðan hlupu at mér vargarnir öllu megin, en ek þóttumst verjast, ok varð ek mjök 
móðr, ok eigi þóttumst ek vita, hversu mér mundi vegna. Í því hljóp fram fyrir mik einn bjarnhúnn ok vildi 
verja mik, ok í því vaknaða ek. Nú þykki mér draumrinn tíðindavænligr“ (Þórðar saga hreðu 1959, 179).  
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201).263 Other wolf fylgja examples can be found in Gísla saga Súrssonar, where Gísli 

dreams that Eyjolfr and a band of men came upon him; one of the men charges at Gísli 

while howling and Gísli thinks that the man had the head of a wolf (Gísla saga Súrssonar 

1943, 105). It is interesting to note that although most of the examples of fylgja are of men 

dreaming, an exception to this is in Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar where upon arriving to 

Sweden, Queen Ingigerði dreams that a pack of wolves and two white bears are traveling 

to Uppsala. She interprets the bears as being King Hrólfr’s fylgjur (Hrólfs saga 

Gautrekssonar 1944, 76-77).264  

This trend of “impending doom” warnings given by vicious animal fylgjur can also 

be seen in Njáls saga where Hǫskuldr Dala-Kollsson has a dream that a great bear with no 

equal walks out of the house along with two cubs; the three bears then head to Hrútstaðir 

and enter a house. Hǫskuldr suggests that the great bear is the fylgja of Gunnar of 

Hliðarendi (Njáls saga 1954, 64-65). Another bear fylgja is described in Örvar-Odds saga, 

where Guðmundr Grímsson dreams about a “hvítabjörn” that will sink ships (Örvar-Odds 

saga 1943, 292). 

Malevolent warnings can also appear in the shape of more domesticated animal 

fylgjur, and one of the more unique examples being found in Laxdæla saga where Ólafr 

Höskuldsson butchers an ox, Harri, and when Ólafr falls asleep that night, a woman 

appears in his dream and scolds him for returning her son (Harri) to her mutilated; the 

woman then tells Ólafr that because of his deeds, his son will suffer a bloody fate (Laxdæla 

saga 1933, 84-85). This event naturally raises several questions but few answers. Was 

Harri a shape-changer who died in ox form and/ or was Harri (or his mother) Ólafr’s fylgja? 

If Harri was a simple ox, why/ how did his mother appear in Ólafr’s dream in the form of 

a woman? What is nevertheless clear is that malevolent fylgja warnings are not solely given 

by wild animals (wolves, bears): other creatures (or humans) can also relay such a message. 

 
263 „Þat dreymdi mik,“ segir hann, „at mér þótti vér félagar ríða upp eptir Hjaltadal; ok er vér kómum nær 
Viðvík, þá hlupu upp fyrir oss átján vargar; einn var miklu mestr ok hljóp at mér með gapanda munninn, ok 
réðu á mik ok mína menn; þótti mér þeir bíta menn mína til bana. Ek þóttumst drepa marga vargana, ok inn 
mesta varginn þóttumst ek særa, ok þá vaknaða ek“ (Þórðar saga hreðu 1959, 201).  
264 „Ok þá ina sömu nótt, er þeir kómu við Svíþjóð, dreymdi Ingigerði drottningu, ok segir hún Eireki konungi 
drauminn: „Ek þóttumst enn úti standa, ok var mér enn víðsýnt. Ek sá til sjóvarm at hér váru komin skip eigi 
allfá við land, en af skipunum runnu margir vargar, en fyrir vörgunum fór it óarga dýr. Þar með fóru 
hvítabirnir tveir, harðla miklir ok vænligir. Hann var ekki svá mikill sem hann var vígligr, svá at slíkan hefi 
ek engan sét. Hann rótaði hverri hæð ok élt sem hann mundi umsnúa, ok fram horfði hvert hár á honum. 
Hann lét sem hann mundi á allt hlaupa ok bíta þat, er í nánd var. Nú þykkjumst ok vita, at þar sem it óarga 
dýr er, at þat er fylgja Hrólfs konungs, svá sem ek sá hana fyrr, en þó var hún nú miklu ófrýnligri en fyrr ok 
öll dýrin miklu grimmlifri ok runny pegar á land upp ok á leið ti Uppsala“ (Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar 1944, 
76-77). 
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A similar thing is seen in Ljósvetninga saga, when Eyjólfr Guðmundarson dreams 

that a herd of oxen are coming towards him and that a red ox intends to harm him; suddenly, 

a layer of fog sweeps over him and he is no longer able to see the ox (Ljósvetninga saga 

1940, 85).265 Eyjólfr’s foster-father then interprets the oxen as being the fylgjur of Eyjólfr’s 

enemies: 

[Eyjólfr spoke] „Dreymt hefir mik í nótt. Ek þóttumk ríða norðr [um] Háls, 

ok sá ek nautaflokk koma í móti mér. Þar var í oxi einn mikill, rauðr. Hann 

vildi illa við mik gera. Þar var ok griðungr mannýgr ok mart smáneyti. Þá 

kom yfir mik þoka mikil, ok sá ek eigi nautin.“ Fóstri hans svarar: „Þat eru 

manna fylgjur, óvina þinna, ok oxi fylgir Þorvarði, en griðungr Halli. En 

þat er myrkr kom yfir þik, sé ek eigi fyrir annan enda um mál yður“ 

(Ljósvetninga saga 1940, 85).266 

Another interesting example of a fylgja appearing outside of a dream or “vision” 

can be found in Njáls saga where Svanr has an uncontrollable yawning “episode” and 

declares that Ósvífr’s fylgjur are coming to attack them.267 Svanr then takes a goat-skin, 

whirls it around his head and chants: „verði þoka ok verði skrípi ok undr ǫllum þeim, er 

eptir þér sœkja“ (Njáls saga 1954, 37-38). This example of the fylgjur is particularly 

interesting because the guidance does not come from a dream or vision but rather in 

connection with a “yawning fit”. It thus seems to add a shamanistic element to the 

narrative, that is to say Svanr’s ability to summon fog and attack Ósvifr goes hand in hand 

with his vision of the fylgja, implying that his hugr has temporarily left his body and 

traveled to the “other side”, thereby both seeing supernatural enemies and taking part in 

 
265 A red ox and a white ox fylgjur are also described as appearing in a dream in Vápnfirðinga saga: „at ek 
sá hér upp rísa at Hofi uxa bleikan, mikinn ok skrautligan, ok bar hann hátt hornin, ok gekk hann á sandinn 
fam hjá Sunnudalsmynni. Enn sá ek fara naut útan eptir heraðinu, stór ok eigi allfá, ok gekk þat fyrir uxi 
rauðflekkóttr, ekki mikill né fagr, en allsterkligr var hann. Nautin stǫnguðu uxann til bana. Þá reis hér upp at 
Hofi rauðr uxi, ok var beinlitr á hornunum, ok var allra nauta skrautligastr. Sá stangaði rauðflekkótta uxann 
til bana. Þá reis upp í Krossavík þjór nǫkkurr, ok var sænautalitr á. Hann fór beljandi um allt heraðit ok allar 
heiðarnar ok leitaði ávallt ins rauða uxans enda vaknaða ek þá“ (Vápnfirðinga saga 1950, 48-49). 
266 Later in Ljósvetninga saga, Eyjólfr’s horse stumbles under him and ceases to walk (Ljósvetninga saga 
1940, 100). Eyjólfr’s companion, Finni Þorgeirsson, interprets this as meaning that Eyjólfr has not been able 
to avoid the fylgjur of Þorvarðr and his friends, to which Eyjólfr asks if Finni believes that Þorvarðr’s fylgja 
is stronger than his kinsmen and himself (Ljósvetninga saga 1940, 100-101).266 It is interesting to note that 
in this instance, the fylgja does not appear to Eyjólfr in his dream or through a vision, and that instead, it is 
Finni who connects this event to the fylgjur.  
267 This example seems to parallel Böðvarr yawning when his hugr returns to his human hamr in Hrólfs saga 
kraka (see section 7.4.1.2). 
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the battle in a supernatural fashion. Neil Price suggests this scene serves as an example of 

supernatural agencies present on the battlefield (Price, 2002, 346-347).268    

While many of the literary depictions of the fylgjur associate them with unfortunate 

news or grave warnings, other descriptions show fylgjur providing glad tidings. For 

example, in Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, Þorsteinn dreams about a beautiful swan on the 

roof of his home at Borg, who is courted by two giant eagles, one that flew from the 

mountains and one that flew from the south; a Norwegian (an Austmaðr), who is sitting 

next to Þorsteinn as he describes his dream, remarks that the birds must be the fylgjur of 

important people and that Þorsteinn’s wife is pregnant with a beautiful baby girl 

(Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu 1938, 54-55).269  

Another example of a positive fylgja occurs in Ljósvetninga saga when Einar 

dreams that a great ox comes to Mǫðruvǫllum, visiting each building around the farm 

before dying (Ljósvetninga saga 1940, 60). Einar interprets this to mean that „Slíkt mun 

fyrir miklum tíðendum, ok eru þetta mannafylgjur“ and that good fortune will follow 

(Ljósvetninga saga 1940, 60). 

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, over time, it seems that the fylgjur 

began to be depicted as “human-shaped” spirits instead of animals in the literary material, 

possibly as a result of the spread of Christianity in Scandinavia. Neil Price nonetheless 

notes that in Iceland, the concept of the fylgjur appears to have remained somewhat alive, 

often “operating alongside [the Christian faith]” (Price, 2002, 393). As he adds: “[…] 

These beliefs especially concern the extra-corporeal aspects of the self” (Price, 2002, 393). 

The fylgja certainly seems to reflect in many ways the Jungian ideas of the archetypal 

anima/ animus and the self as discussed in Chapter 4. As was noted there, both of these 

 
268 Another interesting example of “supernatural” elements being involved on the battlefield can be found in 
book two of Gesta Danorum, where a description is given of “monsters racing and leaping, shooting their 
bodies through the night places. Evil spirits make war, and unholy mob, given to wicked strife, battles in the 
open” (Saxo Grammaticus, 1979, 43). It is nonetheless unclear as to whether these “monsters” are shape-
shifters or simply creatures of their own nature. The passage nonetheless certainly describes other forces 
being present on the battlefield “Satyrs and fauns, horned and hoofed, with wrathful gaze fight alongside the 
ghosts. […] bird-headed fiends pressing their way, deadly ghouls and witches together, furies bound forward, 
with them devil-gods thronging, jostled by the hell-hag and baboon-faced demons” (Saxo Grammaticus, 
1979, 43). 
269 „Þat dreymði mik, at ek þóttumk heima vera at Borg ok úti fyrir karldurum, ok sá ek upp á húsin ok á 
mœninum álpt eina væna ok fagra, ok þóttumk ek eiga, ok þótti mér allgóð. Þá sá ek fljúga ofan frá fjǫllunum 
ǫrn mikinn; hann fló hingat ok settisk hjá álptinni ok klakaði við hana blíðlega, ok hon þótti mér þat vel 
þekkjask. Þá sá ek, at ǫrninn var svarteygr ok járnklœr váru á honum; vaskligr sýndisk mér hann. Því næst 
sá ek fljúga annan fugl af suðrætt; sá fló hingat til Borgar ok settisk á húsin hjá álptinni ok vildi þýðask hana; 
þat var ok ǫrn mikill“ […] Austmaðr mælti: „Fuglar þeir munu vera manna fylgjur; en húsfreyja þín er eigi 
heil, ok mun hon fœða meybarn frítt ok fagrt […]“ (Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu 1938, 54-55). 
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archetypes may serve as a “guide” or “mentor”, the anima/ animus (according to Carl Jung) 

commonly appearing in one’s dream in various forms (benevolent or malevolent) to 

promote one’s decision-making process. As discussed in Chapter 4 (4.3.4), the self 

represents (in Carl Jung’s opinion) the perfect blending of one’s conscious and 

unconscious self, their identity manifested into a “Cosmic Man” figure who can point out 

the wisdom of the world. That idea also seems to be reflected to some degree in the concept 

of the fylgjur because they provide wisdom and truth while simultaneously reflecting that 

knowledge came from within an individual.  

All in all, on the basis of the extant literary evidence, the animal fylgjur, like 

animal-related personal names, can be said to represent a metaphor for the individual, their 

inner psyche, and their future self, and not least, their “animal” side (Raudvere, 2008, 239). 

The fylgja also plays on the idea of a connection between fate and shape-shifting, although 

perhaps to a lesser degree than the notion of “cursed” shape-shifting that was introduced 

in the previous sections regarding Völsunga saga and Hrólfs saga kraka, even though it 

lacks the same fantastical elements of transformation. As Hedeager notes, the “fylgja […] 

give[s] a persona a certain degree of transcendental power without necessarily turning the 

individual into a shaman” or a full shape-shifter for that matter (Lotte Hedeager, 2011, 84).  

7.4.2.2 Animal Personal Names 
As discussed in Chapter 3 (3.4) among hunting peoples in particular, personal names that 

show an affinity to animals often serve as another reflection of totemic kinship and also 

dualism within an individual. The ritualistic act of naming, either given at birth or at a 

point when an individual overcomes life obstacles is also meant to be connected to an 

individual’s identity and their inner psyche (as has been seen in the more direct examples 

of shape-shifting noted above). Throughout the present section, it is important to keep in 

mind the ideas of “the shadow” and “the persona” Jungian archetypes originally discussed 

in Chapter 4.  

 It is interesting to note that Old Norse culture is described as having their own 

“initiation” and naming ritual for newborns referred to as “að ausa vatni” in which water 

is poured onto a child before it receives a name and is presented to their father (Lewis-

Simpson, 2008, 47). A good example is when Sigurðr Fáfnisbaní in Völsunga saga is 

sprinkled with water before being given his name when it is said that „um atferð ok vöxt 

var engi hans maki“ (Völsunga saga 1943, 28). According to Shannon Lewis-Simpson, 
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“The function of these rituals was to transform the child from a pre-person to a member of 

society” (Lewis-Simpson, 2008, 47).270  

As with other cultures, as noted above, Old Norse animal-related personal names 

seem to express a relationship to nature, duality, and also reflect society’s prevailing 

attitudes towards animals.271 As will be shown below, predatory animal personal names 

referring to the bear, eagle, wolf, and snake were particularly common during the Viking 

Age, while domesticated animal personal names like the horse, pig, goat, and dog were 

used sparingly (Jennbert, 2006, 137).272 It is also significant to note that men are given 

animal personal names to a higher degree than women (Hedeager, 2011, 80). As Lotte 

Hedeager suggests, both of these it could be a reflection on Scandinavia’s (primarily male-

driven) warrior culture (Hedeager, 2011, 81).   

As with the Native American nations and the south-eastern Australian tribes 

discussed in Chapter 3, Old Norse culture certainly connected the ritual of giving names 

to identity. As Kristina Jennbert notes, at the very least, it may reflect the parents’ wishes 

for their child’s identity:  

Perhaps animal qualities like speed, strength, courage, or cunning were 

supposed to be transferred to the bearer of the name and could therefore be 

associated with the self-image of the family. The names could also be linked 

to good or evil forces, or to honour, power, and integrity (Jennbert, 2006, 

137).  

Hedeager nonetheless suggests that personal names were not given by “chance”, that is to 

say that the name given would always reflect “the essence of the person and the bearer of 

the personality” (Hedeager, 2011, 81).  

It would naturally be an impossible task to list every name in the extant Old Norse 

literary material that shows an affinity to animals. It is nonetheless important to note that 

many of those with male animal personal names in Old Norse literature are figures who 

 
270 It is important to note the obvious parallels between “að ausa vatni” and the Christian baptismal 
ceremonies allowing this ritual to continue to some degree in post-conversion Scandinavian culture.  
271 At an early point, Finnur Magnússon suggested that the animal personal names used in Old Norse culture 
reflected the presence of totemism (Finnur Magnússon, 1846, 145).  
272 It is important to note that most of the evidence for animal personal names relate to animals that are native 
to Scandinavia. For example, an exception to this is in Sögubrot af nokkrum fornkonungum where King 
Hrærekr dreams of a great golden flying dragon attacking animals like deer and bears, Hrærekr’s wife 
remarks that this creature is his fylgja (Sögubrot af nokkrum fornkonungum 1944, 116-118; see also Saxo 
Grammaticus, 1979, 95).  
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were considered to be berserkir or úlfheðnar or at least great warriors.273 In the present 

section I will primarily limit myself to addressing the evidence given in Landnámabók 

noting comparable examples listed in the indexes of the thirteenth-century Historia 

Norwegiæ and Gesta Danorum which provide a wider geographical scope for analysis.  

 As forementioned in Chapter 5 (5.5), Landnámabók is a geneological land record 

of the first settlers in Iceland. In the scope of this research project, Landnámabók thus 

serves as a helpful tool to measure the popularity of animal-related personal names for both 

men and women in Iceland in the late ninth century, considering the possiblity that they 

are potential expressions of totemism in connection with the specific animals to which 

individuals were named after.274 For the present research project, I have compiled a list of 

the male and female animal-related personal names in Landnámabók, translated (to the 

best of my ability) their meaning in English, and noted their popularity (see the Appendix 

section of this research project for the full list of names and translations).275  

 Several things are immediately worth noting based on the list in question. First and 

foremost, as noted above, the evidence of males possessing animal personal names is far 

greater than that of females, with names like Biǫrn (“bear”), Þórólfr (“Þórr-wolf”), Órmr 

(“snake/ worm”), and Úlfr (“wolf”) topping the list in occurrences. More unusual male 

names listed in Landnámabók are: Hængr (“male-salmon”), Brúsi (“buck/ he-goat”), Gríss 

(“young pig”), Gaukr (“cuckoo”), and Hyrningr (“horned-man”). It is also clear that among 

men, personal names seem to reflect a wider range of species than female names, most 

names of them being “predatory” animals like the bear, wolf, snake, and eagle (few of 

which were known to Iceland, underlining that the tradition has foreign roots).  

Most of the names (male and female) are compound words, those for men 

(primarily involving reference to bears and wolves) having “battle” related suffixes or 

prefixes, as: Geirólfr (“spear-wolf”), Skiǫldúlfr (“shield-wolf”), Hrafnkell (“raven-

helmet”), Styrbiǫrn (“battle-bear”), and Biarnheðinn (“bear-skin/ coat”). These “battle-

names” clearly parallel the ideas behind the berserkir and úlfheðnar (who will be discussed 

in sections 7.4.3-7.4.5). Although somewhat diminished in comparison to Landnámabók, 

 
273 Of course, this is slightly generalized. Several of these examples will be nonetheless be referred to in 
sections 7.4.3-7.4.5 about animal-warriors. 
274 It is important to note that animal shape-shifting and the word hamrammr also occurs in Landnámabók 
(1968), see for example pages 286, 355-356. 
275 The evidence for animal-related personal names in Landnámabók given throughout the present section 
was taken from the Íslenzk fornrit edition of Íslendingabók (1968), cross-referenced with the English version 
of The Book of Settlements: Landnámabók (I, 2006) edited by Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards, and 
compiled into a master list that can be seen in the Appendix section of this research project.   
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this idea can also be seen in the Historia Norwegiæ with male names like Þórólfr 

(“thunder/Þórr(?)-wolf”), Hrólfr (“honor-wolf”), and Bjǫrn (Historia Norwegiæ 2008, 

123-125). 

The only male name that specifically nods to shape-shifting in Landnámabók 

would seem to be “Hyrningr” (“horned-man”) which clearly brings to mind a potentially 

anthropomorphic image akin to those in the Stone-Age and Bronze-Age rock-art depictions 

discussed in section 7.2 (see figs 7.2, 7.3, 7.9, and 7.11 for example). Additional Old Norse 

archaeological and literary depictions of “horned-men” in later times will be noted in the 

discussion of the berserkir and úlfheðnar (in sections 7.4.3-7.4.5). 

Whereas the male names in Landnámabók seem to be most associated with 

predatory animals and the battlefield, it is noteworthy that the extant female animal-related 

personal names are not only less frequent, but also more connected to aviary and “gentler” 

animals, such as: Dýrfinna (“deer-wanderer”), Svanlaug (“swan-spring/ bath(?)”), and 

Riúpa (“grouse”). As first discussed in section 7.2, the archaeological evidence for shape-

shifting has shown a similar correlation between females and birds (see figs 7.1, 7.4, 7.5, 

and 7.16 for example), something echoed by the literary evidence of Freyja and Frigg’s 

fjaðrhamir (discussed in section 7.3.3) and the swan-skinned valkyrjur in the prose 

introduction section of the Eddic Vǫlundarkviða. Clearly, with names like Arnóra (“bird-

thunder”), Arndís (“bird-woman/ goddess(?)”), and Svana (“swan”) in Landnámabók, 

suggest that this correlation continues outside the archaeological evidence.  

Despite this evidence, outlying female names also exist that are evidently 

associated with the battlefield and “predatory” animals and they should not be overlooked. 

These include the most popular female animal-related personal names in Landnámabók: 

Jórunn (“Wild-Boar/ Horse(?)”) and Hallbera (“Stone-Bear”). Interestingly, considering 

the ylgr in Völsunga saga, only three names in Landnámabók (which occur no more than 

twice) connect females to wolves: Úlfeiðr (“wolf-honor”), Úlfhildr (“wolf-battle”), and 

Úlfrún (“wolf-secret”). There is only one name connected to snakes: Ormhildr (“Serpent-

Battle”). While there is clearly some evidence to support the correlation between females 

and more aggressive animals, it can be deduced that females were less associated with 

predatory animals and these animals’ respective qualities than males were during this time 

period.  

Interestingly, the only female name in Landnámabók that seems to specifically 

reflect shape-shifting is Arndís, dís (pl. dísir) commonly being used for “female guardian 

spirit” and “goddess”, as well as “woman” and often associated with the valkyrjur and the 
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nornir (Price, 2002, 58).276 “Arndís” thus conjures up an anthropomorphic image possibly 

akin to that of the “woman in a bird-disguise” depicted on the Oseberg tapestry (see fig. 

7.16) (discussed above in section 7.2). 

It is also fascinating to note that certain personal names in Landnámabók, Historia 

Norwegiæ, and Gesta Danorum echo those of “known” shape-shifters described in the 

extant literary material. In Landnámabók for example, one finds the names of Signý, 

Sigmundr, Óttar, Biǫrn, and Böðvarr who (as discussed above) were known shape-shifters 

in Völsunga saga, Hrólfs saga kraka, and the Eddic poem, Hyndluljóð. Historia Norwegiæ 

meanwhile lists not only Óttar (“otter”) who is depicted as a shape-shifter in Völsunga 

saga and Hyndluljóð; but also Þórir, Aðils, and Bjǫrn who are all depicted as 

anthropomorphic or possible shape-shifters in Hrólfs saga kraka (Historia Norwegiæ 

2008, 123 and 125). The only female who perhaps undertakes any form of shape-changing 

here is “Gunnhildr”, a Norwegian queen in Egils saga who is described as taking on a bird 

hamr to deprive Egill of sleep (Historia Norwegiæ 2008, 124; Egils saga 1933, 183).277 

Gesta Danorum similarly lists: Biarki (Böðvarr’s last name in Hrólfs saga kraka); Biorn 

(Hrólfs saga kraka); Ottar (Völsunga saga); Sigmundr (Völsunga saga); Sigurðr (Völsunga 

saga); and Signe (a variation of Signý in Völsunga saga) (Gesta Danorum 1979, 179-191). 

It is important to note that while this correlation exists, there is naturally no way of 

confirming that these individuals were deliberately named after these known shape-shifters 

from the later sagas.   

Although diminished over time, animal personal names evidently continued to be 

used in Scandinavia even after Old Norse religion filtered out of practice, making it clear 

that these names only gradually lost their relationship to Scandinavia’s belief system 

(Jennbert, 2001, 219).  

If we return to Jung, it is possible that Old Norse animal-related personal names 

reflect some of the Jungian archetype ideas (originally discussed in Chapter 4), namely, 

the shadow and the persona. That is to say with reference to the shadow archetype, these 

animal affiliated personal names may be said to highlight an unconscious personality 

which in some cases can be considered a “negative” side of one’s personality. If taken in 

 
276 The nornir are three maidens who are thought to be the embodiment of fate (past, present, and future) and 
dwell at the base of Yggdrasill (see Vǫluspá 20 for example).  
277 „Síðan gekk Arinbjǫrn á brott ok út um dyrr þær, er ganga mátti upp á husit, ok settisk við glugg þann á 
loptinu, er fuglinn hafði áðr við setit, hann sá, hvar hamhleypa nǫkkur fór annan veg af húsinu“ (Egils saga 
1933, 183). 
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relation to the persona archetype, these animal-related personal names can also be regarded 

as serving as a mask which projects a specific personality outwards for society.  

7.4.2.3 Conclusion 
As aforementioned at the beginning of section 7.4.2, the evidence for symbolic shape-

shifting in Old Norse literature and culture is undoubtedly larger than that of “full-body” 

transformations. The three main areas in which symbolic transformations typically occur 

are essentially in relation to the concept of the fylgjur, animal-related personal names, and 

the animal-warriors, the berserkir and the úlfheðnar (who will be considered in the next 

section). As has been shown above, echoing the discussion in Chapter 3 (3.4) regarding 

the beliefs of the Native American nations and south-eastern Australian tribes, animal-

related individual and family spirits and personal names are all an expression of totemism 

and also reflect to some extent a mirror image of the individual’s soul. The concept of the 

animal fylgja nonetheless offers a further degree of metamorphosis by means of the support 

and foresight of an animal “fetch” (who may also reflect the individual’s inner psyche) 

without the individual themselves fully shape-changing. In the case of Svanr in Njáls saga, 

however, there is a possible connection between shape-shifting, shamanism, and 

supernatural battlefield abilities. What may be nonetheless gleaned from both the Old 

Norse animal-related personal names and the concept of the fylgja (as discussed above) is 

that both concepts seem to have changed and diminished over time, possibly as a 

consequence of the spread of Christianity throughout Scandinavia. 

In the following section, the final (and possibly the most recognizable), evidence 

of human symbolic shape-shifting, that is the archaeological and literary evidence for the 

“battle-raged” berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors, will be analyzed and discussed, once 

again with particular emphasis about how the image of these symbolic shape-shifters 

changed over time and were seemingly pushed to the edge of society.  

7.4.3 Animal-Warriors: The Berserkir and the Úlfheðnar 

As discussed in Chapters 2, 5, and 6, the concept of the berserkir and the úlfheðnar 

“animal-warriors” have been referred to as key examples of Old Norse human symbolic 

shape-shifting. Heavily stereotyped as drugged, rage-filled warriors in the modern era, the 

berserkir and the úlfheðnar represent frenzied/ ecstatic warriors who are typically thought 

to fight naked or don animal-pelts and exude animal-like (typically bear and wolf) 

aggression and persona. They were figures who possibly related to the cult of Óðinn and 

even the archaeological depictions of humans in the Nordic world donning animal-skins 
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as a form of ritual disguise (discussed in section 7.2: see figs 7.14, 7.15, and 7.16 for 

example) (Haldén, 2016; Price, 2002, 366).  

The berserkir and the úlfheðnar differ from the earlier noted shape-changing 

examples because they seem to have an overall function/ job within Old Norse society, 

namely warfare. In short, while other shape-changers (see Böðvarr Bjarki for example in 

section 7.4.1.2) have been depicted in the literary material as using their transformative 

qualities on the battlefield, warfare does not seem to have been the only function (or origin) 

of their abilities. As Peter Orton notes, the main differences between the werewolf/ 

werebear (such as Björn or Böðvarr in Hrólfs saga kraka) and the berserkir/ úlfheðinn 

types of transformation are that the latter primarily occurs on the battlefield instead of at 

“fixed, regular intervals” (Björn for example, transforms into bear-hamr each day) (Orton, 

2005, 333). As Orton furthermore writes:  

[…] going berserk [berserksgangr] does not necessarily involve actual 

bodily transformation; […] the emergence of berserkr or úlfheðinn 

characteristics is not in itself the unwelcome affliction that a werewolf-type 

transformation [Sigmundr/ Sinfjötli] plainly is, because […] it helps win 

battles. The werewolf is the site of a struggle between the human and the 

animal in man; the berserkr revels in his furor and takes full advantage of 

it while it lasts (Orton, 2005, 333). 

Like the other shape-shifting examples discussed throughout this research project, 

the berserkir and the úlfheðnar also seem to reflect cultural values and fear. All the same, 

while typical warfare often aims to dehumanize one’s enemies or associate them with the 

“other”, the berserkir and úlfheðnar are somewhat unique in that they actively dehumanize 

themselves in order to take on baser, animal instincts (Price, 2002, 382-383).278 As Neil 

Price notes:  

In characterising an opposing group in this way [as others, or as animals], 

an aggressor can thereby become a defender […] removing a wild, non-

human threat. […] [This] seems to be reversed in the Viking warrior 

communities of Scandinavia, and in identifying with animals[,] the Vikings 

 
278 It is interesting to note that there are a few other examples of cultures dehumanizing themselves for 
warfare. One of the most well-known would be the Native American Cheyenne Dog Soldiers (Grinnell, 2008, 
165-166). Comparatively, Michael P. Speidel suggests that animal-warriors have been present in the world 
since the Bronze Age (Speidel, 2002, 254). This idea will be discussed further below and in section 7.4.4.   
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convert themselves into predators, their enemies becoming their natural 

prey. […] In surrendering to the ‘bestial’ side of their natures, the berserkir 

may have conceptualized these acts of war as a form of self-sacrifice, a 

further offering to Óðinn (Price, 2002, 382-383).  

As Hedeager notes, while the berserkir and the úlfheðnar are sometimes 

categorized together in the original sources as animal-warriors, they seem to represent two 

very different fighting styles, that is to say, the berserkir represent the courage, strength, 

and nobility of a bear whereas the úlfheðnar represent the sly, cunning, and cruel wolf 

(Hedeager, 2011, 95).279 Hedeager may be speculating with her categorization here, but 

the apparent societal acceptance of dehumanizing Old Norse animal-warriors in this way 

seems to contradict the later practice of naming someone a vargr (see Chapter 6). As has 

been regularly suggested in this research project, perhaps the fighting style of the úlfheðnar 

(or the spread of Christianity throughout Scandinavia) brought about this later 

demonization of anyone associated with the wolf or wolf-like behavior? Whatever the case, 

Davidson nevertheless agrees with Hedeager that the berserkir and the úlfheðnar seem to 

represent different characteristics and fighting styles: 

The bear seems to symbolize the lonely champion, fighting in single combat 

and leading his men. The wolf can symbolize the outlaw, who preys on 

society, but also the young warrior hiding in the forest, waiting for the 

opportunity to carry out a deed of vengeance (Davidson, 1988, 79). 

 Hedeager and Davidson’s interpretation of the bear and wolf warriors may be a 

little over generalized as the berserkir and the úlfheðnar warriors seem to overlap in some 

ways (as will be seen below). There is nonetheless some merit to these ideas, as the literary 

sources examined below will undoubtedly show, the berserkir warriors are being 

particularly described as participating in one on one combat and (in the later literary 

sources) roaming alone. While both the berserkir and úlfheðnar are notable “outlaws” in 

the later literature this role seems to parallel most closely the úlfheðnar-like figures of 

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga (discussed in section 7.4.1.1).   

The animal-warriors nonetheless introduce a new element to human symbolic 

shape-changing: as noted above, here we have the idea of possible voluntary 

 
279 Hedeager additionally notes that the boar-warrior is associated with power and savagery (Hedeager, 2011, 
95). See section 7.4.3.2. 
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transformation – raising the question of whether anyone can become an animal-warrior or 

whether a certain inner “quality” is needed as a prerequisite (animal-related personal 

names, totemic relationships for example).  

In the following discussion, while some literary and archaeological evidence exists 

to support the existence of other species of animal-warrior than wolves and bears in Old 

Norse culture (the boar-warrior for instance: see section 7.4.1.2 above), these examples 

will only be touched on where necessary here. The focus will be on the extant 

archaeological and literary evidence for the berserkir and the úlfheðnar, emphasis being 

placed again on the transformation process itself and how societal views of these animal-

warriors seem to have changed over time. 

7.4.3.1 Archaeological Evidence 
Like the earliest archaeological evidence for shape-shifting in the Scandinavian world 

(discussed in section 7.2), the pertinent archaeological evidence for Old Norse animal-

warriors in later times is primarily iconographic (outside of the seventh-century Istaby 

runestone inscription, see section 7.4.3.3). The medium used to these images nonetheless 

ranges from various metals, runestone, textile, to bone, the function of these pieces ranging 

from ornamental, entertainment, and jewelry, to being associated with warfare.  

 Although somewhat less in number in comparison to the early iconographical 

evidence discussed in section 7.2, examples of anthropomorphic imagery continue 

dominate, primarily showing figures in the form of horns and possibly wearing animal-

skins. Similar to the literary evidence for Old Norse shape-changing discussed throughout 

this research project, the archaeological evidence for the berserkir and úlfheðnar also 

seems to also change over time, moving from depicting full-transformation to symbolic 

shape-shifting, eventually losing any direct connection to totemic relationships.  

The following sections will thus contain an analysis of the extant archaeological 

evidence related to Nordic animal-warriors in the Iron Age, examining the material 

primarily in chronological order in two distinct categories: first we will consider the 

depiction of horned figures and/ or helmets adorned with animal ornamentation. After that, 

we will move on to consider other material relating to the berserkir and the úlfheðnar 

warriors up until the late twelfth century.  

7.4.3.2 Horns and Helmets 
As discussed in section 7.2, the earliest evidence for horned iconography possibly 

representing shape-changing activities in the Scandinavian world dates back to the 
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anthropomorphic Stone-Age petroglyphs from Finnmark (see figs 7.2 and 7.3) that perhaps 

also highlight an element of shamanism. As we have seen, horned anthropomorphic figures 

continue to be represented in the Bronze-Age rock-art at Tanum (discussed in section 7.2), 

some of which also seem to depict elements of bestiality (see fig. 7.11) while others 

highlight scenes of warfare (see fig. 7.9). The two Bronze-Age Viksø helmets, from north 

Sjælland, Denmark (possibly imported from Italy) which date to approximately 1000-800 

B.C., showcase horned anthropomorphism in possible military and/ or religious settings 

(see fig. 7.18) (Gunnell, 1995, 43; Wileman, 2014, 104). These two bronze helmets are 

individually adorned with a raised crest and hooked beak, which the English archaeologist, 

Julie Wileman, suggests may have originally held feathers or hair (Wileman, 2014, 104). 

They also have two large bosses with crescents overtop of them to perhaps signify 

protuberant eyes and eyebrows, suggesting a possible connection with masks. Both 

helmets also have two large horns with knobbed ends riveted at the top that, considering 

their size and shape, are possibly reminiscent of oxen or aurochs once again underlining a 

clear connection with various animal species, which naturally implies a potential element 

of totemism (Wileman, 2014, 104). As Wileman suggests, the Tanum images (see section 

7.2) connect the Viksø helmets to “power” symbols from this time period: the sun boat, 

the ox, the water bird, and possibly the horse (Wileman, 2014, 104-105). They may even 

be metal imitations of animal masks used for ritual disguise (such as the later Hedeby 

masks [fig. 14] for example). Their use on the battlefield would have been somewhat 

impractical (Mellinkoff, 1997, 38).  

 

Fig. 7.18. One of the Viksø Helmets. Bronze Age (The National Museum 
of Denmark, 2019).  
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 Closely akin to the horned Viksø helmets are the small Bronze-Age horned human 

figurines from Grevensvænge, Denmark which were most likely fixed to a small wooden 

boat and as Price suggests, used as a display piece during ceremonies (Price, 2015, 218). 

Originally totaling seven small bronze figurines, five of these figures have since been lost. 

Fortunately, a drawing from 1779 of all of the figures still survives today (see fig. 7.19) 

(Price, 2015, 218). This drawing clearly depicts two warriors with horned helmets (of a 

similar shape to the Viksø helmets and those on the Tanum petroglyphs) sitting and holding 

large axes. Because the two warriors are holding weaponry, one wonders whether these 

helmets were connected to battle, although, as Gunnell suggests with the Viksø helmets, it 

is more probable that these helmets were used in ritual disguise or had “an everyday 

significance related to social rank” (Gunnell, 1995, 43).  

 

 

Fig. 7.19. Horned Human Figurines from Grevensvænge. 1779 Drawing 
of Bronze Figurines from Grevensvænge, Denmark: Bronze Age (Price, 
2015, 218). 

 

Moving into the Germanic Iron Age, helmets with cross pieces and animal 

ornamentation (like the Viksø helmets) continue to appear, such as, a seventh-century 

Vendel helmet from the Vendel boat grave and a Valsgärde helmet (VII) with a helmet-

plate which depicts birds and beasts and comes from the Valsgärde cemetery in Uppland, 
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Sweden (Price, 2015, 285; Gräslund, 2006, 128). Based on a depiction of spear-bearing 

warriors who wear helmets with adorning eagles, Anne-Sofie Gräslund suggests that the 

individual buried with the Valsgärde helmet (VII) had a close association with Óðinn 

(Gräslund, 2006, 128).280  

Probably the richest correlation between horned imagery and animal-warriors in 

the Scandinavian world can be found on one of the four seventh-century bronze helmet 

matrixes found in Öland, Torslunda (see fig. 7.20). This matrix seems to depict a man 

dressed in a úlfhamr (possibly an úlfheðinn?) holding a spear and standing next to a (one-

eyed?) “weapon-dancer” whom Neil Price suggests is naked apart from his belt, weaponry, 

and horned helmet (Price, 2002, 372).281 Images of warfare are clearly conjured up by the 

Torslunda plate if one considers the weaponry, armor, and wolf-warrior. Gunnell 

nonetheless suggests that as in the images noted above, the animal figure in the Torslunda 

matrix does not depict direct anthropomorphism or full shape-changing, but rather a human 

wearing an animal mask and costume perhaps akin to a berserkr or úlfheðinn (Gunnell, 

1995, 70). This depiction of animal costume and wolves certainly seems to echo Sigmundr 

and Sinfjötli’s experience in úlfahamir described in Völsunga saga (discussed above in 

section 7.4.1.1). 

As noted above, the figure on the left of the Torslunda matrix seems to represent 

the idea of a figure that has been called “weapon-dancer” in the Scandinavian world, the 

helmet worn by the figure having a similar shape to that of the Grevensvænge and Viksø 

helmets, the latter of which had bird feathers or some kind of animal-hair hanging from 

the top of the horns (Grundy, 1998, 18).282 It is also interesting to note the dancer’s possible 

correlation to the cult of Óðinn implied by the fact that it has only one eye (Price, 2002, 

373; Waggoner, 2018, 66).283 Considering the figure’s nudity, it might be remembered that 

in Chapter 6 (6.4) it was stated that animal-warriors (specifically the berserkir) might have 

fought naked (or with very little clothing). Certainly, based on the literary evidence (see 

 
280 Gräslund’s suggestion probably stems from the description of Óðinn in Skálðskaparmál (1998, 3-4; see 
section 7.3.2). 
281 It is interesting to note that in the skaldic poem, Haraldskvæði, the úlfheðnar are said to be brandishing 
iron spears. The úlfheðnar will be discussed further in sections 7.4.3.3 and 7.4.4. 
282 The “weapon-dance” figure has been interpreted as a form of ritual drama involving weaponry probably 
similar to that in the account of the Gothikon perhaps associated with the Männerbünde (see section 7.4.4) 
(Gunnell, 1995, 71; Waggoner, 2018, 71). 
283 Neil Price interestingly notes that after the Torslunda matrix was laser-scanned in Stockholm, it revealed 
that the right eye of the “weapon-dancer” had been removed during the molding process, an action which 
Price suggests is significant to the matrix’s tie to Óðinn (Price, 2002, 373).  
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section 7.4.4), the cult of Óðinn involved strong ties to the battlefield. In spite of this, as 

with the Tanum and Grevensvænge figures, it is unclear whether the Torslunda matrix 

reflects a ceremony or warfare scene. 

 

 

Fig. 7.20. Torslunda Helmet Plate, Horned Man. Cast Bronze Relief from 
Torslunda, Öland: Germanic Iron Age (Knut Stjerna, 1903; Wikipedia 
Commons).284 

 

While the helmets and helmet-plates from Öland and elsewhere show little 

evidence of actual physical shape-shifting, the American author, Ben Waggoner has 

suggested that, like the earlier evidence for animal masks, the psychological implications 

of these animal-helmets would have been powerful: “[animal masks and helmets] may be 

worn to affect and control external forces, but also may transform the wearer, bringing out 

a new persona” (Waggoner, 2018, 387). In a similar fashion, Stephen Grundy suggests that 

the helmet-plate in question (along with others depicting animals) gives “clear evidence of 

the deliberate identification between the human warrior and the animal whose 

characteristics he was thought to embody, expressed by masking and the wearing of the 

appropriate animal’s skin” (Grundy, 1998, 1). The archaeological evidence for animal-

helmets certainly seems to suggest a psychological or symbolic transformation taking place 

 
284 A similar depiction of a “wolf-warrior” can also be found on the 600-700 A.D. copper-alloy die from Fen 
Drayton in Cambridgeshire (Pluskowski, 2015, 89).  
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either on the battlefield or for religious or ceremonial purposes. They perhaps reflect the 

idea of one “entering the mindset of the animal” for some beneficial reason rather than 

physically adopting its form as the later literary evidence discussed above suggests (see 

the description of Böðvarr Bjarki in section 7.4.1.2 for example). Whatever the case, the 

implication is that an element of “boundary-crossing” between human and animal occurs, 

wearing these helmets or costumes perhaps allowing an individual to attain the 

psychological level of the animal-warrior berserksgangr, that is to say, to reach a level of 

dehumanization and mental transformation.  

A blending of the natural and supernatural world continues to be depicted through 

other Scandinavian “weapon-dancer” figures from the Migration Age which possibly add 

the element of shamanism to human symbolic shape-changing (Price, 2002, 385).285 The 

silver weapon-dancer pendant found in a Viking-Age female grave in Birka (fig. 7.21) 

echoes the Torslunda dancing warrior (fig. 7.20) with its horned appearance and spears or 

staffs in either hand (Price, 2002, 385-386). Another bronze figurine from a Viking-Age 

female grave at Ekhammar, Uppland depicts a similar horned-figure with a sword in one 

hand and two objects that cross over to form an X-shape (possibly staffs?) in the other (fig. 

7.22) (Price, 2002, 386). Price suggests that these two horned figures (figs 7.21 and 7.22) 

provide the “classic archetype” for weapon-dancer images, both being clad in horned 

headpieces or helmets with a nose-guard or mask of some kind, a long tunic or robe, and 

weaponry and/ or staffs in their hands (Price, 2002, 385-386).286 Three similar “weapon-

dancers” can also be seen on the Viking-Age Oseberg tapestry (figs 7.23 and 7.24) holding 

two staffs (possibly spears or swords, though their size is questionable) that cross over to 

form an X-shape (fig. 7.23 has one in each hand).287 What is particularly interesting about 

the Oseberg tapestry figures (fig. 7.23) is that the horned-men(?) are standing next to what 

appear to be boar-women holding shields (discussed in section 7.2, see fig. 7.15) (Jesch, 

1991, 127). One wonders whether perhaps the pairs are correlated showing an example of 

female and male animal-warriors acting together in a ritual drama?   

 
285 While figs 7.20, 7.21, and 7.22 have been interpreted by Neil Price as “weapon-dancers”, it is nevertheless 
important to note that these images could simply be horned figures holding weaponry. 
286 Other relevant archaeological evidence for horned “weapon-dancers” include the Anglo-Saxon seventh-
century Sutton Hoo helmet plate found in Suffolk, England and the Finglesham buckle from Kent, England 
(Gunnell, 1995, 64-65 and 71). For comparative global examples of “weapon-dancers”, see Joseph 
Campbell’s Historical Atlas of World Mythology: Vol. 1, The Way of the Animal Powers, Part 1: Mythologies 
of the Primitive Hunters and Gatherers (1988, 77-78). 
287 Another example of horned-men or possible “weapon-dancers” can be seen on the Oseberg tapestry 
leading a procession and somewhat awkwardly holding a sword in one hand by the blade (Gunnell, 1995, 
60; ).  
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Peter Haldén (and Neil Price before him) suggests that the “weapon-dancers” may 

be interpreted as Óðinn or humans embodying a god in ritual drama and that the Torslunda 

helmet plate (fig. 7.20) may be interpreted as “illustrating the final stage of […] initiation, 

in which the wolf warrior ceremonially receives his weapons as a symbol of his admittance 

to the warband or […] Männerbünd” (Haldén, 2016; see also Price, 2002, 385).288  

It is perhaps worth noting than in comparative terms, Michael P. Speidel, 

referencing the Tukulti-Ninurta Epic 5, suggests that “weapon-dancers” are described in 

literature in the Babylonian-Assyrian civilization at the end of the Bronze Age:  

They are furious, raging, taking forms strange as Anzu [the Assyrian eagle-

dragon]. They charge forward furiously to the fray without armor, they strip 

off their breastplates, discarded their clothing, they tied up their hair and 

polished (?) their […] weapons, the fierce heroic men danced with 

sharpened weapons (Tukulti-Ninturta Epic 5, 1996, I, 227; see also Speidel, 

2002, 255).  

Speidel immediately notes several significant details present in this poem like the 

“enraged” warrior description, the warriors’ apparent ability to take on other “strange” 

shapes, the warriors’ lack of armor and clothing, and the warriors’ “weapon-dancing” 

(Speidel, 2002, 255). Despite the Tukulti-Ninurta Epic being obviously from a very 

different culture to the Scandinavian animal-warriors, several features here (as Speidel 

points out) are noteworthy, because they parallel later descriptions of the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar warriors (who will be discussed in section 7.4.4) in that these individuals may 

have also fought naked or with very little clothing, were apparently able to reach a state of 

“battle-madness”, and were involved in some element of shape-shifting (see Chapter 6 [6.6 

and 6.7]).  

It is interesting to note that despite the evidence that the Old Norse “weapon-

dancers” (and those of other comparable civilizations) have been generally interpreted as 

portraying men, both figs 7.21 and 7.22 come from female graves and the horned-men in 

fig. 7.23 are portrayed standing next to boar-women. Indeed, one on the Oseberg tapestry 

seems to be wearing a dress for costume (see fig. 7.23). This naturally raises the question: 

what correlation (if any) exists between these females, weapon-dancers/ animal-warriors, 

 
288 The term Männerbünde was coined by Heinrich Schurtz in 1902 to describe initiation rituals. The term 
typically means a community of men who have common ideology and goals (Blazek, 1999, 17).  
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and (probably) Óðinn (Price, 2006, 180)? All in all, as will be seen below (see section 

7.4.4), the Old Norse literary evidence connecting females to animal-warriors is slim to 

say the least, outside of two possible descriptions in the Eddic poem, Hárbarðsljóð, which 

will also be discussed in section 7.4.4. All the same, the iconographic evidence of women 

in boar costumes as shown on the Oseberg tapestry is worth attention. 

 

Fig. 7.21. Weapon Dancer. Silver Pendant from a female grave in Birka 
[Bj. 571]: Viking Age (Price, 2002, 385).  

 

 

Fig. 7.22. Weapon Dancer. Bronze Figurine from a female grave [Grave 6 
in Gravefield 4] at Ekhammar, Kungsängen parish, Uppland: Viking Age 
(Price, 2002, 386). 
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Fig. 7.23. Horned Men next to Boar(?) Women on the Oseberg Tapestry. 
Drawing: Mary Storm, Fragment 16: Viking Age (Christensen, 2006, 16). 
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Fig. 7.24. Horned Man on the Oseberg Tapestry. Drawing: Sofie Krafft, 
Fragment 13 B2, Viking Age (Christensen, 2006, 39).  

 

 As noted above in sections 7.4.1.2 and 7.4.3, there is clearly literary and 

archaeological evidence for other species of Old Norse animal-warriors having existed 

than just horned-men, bears (berserkir), and wolves (úlfheðnar). The archaeological source 

material also points to boar animal-warriors (perhaps similar to the tröll-boar discussed in 

Hrólfs saga kraka [see 7.4.1.2]; see also fig. 7.15).289 Whereas the evidence for the 

berserkir, úlfheðnar, and horned figures (as discussed above) in the Nordic world have all 

been interpreted as having a possible correlation to the cult of Óðinn, boar-warriors in 

Scandinavian literature and archaeology (most often implied by the depiction of boars on 

 
289 See Lenka Kovářová’s MA thesis, The Swine in Old Norse Religion and Worldview (2011), for an in-
depth analysis of boar-warriors and the relevant archaeological evidence (pages 163-178). 
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helmets) are typically interpreted as having a connection to the cult of Freyja or Freyr (as 

discussed in section 7.3.3) (Kovářová, 2011, 163).  

 Probably the most notable depiction of “boar-warriors” in the Scandinavian 

material culture is found on another Torslunda helmet plate (fig. 7.25) where two apparent 

warriors with boar-crested helmets are shown holding spears and swords. Here, the boar 

has been interpreted by the Swedish archaeologist, Ann-Lili Nielsen, as being the “boar of 

battle”, Hildisvíni, who is described in the Eddic poem, Hyndluljóð (discussed above in 

section 7.3.3), as being Freyja’s boar and possible human lover, Óttar, in boar-shape 

(Nielsen, 2006, 246).290 Nielsen also notes that the warriors depicted on the Torslunda 

helmet (fig. 7.25) may perhaps be interpreted as having boar fylgja whose animal-

characteristics (physically and/ or mentally) they took on during combat (Nielsen, 2006, 

246).   

 
Fig. 7.25. Torslunda Helmet Plate, Boar Helmets. Cast Bronze Relief 
from Torslunda, Öland: Germanic Iron Age (Knut Stjerna, 1903; 
Wikipedia Commons). 

 

A similar depiction of a boar-warrior in Scandinavia can be found on the Valsgärde 

VII helmet plate where a warrior holding a spear and wearing a boar-crested helmet is 

standing next to a horned figure who perhaps could be considered another “weapon-

dancer” (Hedeager, 2011, 94). 

 
290 Another interesting iconographical example that might reflect ideas of possible human/ boar shape-
shifting in the Scandinavian world can be found on the sixth-century belt buckle from Åker, Norway which 
depicts a crowned king with a human head but with the legs and arms of two boars (Hedeager, 2011, 76).  
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The motif of the boar-warrior has obvious deep roots in the Germanic and Celtic 

worlds (see the Gundestrup cauldron and the boar-helmet coin from Esztergom, Hungary 

for example: Allen, 2016, 123; Green, 2002, 158). Closely related is the seventh-century 

Anglo-Saxon Benty Grange helmet found in a burial mound near Monyash, Derbyshire 

(fig. 7.26) and the seventh-century Anglo-Saxon “Pioneer” helmet found in Wollaston, 

Northamptonshire, both of which have boar crests on the top of the helmet like that from 

Torslunda (Kovářová, 2011, 175). The Benty Grange boar is nonetheless far more intricate 

than that of the “Pioneer” (which is made of iron) with its studded silver, garnet inset for 

the boar’s eyes, and golden tusks, which Kovářová suggests could possibly have an 

association to Freyr’s boar, Gullinbursti (discussed above in section 7.3.3) (Kovářová, 

2011, 175-176; see also Chaney, 1970, 122). It is also interesting to note that the Benty 

Grange helmet is adorned with a silver cross on its nose-guard, which perhaps indicates 

that the concepts of symbolic shape-shifting and animal-warriors continued to exist, to 

some degree, in the Northern European Christian civilizations (Newton, 1993, 42).   

 

 

Fig. 7.26. The Benty Grange Boar Helmet. Iron Helmet with Boar Crest: 
Germanic Iron Age (Anglo-Saxon) (Kovářová, 2011, 174). 

 

To better understand these boar-helmets, it is helpful to look at comparative literary 

accounts.291 Tacitus, for instance, also mentions the use of boar-images in reference to the 

 
291 Of course, Hrólfs saga kraka and the personal names listed in Landnámabók also depict possible evidence 
of “boar-warriors” (see sections 7.4.1.2 and 7.4.2.2). However, these descriptions do not include any 
indication of boar-helmets.  
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Aestii tribes (living near modern Lithuania) who used them as a means of providing 

protection: 

They [the Aestii] worship the mother of the gods: as an emblem of that 

superstition they wear the figures of wild boars: this boar takes the place of 

arms or of any other protection, and guarantees to the votary of the goddess 

a mind at rest even in the midst of foes (Tacitus, 1914, 329).     

This description certainly seems to mirror the concept of the totemic clan/ family fylgja 

discussed in section 7.4.2.1, the clan identifying with certain traits of the boar which is 

seen as providing protection to the clan (see Chapter 3 [3.2.2]). 

Further parallels (especially to the Anglo-Saxon boar-helmets discussed above; see 

fig. 7.26 for example) are found in the well-known tenth-century Old English poem, 

Beowulf, where boar-crested helmets are described as being worn by warriors throughout 

the epic: the warriors who go to fight the monstrous Grendel are said to don boar-helmets, 

and the pyre built in the battle’s aftermath is said to contain numerous such helmets, a 

description which seems to subtly imply that the boar protection did not always work 

(Beowulf 1968, 12, 36, 42 and 47; Beresford, 2013, 70).292  

All in all, the material evidence of horned and masked figures and other animal-

helmets discussed above and also in section 7.2, suggests a close connection to the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors described in literature (that will be discussed in the 

following section). They also suggest however, that the idea behind these depictions had 

changed over time. In the Stone-Age horned petroglyphs (see figs 7.2 and 7.3 for example) 

the iconography clearly highlights a sense of anthropomorphism, possibly involving the 

depiction of a theriomorphic god or actual human shape-shifting, rather than symbolic 

ritual disguise. However, in the later archaeological evidence like that of the Iron-Age 

boar-helmets (see figs 7.25 and 7.26 for example), it seems that this anthropomorphic 

element disappears, the idea no longer being that the individual becomes the animal. By 

donning an animal-helmet or possessing an animal personal name (see section 7.4.2.2), it 

seems evident that the animal shape-shifting becomes purely symbolic. Although 

significantly reduced in numbers over time, anthropomorphic images in the North 

nonetheless evidently continue to occur throughout the Germanic Iron Age and even the 

 
292 The English author, Sam Newton, suggests that the similarities between the description of boar-crested 
helmets in Beowulf and the Benty Grange and Pioneer helmets could possibly indicate an early archaeological 
“horizon” (Newton, 1993, 37-38).  
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Viking Age, although they now seem to be primarily associated with particular warrior 

groups like the berserkir and the úlfheðnar.  

7.4.3.3 The Berserkir and the Úlfheðnar 
As noted in the previous section, archaeological finds showing the horned figures and 

animal-helmets suggest that symbolic animal shape-shifting and combat had a niche in Old 

Norse culture that extended not only to other areas of Northern Europe but also other 

animals than the wolf and bear, the two animals which are commonly associated with the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar. By and large, the archaeological evidence of these latter figures 

suggested by the present section is widely based on interpretation based on the extant 

skaldic, Eddic, and saga descriptions from the thirteenth century and later (see the 

following section). It is interesting to note that because the extant material for the berserkir 

and úlfheðnar are few and far between, some scholars have even suggested that the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar are solely literary motifs (von See, 1981, 129-135).293 

Nonetheless, like the archaeological evidence for Nordic shape-shifting, the evidence for 

the berserkir and úlfheðnar clearly changed over time, probably due to Scandinavia’s 

conversion to Christianity. The same perhaps applies to the relevant inscription and 

iconographical material regarding these figures which seem to morph from clear 

anthropomorphic scenes to more symbolic representations of Nordic “bear/ bare-shirted” 

and “wolf” warriors like those discussed above.  

 The imagery of figures that might be called úlfheðnar seems to first occur on the 

longer Gallehus horn (dated to approximately 400 A.D.) in the shape of a bi-pedal “wolf-

man” holding weaponry (discussed in section 7.2, see fig. 7.13), and the same idea might 

be reflected several hundred years later in the Hedeby animal masks which have also been 

seen as echoing the idea of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors donning animal-skins or 

úlfhamir on the battlefield, symbolically transforming themselves in order to win battles 

(see fig. 7.14; see Chapter 6 [6.4]). Other parallels are seen in figures in the Oseberg 

tapestry images (discussed in section 7.2, see figs 7.15 and 7.16 for example) and the Iron-

Age Torslunda helmet plates (introduced above in section 7.4.3.2). Indeed, Michael 

Speidel suggests that the Torslunda matrix (fig. 7.20) depicts an úlfheðinn following the 

“weapon-dancer” (who Speidel deems to be Woden/ Óðinn) into battle (Speidel, 2004, 27). 

Interestingly enough, the Viking-Age bronze figure of a possible úlfheðinn (or berserkr) 

 
293 Price argues that “such a viewpoint is extreme, and ignores the relationship of the berserkir stories to the 
broader beliefs in shape-changing and sorcery” (Price, 2002, 368). 
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found in grave 6 (in graveyard 4) at Ekhammar, Kungsängen parish, Uppland (fig. 7.27) 

also seems to parallel that on the Torslunda matrix (fig. 7.20) with its bi-pedal shape 

(possibly naked from the waist down?) clad in what looks to be a long tunic along with a 

wolf mask and prominent teeth. It is also much like the animal figure accompanying the 

“weapon-dancer” on the Oseberg tapestry (fig. 7.24). Price nonetheless interestingly notes 

that the border which runs down the spine of the Ekhammar figure seems to mirror that of 

the boar woman on the Oseberg tapestry (fig. 7.15) and thus questions whether the figure 

is perhaps meant to be closer to a boar (Price, 2002, 374). Although there are similarities 

between the two pieces, the Ekhammar figure seems to be holding a spear in its right hand 

which suggests that it is probably meant to be closer to an úlfheðinn (or berserkr) if one 

considers the skaldic poem, Haraldskvæði (see stanzas 8 and 21), which describes the 

úlfheðnar brandishing iron spears in combat, and indeed, figs 7.20 and 7.27 certainly seem 

to mirror this idea.  

 

 

Fig. 7.27. Possible Depiction of a Berserkr/ Úlfheðinn? Drawing of Cast 
Bronze Figure from Grave 6, Gravefield 4 at Ekhammar, Kungsängen 
parish, Uppland: Viking Age; Drawing: B. Händel (Price, 2002, 373). 

 

The possibility that such ideas of animal-wariors in wolf shape were more 

widespread can be supported by other similar depictions of the úlfheðnar like that found 

on the seventh-century sword sheath from Gutenstein, Germany where a “weapon-dancer” 

holding spears is flanked by two possible wolf-warriors holding spears and long swords 

(Hedeager, 2011, 76). Elsewhere, a seventh-century silver foil from Obrigheim in 
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Germany portraying an apparent “wolf-warrior” offering his sword and laying down his 

spear to a possible Óðinn/ Woden figure might reflect the same idea (Speidel, 2004, 46). 

Indeed, Speidel associates the úlfheðnar with the cult of Óðinn (Speidel, 2004, 26).  

 The two other relevant Torslunda helmet plates (figs 7.28 and 7.29) might also be 

related to the concept of the animal-warrior, although fig. 7.28 seems to represent a scene 

of battle between an anthropomorphic dragon(?) and a human, while fig. 7.29 depicts a 

human fighting off two anthropomorphic bears (Gunnell, 1995, 70; Hedeager, 2011, 79).  

It is important to remember that as noted above, many of the discussed above images 

including the Torslunda matrixes (figs 7.20, 7.28, and 7.29) have often been interpreted as 

images of ritual disguise rather than depictions of battle (see, for example, Gunnell, 1995, 

70). Indeed, Gunnell suggests that some of these other animal figures on the Torslunda 

matrixes should be viewed as costumed figures who take on the role of “monsters” as these 

figures “also stand upright, are man-sized, and one of them [fig. 7.28] […] has plaited 

designs on its body which resemble those on the clothes of one of the human figures [fig. 

7.29] […]” (Gunnell, 1995, 70). In this context, Hedeager suggests that the Torslunda 

matrix depicting two bears and a human (fig. 7.29) perhaps depicts an “initiation rite” of 

the berserkir:  

By killing a bear, drinking its blood and eating its meat (the Christian term), 

the man became a part of the animal, the animal part of the man and the 

warrior became one with his fylgja. This is the concrete physical uniting of 

animal and human. On the Torslunda mould the bears try to eat the man, 

while the man attempts to kill the bears – an identical relationship is 

portrayed in gold and cloisonné on the purse-lid from Sutton Hoo, but this 

time the composition relates to a wolf (Hedeager, 2011, 94). 
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Fig. 7.28. Torslunda Helmet Plate: Armed Warrior Facing a Monster. 
Cast Bronze Relief from Torslunda, Öland: Germanic Iron Age (Knut 
Stjerna, 1903; Wikipedia Commons). 

 

 

Fig. 7.29. Torslunda Helmet Plate: Armed Man Devoured by Two 
Monsters. Cast Bronze Relief from Torslunda, Öland: Germanic Iron Age 
(Knut Stjerna, 1903; Wikipedia Commons).294 

 
294 Hedeager interestingly notes that Torslunda is geographically close to Björnhövda, meaning “bear-head” 
(Hedeager, 2011, 94).  
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 It is interesting to note that in comparison to the evidence of wolf warriors, there is 

very little archaeological evidence for Nordic “bear-warriors” or bear anthropomorphic 

scenes. Indeed, outside of the Torslunda matrix (fig. 7.29), the “bear-warrior” motif is 

perhaps only found on the Oseberg tapestry (see fig. 7.24 next to the horned figure); a vǫlva 

staff from a grave at Klinta, Köpings parish, Öland (which possibly depicts a bear warrior 

head on the basket detail); and perhaps (according to Anne-Sofie Gräslund) on the 

Valsgärde VII and VIII helmet plates (Hedeager, 2011, 94; Price, 2002, 184; Gräslund, 

2006, 125).295 It is nonetheless important to note that bear skins and claws are somewhat 

common grave goods found throughout Scandinavia (see the Vibyögen grave described 

below), and while one cannot definitively say that the individuals buried with these items 

were seen as shape-changers, the use of animal-skins and bones in grave goods are possibly 

reminiscent of the female shamanic grave found in Bad Dürrenberg (Saxony-Anhalt, 

Germany) much earlier, dating to between 9000-8600 years ago (discussed in section 

7.2).296 A more local parallel is a grave from the Vibyögen mound in Uppland, Sweden 

containing a cremated man who was probably wrapped in bear (and lynx) skins because 

the cremated remains of a bear was found among the grave goods (Jennbert, 2014, 185).  

The lack of archaeological evidence for Scandinavian “bear-warriors” might 

perhaps contribute to the idea that the berserkir should rather be interpreted as being “bare-

shirted” warriors (see Chapter 6 [6.4]) or even underline that they were only a literary motif 

(von See, 1981, 129-135). However, one should not forget that the material culture (like 

fig. 7.27) seems to highlight ideas of anthropomorphism and the possible donning of 

animal-skins for ritual disguise. Indeed, archaeological iconography possibly relating to 

the berserkir and the úlfheðnar seems to be found on the Källby runestone from the 

Germanic Iron Age (fig. 7.30) found in Källbyås, Västergötland which again, possibly 

depicts an animal-warrior of some kind donned in animal skins (Price, 2002, 373). Like 

the Torslunda, Ekhammar, and Oseberg images, Neil Price suggests that this figure could 

well portray a berserkr wearing a full animal-skinned suit judging by the masked face, the 

garment’s apparent ending at the wrists and ankles, and the apparent lack of a neckline 

(Price, 2002, 373). One also notes that the Källby figure is perhaps also wearing a belt and 

 
295 Hedeager suggests that the two bears depicted on that lance in the Vendel grave XII possibly also support 
the idea of the berserkir (Hedeager, 2011, 94). 
296 As Jennbert notes animal bones found in human graves throughout Scandinavia underlines a general close 
relationship between humans and animals discussed in this thesis, she notes that “horses, sheep, goats, cattle, 
pigs, dogs, cats, hens, and birds of prey are animals that often occur in graves from the Scandinavian Iron 
Age” (Jennbert, 2010, 39-40). 
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holding a “pole” of some kind, indicating that he could somewhat be associated with battle 

(Nordgren, 2004, 101). While the Källby figure also seems to have some form of branches 

or horns over its head which possibly suggests that the figure is not an anthropomorphic 

bear or wolf, it is difficult to make a definitive statement either way. Unfortunately, the 

text on the Källby runestone provides little insight to the animal-figure portrayed. 

According to the Nordic Runic-text Database at Uppsala Universitet, the simple text reads: 

“Stýrjaki put this stone after Kaur, his father” (Nordic Runic-text Database, VG56). 

 

 
Fig. 7.30. The Källby Runestone (VG56). Photograph of Källby 
Runestone: Bengt A. Lundberg (1986): Germanic Iron Age (Runes 
Database, 2019).  

 

 Another runestone that perhaps highlights some kind of animal shape-shifting or 

animal association in the Nordic world is the seventh-century Istaby runestone in Mjällby 

parish, Blekinge (DR359) (fig. 7.31). This runestone seems to list three generations of 

familial men, all of whom are named after wolves and combat bringing to mind the 
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discussion of the fylgja and animal personal names in sections 7.4.2.1 and 7.4.2.2 (Price, 

2002, 373). This inscription thus perhaps implies the presence of a family or “clan” animal 

totem (see Chapter 3 [3.2.2]), perhaps similar to the Völsungar family’s association to 

wolves in Völsunga saga (discussed in section 7.4.1.1) (Price, 2002, 373). 

hAÞuwulafR hAeruwulafiR 
AfatR hAriwulafa 

warAit runaR ÞaiAR 

Haþulwulfr [Battle-Wolf],  
son of Heruwulfr [Sword-Wolf], 

cut these runes in memory of Hæriulfur [War-Host-Wolf]  
Fig. 7.31. Istaby Runestone Inscription. Germanic Iron Age Runestone in 
Mjällby parish, Blekinge [DR359] (Price, 2002, 373). 

 

A literary description that seems to describe another possible totemic family can be found 

in Harðar saga where a hostile man named Björn announces himself by listing his lineage: 

„Maðr stóð upp í lypting á einu skipi, bæði mikill ok svartr; sá kveðst heita Björn blásíða 

ok vera son Úlfheðins Úlfhamssonar, Úlfssonar, Úlfhams sonar ins hamrama, ok spurði, 

hverr fyrir væri“ (Harðar saga 1991, 46). Björn’s declaration of his family seems to be a 

threatening tactic to imply that he comes from a strong line of men who might have been 

seen as úlfheðnar and perhaps also that he is eigi einhamr or hamrammr. In short, unlike 

the clear anthropomorphic images of the Torslunda helmet plates, the Ekhammar figure, 

or the Källby runestone that highlights possible “full” human transformations, the 

inscription on the Istaby runestone points to a kind of symbolic human shape-shifting or 

animal association that reflects the animal personal names listed later in Landnámabók 

(discussed in section 7.4.2.2).  

Interestingly enough, the archaeological evidence for symbolic warrior shape-

changers (the berserkir and úlfheðnar) possibly extends into the twelfth century, long after 

Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity. On a Hebridean beach on the Isle of Lewis in 

western Scotland, 78 chess pieces were unearthed in the early nineteenth century and some 

of the rooks seem to bear a resemblance to the Nordic literary descriptions of the berserkir 

and úlfheðnar (see section 7.4.4) in that the soldiers seem to be biting at their shields (fig. 

7.33) (Brown, 2015, 1). Like the earlier horned figures and animal-helmets (discussed in 

section 7.4.3.2), these chess pieces seem to provide a possible nod to the animal-warriors 

of older cultures, even though they involve no hint of animal ornamentation or 

anthropomorphism. As the American author, Nancy Marie Brown, points out, the Old 
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Norse world seems to be the only culture that claims to have such shield-biting warriors 

and thus, in her opinion, the Lewis chessman have a clear connection to the North and to 

the berserkir (Brown, 2015, 23).297 

 

Fig. 7.32. Possible Depiction of a Berserkr Warrior. Walrus Ivory Chess 
Piece from the Isle of Lewis: Twelfth Century (The National Museum of 
Scotland, 2019). 

 

 All in all, the archaeological evidence for the concept of the berserkir and úlfheðnar 

warriors is, at best, somewhat speculative and largely based on figures wearing animal 

skins who are never shown in battle. While the extant literary accounts (that will be 

discussed below), offer a potential correlation with the extant material evidence of the 

existence of such warriors, as the discussion above demonstrates, determining which image 

represents which kind of warrior (a berserkr or an úlfheðinn) is difficult. As noted above, 

most suggestions of this kind are based on the later literary descriptions given in skaldic, 

Eddic, and saga works. If anything, one might say that the archaeological evidence 

supports the existence of possible úlfheðnar figures (see figs 7.20 and 7.27 for example). 

 
297 Speidel suggests that while Christianity forbade the berserkir and úlfheðnar (as the literary evidence will 
undoubtedly reveal in the following section), their “spirit lived on” past 1000 A.D. among the Celts and 
Scots, as the Lewis chessman suggest (Speidel, 2004, 272).   
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The material evidence for “bear-warriors” on the other hand, seems to be few and far 

between.298  

 Nonetheless, it can be said that the iconographical evidence discussed above does 

seem to parallel the earlier archaeological evidence of horned figures and animal-helmets 

(discussed in section 7.4.3.2), reaching back to various anthropomorphic figures (the 

Gallehus horn for example, fig. 7.13) which depict humans literally or figuratively 

becoming the animal through ritual disguise. It is also evident that over time, the evidence 

becomes more symbolic (see figs 7.31 and 7.32 for example).  

7.4.4 Literary Evidence for the Berserkir and the Úlfheðnar 
While the archaeological evidence for the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors can be seen as 

somewhat uncertain, the abundant extant literary evidence certainly points to these figures 

having existed in Old Norse culture. Accounts of these semi-mythological warriors litter 

the literary material, portraying them as both acclaimed and feared individuals who exuded 

ecstatic, frenzied battlefield aggression. While it might be said that any warrior showing 

an “abnormal” amount of aggression during combat could be seen as a “berserkr-like” 

being, what separates the Nordic concept of the berserkir and the úlfheðnar from other 

aggressive warriors are the descriptions of them fighting naked or in some form of animal 

disguise while exuding “abnormal” amounts of frenzy, implying that some kind of animal 

transformation (mental or physical) occurred with these individuals – probably in 

connection with the cult of Óðinn (Speidel, 2004, 254).299  

 Listing all of the literary mentions of the berserkir and úlfheðnar would be a large 

undertaking within the space allowed for this research project, and as such, only key 

examples will be taken below.300 Here, the literary evidence for the berserkir and úlfheðnar 

will be addressed in chronological order among other things to highlight how the concept 

of these animal-warriors changed over time and how they were viewed by society. All in 

all, the Old Norse literary material suggests that it can be argued that the accounts of the 

berserkir and the úlfheðnar can be broken into three phases: as berserkir war-bands 

(typically in groups of twelve) who often serve as the bodyguards of kings; as berserkir 

 
298 Evidence for “bare-shirted” warriors does however seem to be reflected in the “horned-dancer” figures 
(see figs 7.21 and 7.22). 
299 The name Óðinn has been interpreted as meaning  “fury” or “frenzy” (among other definitions) by some 
scholars, meaning that if a warrior fights with fury they would be acting in the role of Óðinn who (as 
discussed above) has the battlefield as his domain (Speidel, 2004, 269; Price, 2002, 104).  
300 See also Heiðarvíga saga (1938, 215-328) for further examples of the berserkir.  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

195 

“outlaw” roaming parties (typically of two or three) looking for combat; and as widely 

feared and/ or demonized individuals who are actively persecuted and expelled from 

society.   

 As noted above (see section 7.4.3.3), scholars like Michael Speidel have suggested 

that “berserkr-culture” was present in Indo-European culture since approximately 1500 

B.C. (and possibly earlier) and that such a tradition could lie behind the later Celtic, 

Germanic, and Scandinavian ecstatic warriors (Speidel, 2004, 260).301 As Speidel notes, 

early Indo-European animal-warriors apparently commonly scorned armor and included 

wolf-warriors who fought with wolf “hoods” while howling (Speidel, 2004, 256 and 

260).302 

 Perhaps the oldest literary evidence to support the presence of the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar in the Germanic world can be found in Publius Cornelius Tacitus’ Germania 

which includes descriptions of frenzied warriors, the wearing of animal-skins, and 

battlefield ritualism.  

 Comparable to the later accounts describing the wearing of animal skins for ritual 

disguise or as a means to transform one’s hamr, Tacitus notes that the animal skin worn 

by those warriors come from carefully selected species (Tacitus, 1914, 289). This 

description obviously seems to reflect the ideas behind later etymological roots of the 

words berserkr and úlfheðinn (see Chapter 6 [6.4 and 6.5]), although it is important to note 

that Tacitus does not specifically mention the use of bear or wolf-skins (Tacitus, 1914, 

289).   

In addition to the idea of warriors donning animal pelts in battle, Tacitus also 

describes the other possibilities of anthropomorphism and shape-shifting among the 

Hellusii and Oxiones tribes:  

 
301 “The Messengers” speech from the Bacchae (406 B.C.) provides an interesting parallel to the later concept 
of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors. In the speech, a group of worshippers gather outside to sing and 
dance after sharing a meal with one another; the dancing goes on for some time and slowly, the worshippers 
begin to experience a kind of ecstatic frenzy that releases their inhibitions and pushes them to become violent; 
the worshippers (and Maenads) thus begin “dehumanizing themselves” by killing and eating the surrounding 
cattle; after some time, the frenzy then dies down and the worshippers return to their “normal” lives 
(Euripedes, 1904, 40-44). 
302 See Speidel’s “Berserks: A History of Indo-European “Mad Warriors” (2004) for an excellent breakdown 
of the concept of the “berserkr” warrior, including their mental processes, from the time of the Indo-
Europeans and the Babylonian-Assyrian empire to the Middle Ages. As noted in section 7.4.3.2, Speidel 
makes interesting comparisons between the Nordic concept of berserkir and the Babylonian-Assyrian 
warriors who are described as taking “strange shapes” like that of Anzu, the Assyrian eagle-dragon, and 
possibly being members of a particular “war-band” (Speidel, 2004, 255-257).  
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Beyond this all else that is reported is legendary: that the Hellusii and 

Oxiones have human faces and features, the limbs and bodies of beasts: it 

has not been so ascertained, and I shall leave it an open quesion (Tacitus, 

1914, 333).  

Although Tacitus underlines that this anthropomorphism is unconfirmed, the mentioning 

of the possibility is nonetheless noteworthy, not least in comparison with the account of 

Böðvarr Bjarki’s family case (see section 7.4.1.2).  

 Probably Tacitus’ greatest contribution to the study of the later berserkir and 

úlfheðnar warriors comes from his account of the fighting tactics used among Germanic 

tribes which stresses the use of totems on the battlefield and battlefield rituals:  

[Referring to violent outbursts, particularly in battle] as an inspiration from 

the god whom they suppose to accompany them on campaign: certain 

totems […] and emblems are fetched from groves and carried into battle. 

[…] family and kinship: close at hand, too, are their dearest […] (Tacitus, 

1914, 275).  

Tacitus’ description here clearly seems to parallel the concept of the family or individual 

fylgja seen in later literature (discussed in section 7.4.2.1) and the totemic relationships 

discussed in Chapter 3. Like the animal-helmets discussed in section 7.4.3.2 (see the 

discussion of boar-crested helms in particular and fig. 7.25), it is possible that these totems 

were thought to provide protection and aid during combat. 

 Tacitus’ description of Germanic fighting tactics and totems also seems to highlight 

a sense of ritualistic behavior being adopted before and during combat, the Chatti peoples, 

for example, being said to participate in various battlefield rituals that revolved around the 

slaughtering of their enemies (Tacitus, 1914, 309). Tacitus also notes that the Chatti men 

let their hair and beard grow long and unkept after reaching manhood and how they would 

only groom themselves “after an enemy has been slain […] [proving that they] are worthy 

of their kin and country. Cowards and weaklings remain unkempt” (Tacitus, 1914, 309).303  

 
303 Tacitus also describes the bravest of Chatti warriors wearing a “ring of iron […] in token of chains, until 
each man frees himself by the slaughter of an enemy […]. Every battle begins with these men: the front rank 
is made up of them and is a curious sight” (Tacitus, 1914, 309).  
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  In addition to the battlefield rituals among the Germanic tribes, Tacitus also notes 

the ecstatic demeanor and clever strategies adopted by the Germanic warriors used to 

effectively strike fear in their enemies:  

The Harii, apart from the strength in which they surpass the peoples just 

enumerated, are fierce in nature, and trick out this natural ferocity by the 

help of art and season: they blacken their shield[s] and dye their bodies; 

they choose pitchy nights for their battles; by sheer panic and darkness they 

strike terror like an army of ghosts. No enemy can face this novel and, as it 

were, phantasmal vision: in every battle after all the eye is conquered first 

(Tacitus, 1914, 325).304 

 It is interesting to note that Tacitus compares these warriors to a “phantasmal 

vision”, suggesting that a sense of “other-worldliness” occurred when these individuals 

took the battlefield. Indeed, the Austrian historian, Otto Brunner (1898-1982), suggests 

that from Tacitus’ description that “it is probably no accident that we often find the figure 

of the werewolf associated with itinerant bands” because an individual in later war-bands 

like the Harii and other Germanic peoples would later be associated as a “criminal living 

outside the peace, or like a vagrant in a foreign land who becomes an enemy and turns to 

“plunder and burning” (Brunner, 1992, 80). While Tacitus does not specifically mention 

any kind of animal transformation occurring here, his description of the Harii’s ferocity is 

noteworthy as it seems to mirror the later literary descriptions of the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar exuding animal-like fury and sparking fear in their enemies.  

 Similar tales of animal skin-clad Nordic warriors can be found 800 years later in 

De Ceremoniis (written in Greek around 956-959 A.D.), written by Constantine VII 

Porphyrogenitus. The first volume includes an account of a ceremony conducted at the 

court of Constantinople called the Gothikon or “Gothic game” that took place on the “ninth 

day of the twelve days of Christmas”. The account describes a dance by two “Goths” (and 

their companies), almost certainly Nordic mercenaries in the Varangian guard, who were 

wearing furs turned inside out, and donned in various types of masks (possibly akin to 

those found in Hedeby?: see fig. 7.14), and were holding shields in their left hands and 

staffs in their right (possibly similar to the “weapon-dancers” described in section 7.4.3.2?) 

 
304 The dyeing of one’s skin as a battlefield tactic will be addressed again below in relation to the Gallic wars 
and the berserkir and úlfheðnar.  
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(Porphyrogenitus, 2001, 623). When the two armed Goths (and their companies) entered 

the dining hall, the account tells how they “run and strike the[ir] shields with the sticks 

they are holding, and carry out the striking, they say, ‘tul, tul’” (Porphyrogenitus, 2001, 

623). A circle dance is then performed three times, the company separating themselves 

into two groups to create an outer and inner ring before singing the Gothikon song 

(Porphyrogenitus, 2001, 623-625).305  

 It is difficult to interpret the Gothikon because the account is told from a Byzantine 

perspective. It is clear nonetheless that some (if not all) of the Nordic mercenaries 

described were armed and wearing animal furs and masks indicating that some form of 

symbolic animal shape-shifting was present. The carrying of staffs which were struck 

against shields as well as dancing while chanting “tul, tul” also seems to parallel both the 

concept of the “weapon-dancer” (discussed in section 7.4.3.2) and the use of animal 

costumery in ritual disguise (see figs 7.3 and 7.15 for example).306 As Gunnell suggests, 

the most “dramatic element” of the Gothikon seems to be its connection to the battlefield, 

and indeed, the Old Norse literary evidence (which will be discussed below) such as 

Ynglinga saga points to similar frenzied shield aggression by Óðinn’s men (Gunnell, 1995, 

74; Ynglinga saga 1941, 17). As Neil Price suggests, the “furs and masks [used in the 

Gothikon] make an obvious link to the berserkir and the úlfheðnar, even if these are not, 

or not solely, battle rituals” (Price, 2002, 371). Pluskowski meanwhile interestingly 

comments that the Gothikon dance not only links animal disguise to “ecstatic states” but 

also suggests that these warriors are “tied more closely to the ‘shamanic’ aspects of Óðinn” 

(Pluskowski, 2015, 92). 

 While it was suggested by some earlier scholars like Jan de Vries that the Gothic 

performers were in fact Greek and not Scandinavian, Price (following up Gunnell’s 

original statement) notes that there were no “Gothic” tribes in Byzantine in the tenth 

century, at which time the “imperial bodyguard was composed of the Rus’ or Varangians” 

(see de Vries, 1935, II, 452; Price, 2002, 370). Gunnell also suggests that despite this 

dramatic event having taken place in Constantinople and having seemingly been associated 

 
305 This circle dance seems to somewhat parallel the “circle/ ring dance” and songs performed by Guðríðr 
Þorbjarnardóttir, and a group of women in Eiríks saga rauða (Eiríks saga rauða 1985, 206-207). 
306 The meaning of “tul, tul” is still debated among scholars. However, Gunnell suggests that most scholars 
seem to agree that its meaning is probably tied to the Old Norse word jól which translates as “Yule” (Gunnell, 
1995, 74).  
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with Christmas, the performance should be considered to represent a kind of Scandinavian 

ritualistic drama (Gunnell, 1995, 74-75). 

 Another Greek narrative which might have some relationship to the later 

descriptions of the berserkir and úlfheðnar warriors comes from the Byzantine historian, 

Leo Diaconus, and an eyewitness account in Historia libris decem: et liber de Velitatione 

bellica Nicephori Augusti (970 A.D.) which describes the Rus’ fighting in Bulgaria against 

the Byzantine empire. Leo specifically notes how the Rus’ moved in groups of twelve, 

“howling like wild animals” to startle their enemies and that they attacked in a frenzy with 

little to no regard for their own defenses (Leo Diaconus, 2005, 24-26).  

 As first mentioned in Chapter 5 (5.2), while the early Latin and Greek sources like 

the Germania, De Ceremoniis, and Historia provide first and second-hand accounts of 

berserkir-like warriors, it is important to bear in mind that these accounts come with their 

own religious and political bias; their writers would naturally focus on events which 

seemed foreign or strange to their own cultures.307 They nonetheless, underline that the 

concept of berserksgangr and animal-warriors have a long-standing presence on the 

battlefield and particularly in the Germanic and Scandinavian world.   

 As we move into the Old Norse literary evidence for the berserkir and the 

úlfheðnar, it is important to reiterate the argument (mentioned in section 7.4.3.3) that these 

accounts were in part designed to demonize the Old Norse “pagan” culture that existed 

before Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity. What is evident from accounts of the 

berserkir and the úlfheðnar is that they clearly seem to be akin to the idea of the 

Männerbünde, a group of men who came together, often held together by initiation rites, 

and common ideological aspirations (Blazek, 1999, 17). In the case of the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar, these initiation rites were probably in connection to the cult of Óðinn 

(introduced above in section 7.4.3.2).308 As Waggoner suggests, the Männerbünde were 

typically groups of men who were considered to be on the outside of society:  

[The Männerbünde] live outside the boundaries of tribal society […] Like 

the Britons and other Celts, the young men sometimes charge into battle 

 
307 As Nancy Marie Brown suggests, the Viking warriors (particularly the berserkir) “seemed more horrible 
to medieval [or outside] chroniclers because they did not play by the rules. They did not have one king but 
many sea kings […] They were not, like Charlemagne, expanding a Christian empire. They were not after 
land, only loot […]” (Brown, 2015, 40). 
308 In the skaldic poem, Háleygjatal, for example, it is said that “[…] sá halr at Hôars veðri hǫsvan serk 
Hrísgrísnis bar” (“[…] that man wore the gray shirt of Hrísgrísnir <wolf> [WOLF-SKIN] in the storm of 
Hôarr <Óðinn> [BATTLE]”) (Háleygjatal 6; translation based on that in the Skaldic Project Database). 



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

200 

partially or completely naked – an action charge with psychological and 

magical power, likely to frighten an unprepared enemy (Waggoner, 2018, 

71). 

 Jan de Vries suggests that the “initiation rites” for these warriors probably included 

little more than the donning of animal skins, the idea being that “as soon as the bear or 

wolf skin was put on, the human behaved like an animal, believing that it transformed into 

him” (my translation).309 De Vries suggests that individuals aiming to become berserkr or 

úlfheðinn may also have had to undergo a test of strength, similar to Böðvarr Bjarki in 

Hrólfs saga kraka who went through various trials on his own before coming to serve at 

King Hrólfr’s court as one of his berserkir (discussed in section 7.4.1.2) (de Vries, 1935, 

I, 493). As will be shown below, the literary material (Haraldskvæði for example) suggests 

that these warriors drank the blood of corpses, which may perhaps have served as an 

initiation rite in itself. 

 It is interesting to note that many scholars have probably associated the berserkir 

and úlfheðnar with concepts like the Männerbünde because of the overall lack of women 

taking on such a role in the extant literary sources. Of course, some women in the literary 

material have been interpreted as going berserkr (see Freydis Eiríksdóttir in Eiríks saga 

rauða for example [discussed in Chapter 6.4]), but these women are rarely referred to as 

being specifically berserkr or úlfheðinn. Two exceptions might nonetheless be noted in the 

Eddic poem, Hárbarþsljóð. In stanza 37, Þórr claims that he slaughtered “berserkja” 

(“berserk-wives” or “berserk-women”) and in stanza 39, he comments about another group 

of women, whom he calls “vargynjur” (“she-wolves”) noting that they were hardly women 

since they threatened him with “járnlurki” (“iron-clubs”). Perhaps Hárbarþsljóð 39 is 

referring to a “full shape-shifting transformation” like that of the ylgr in Völsunga saga 

(discussed in section 7.4.1.1). However, such female shape-shifting is clearly a rarity. 

 The oldest surviving reference to the berserkir and úlfheðnar comes from the 

skaldic poem, Haraldskvæði (c. 900) by Þórbjǫrn hornklofi, which provides some of the 

richest descriptions of these animal-warriors, clearly depicting them as “war-bands” like 

the Männerbünde:   

 

 
309 The original German text reads: “und sobald die Bären- oder Wolfshaut (berserkir, úlfheðnar) angezogen 
war, gebärdete sich der Mensche wie ein solches Tier und glaubte, daß er in ein solches verwandelt war” (de 
Vries, 1935, I, 223). 



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

201 

Hlaðnir vôru þeir / hǫlða ok hvítra skjalda  

vigra vestrœnna / ok valskra sverða. 

Grenjuðu berserkir; / guðr vas þeim á sinnum; 

emjuðu ulfheðnar / ok ísǫrn dúðu (Haraldskvæði 8).310 

It is noteworthy that this stanza clearly distinguishes between the berserkir and úlfheðnar 

as mobile war-bands who both “howled” like animals. Neil Price suggests that these 

warriors would “fight in formation and have a specific role in the battle” (Price, 2002, 367).  

 In stanza 20, Haraldskvæði goes further, dehumanizing these warriors, claiming 

them to be „bergir hræsævar“ (“taster[s] of the corpse-sea”), implying that the berserkir 

indulge in the drinking of corpse-blood.311 This indication that Old Norse shape-shifters 

took part in cannibalistic activities precedes the later accounts of shape-changers of 

Völsunga saga and Hrólfs saga kraka (discussed above in sections 7.4.1.1 and 7.4.1.2) 

both of whom also ate and drank the blood of their enemies either by force (like Bera in 

Hrólfs saga kraka who went on to bear shape-shifters); as a result of their animal nature 

(the ylgr in Völsunga saga); or as an initiation rite of sorts (like Björn and Elg-fróði in 

Hrólfs saga kraka or Sigurðr in Völsunga saga).312  

 Haraldskvæði is also unique in that it is one of the few extant literary sources to 

mention the úlfheðnar and that they used spears as their weapons.313 Indeed, while a 

number of  individuals in Old Norse literature are referred to as being wolves or exuding 

“wolf-like” behavior (see Sigi in Völsunga saga for example), use of the word úlfheðnar 

is somewhat rare in comparison to that of berserkir (Völsunga saga 1943, 4).314 This 

imbalance again raises the question of whether the berserkir and the úlfheðnar were two 

separate warrior classes or somewhat interchangeable. Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir has 

suggested that “berserkir” should be considered the “name of a category” and that 

“úlfheðnar” should be considered its sub-category (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 

 
310 “They [the ships] were loaded with men and white shields, western spears and Frankish swords. Berserks 
bellowed; battle was under way for them; wolf-skins howled and brandished iron spears” (Haraldskvæði 83, 
translation based on that in the Skaldic Project Database). 
311 It is worth noting that Skáldskaparmál suggests that a vargr (“wolf”) drinks blood and eats the flesh of 
corpses: „Vargr heitir dýr. Þat er rétt at kenna við blóð eða hræ svá at kalla verð hans eða drykk. Eigi er rétt 
at kenna svá við fleiri dýr. Vargr heitir ok úlfr […]“ (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 87). 
312 Again, while Bera did not shape-change Hrólfs saga kraka, she gives birth to shape-shifters, possibly as 
a consequence of eating Björn’s flesh or mating with him (see section 7.4.1.2).  
313 This idea seems to parallel the archaeological evidence for the úlfheðnar (see figs 7.20 and 7.27 for 
example). 
314 See Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir’s edition of Úlfhams saga (2001), a work which has roots in the 
fourteenth-century, for a later medieval narrative regarding werewolves in Iceland.  
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281).315 Nevertheless, Haraldskvæði 21 definitely seems to distinguish the úlfheðnar from 

the berserkir: 

Ulfheðnar heita, / þeir es í orrostu 

blóðgar randir bera;  

vigrar rjóða, / es til vígs koma;  

þeim es þar sist saman. 

Áræðismǫnnum einum, / hygg ek, þar undir felisk  

skyli sá inn skilvísi, / þeim es í skjǫld hǫggva (Haraldskvæði 21).316  

 This stanza not only provides insight to the concept of the úlfheðnar, stressing that 

they used spears perhaps as their primary weapon in combat, but it also reinforces the idea 

that these animal-warriors served in war-bands for (at least in the case of this group) King 

Haraldr hárfagri.317 To Hedeager, the berserkir and úlfheðnar were thus “elite troops” 

whose dress and appearance probably did not only signify an alliance to kings or jarls, but, 

also the presence of an animal link, similar to that of the family or individual fylgja 

(discussed in section 7.4.2.1) or the idea of the animal totem (see Chapter 3) (Hedeager, 

2011, 96).  

 In the later literary evidence that depicts the berserkir as full units, they too are 

typically described as moving in small bands, usually numbering twelve: see for example, 

Gautreks saga (1944, 28), Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks (1943, 192), Hrólfs saga 

Gautrekssonar (1944, 91-92), Hrólfs saga kraka (1944, 27), Skáldskaparmál (Snorri 

Sturluson, 1998, 58), Svarfdæla saga (1956, 142), and Víga-Glúms saga (1956, 17).318 An 

interesting case that parallels the description of “howling” and shield-biting in 

Haraldskvæði is in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks where it is said that King Angantýr was the 

oldest of twelve brothers who were all berserkir and would go into battle biting at their 

 
315 See also Bandadrápa 1 for another description of the úlfheðnar warriors in skaldic poetry: „Meita fór at 
móti mjǫk síð of dag skíði ungr með jǫfnu gengi útvers frǫmum hersi, þás riðloga reiðir randvallar lét falla 
– ulfteitir gaf ôtu opt blóðvǫlum – Skopta“ (Bandadrápa 1). 
316 “They are called wolf-skins, who bear bloody shields in combat; they redden spears when they come to 
war; there [at Haraldr’s court] they are seated together. There, I believe, he, the sovereign wise in 
understanding, may entrust himself to men of courage alone, those who hew into a shield” (Haraldskvæði 
21, translation based on that in the Skaldic Project Database). 
317 See also Vatnsdæla saga (1939, 24-25).  
318 A comparable example of  similar “werewolf” war-bands comes from the seventeenth-century Lithuanian 
records of military brotherhoods called Wahrwolf (Musi, 1997, 16; Ginzburg, 2013, 29). These companies 
are described as transforming into wolves, journeying to the underworld, and fighting with iron staffs against 
“witch-like” figures (Price, 2002, 377; Ginzburg, 2013, 29). 
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shields and howling (Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks 1943, 237). The significance of the exact 

number twelve and the berserkir units is naturally speculative, but as the Chinese scholar, 

Li Tang, has suggested, the number twelve is typically used for groups of deities or heroes 

in most mythologies (the Greek Olympians, the Roman gods, Jesus’ disciples, and 

Beowulf’s heroes for example) (Tang, 2015, 21). It is nonetheless evident that the berserkir 

serving as the bodyguards of kings did not always number twelve. Egils saga einhenda ok 

Ásmundar berserkjabana for example, describes two brothers who were berserkir and 

served a king who had great confidence in them because they were bound to his will (Egils 

saga einhenda ok Ásmundar berserkjabana 1944, 164-165).319  

 Probably the most identifiable characteristic for the berserkir and the úlfheðnar 

however, is nonetheless not their loyalty, but their apparent berserksgangr. Ynglinga saga 

vividly portrays this concept while simultaneously associating these warriors with Óðinn: 

Óðinn kunni svo gera, at í orrostu urðu óvinir hans blindir eða daufir eða 

óttafullir, en vápn þeira bitu eigi heldr en vendir, en hans menn fóru 

brynjulausir ok váru galnir sem hundar eða vargar, bitu í skjǫldu sína, váru 

sterkir sem birnir eða griðungar. Þeir drápu mannfólkit, en hvártki eldr né 

járn orti á þá. Þat er kallaðr berserksgangur (Ynglinga saga 1941, 17).  

Several items are of immediate note here: first, that Ynglinga saga indicates that the 

berserkir are associated with the god, Óðinn, who as noted earlier, is said to play a 

significant role on the battlefield.320 Hilda Ellis Davidson suggests that Óðinn provides 

assistance to these warriors and that his role as a “war-god” can be seen through their 

efforts: 

The power which Odin was believed to possess over the minds of men at 

war was not limited to the sapping of their energy and will-power, the 

imposing of ‘fetters’ on them in the heat of battle. He could give more 

positive help, as we see from the phenomenon of the berserks. These were 

warriors so full of the ecstasy of battle as to be impervious to wounds and 

 
319 „Faðir minn á bræðr tvá. Heitir annarr Hrærekr, en annarr Siggeirr. Þeir eru berserkir ok illir viðreignar 
ok ekki þokkasælir af landsmönnum. Konungr hefir mikit traust á þeim, því at þeir gera þat, er hann vill. Þeir 
liggja í hernaði ok færa konungi gersimar“ (Egils saga einhenda ok Ásmundar berserkjabana 1944, 164-
165). See also Ásmundar saga kappabana, where a group of eight berserkir are described as fighting as a 
unit (Ásmundar saga kappabana 1944, 304).  
320 See the discussion in section 7.3.2.  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

204 

to danger, and according to Snorri they derived this power from Odin […] 

(Davidson, 1981, 66).  

 De Vries meanwhile suggests that the berserkir and úlfheðnar are themselves 

comparable to Óðinn, but notes that they also have a demonic side that resonates with 

figures like Garmr and Fenrir, something which perhaps accounts for the way their 

monstrous-like abilities are described in the literary evidence (de Vries, 1935, I, 264-266).  

As Ynglinga saga notes, the warriors who entered berserksgangr were believed to 

be impervious to fire and iron, something which suggests these individuals were seen as 

possessing somewhat “other-worldly” abilities perhaps attained upon initiation in the 

berserkir/ úlfheðnar ranks.321 Grettis saga suggests the same idea and further proposes that 

nothing could withstand them the berserkir and úlfheðnar when they charged,” an idea 

which indicates that these warriors seemed to be more powerful than the average human: 

„Þá hét konungr á berserki sína til framgǫngu; þeir váru kallaðir úlfhéðnar, en á þá bitu 

engi járn“ (Grettis saga 1936, 5).322 This idea is also echoed in Egils saga where it is said 

that those who are hamrammr and/ or those who entered berserksgangr (which further 

suggests that the berserkir/ úlfheðnar were actually shape-shifters) became so strong that 

no one could stand against them, but that once the frenzy ended, they became incredibly 

weak and vulnerable (something that perhaps indicates when one should try to kill them?):   

 

Svá er sagt, at þeim mǫnnum væri farit, er hamrammir eru, eða þeim, er 

berserksgangr var á, at meðan þat var framit, þá váru þeir svá sterkir, at ekki 

helzk við þeim, en fyrst, er af var gengit, þá váru þeir ómáttkari en at vanda 

(Egils saga 1933, 70).323 

 In short, several accounts state that these ecstatic warriors acted like strong wild 

animals by howling and biting at their shields. It is nonetheless difficult to determine 

 
321 See also Göngu-Hrólfs saga (1944, 373-374) and Eyrbyggja saga (1935, 61). 
322 See also Saxo’s Gesta Danorum, where a comparable berserkr-figure, Starkather the Old, is portrayed as 
an “other-worldly” individual who scorns humanity, revels on the battlefield, and can endure extreme pain; 
in one instance, it is said that Starkather survived an entire night outside during a blizzard (Saxo 
Grammaticus, 1979, 98-125, 160-161). See also Skáldskaparmál for a description of berserkir strength 
(Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 58). 
323 In Eyrbyggja saga, it is also said that the berserkir were greatly exhausted in the evenings, becoming 
weak and vulnerable, as was often the case of those who were eigi einhamr: „Berserkirnir gengu heim um 
kveldit ok váru móðir mjǫk, sem háttr er þeira manna, sem eigi eru einhama, at þeir verða máttlausir mjǫk, 
er af þeim gengr berserksgangrinn“ (Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 74-75). 
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exactly how a warrior entered berserksgangr.324 For the most part, the literary sources 

simply describe the berserkir and úlfheðnar being in such a state, but do not explain the 

makings of the frenzy.325 Price suggests that the berserkir and úlfheðnar reached a frenzied 

state by means of taking on the role of the gods, perhaps in a similar way to those who took 

on ritual disguise: see section 7.2. In short, “the battle-mad fighters, are the means through 

which the ecstatic energies of the gods seem to have been channeled” (Price, 2002, 390). 

Speidel meanwhile suggests that perhaps “dancing” played a part in the ecstatic state, as 

seems to have occurred with to the Gothic warriors described by Tacitus (Speidel, 2004, 

273-274)? Ynglinga saga clearly describes the biting of shields, one wonders whether this 

was perhaps a ritualistic “dance” of sorts.   

Davidson on the other hand, suggests that perhaps it was the idea of taking on 

animal form (mental or physical) that induced the state: “such a rage may have been 

strengthened by the animal skins which according to tradition such companies of warriors 

wore” (Davidson, 1981, 68). Perhaps then, if the berserkir wore animal skins, it was the 

transformation process brought about by the use of skins themselves that would invoke 

such a rage, as perhaps occurs with Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga (see section 

7.4.1.1). This then begs the question of whether the individual would also require some 

sort of “internal quality” in order to change into an animal (as Vilhelm Grønbech suggests: 

see Chapter 2) or whether the pelt is “other-worldly” in its own right (Grønbech, 1931, I, 

263-264). This is, of course, speculative, but nevertheless an important question. In this 

context, Grundy suggests that the berserkir probably donned more of a “spiritual” hamr 

rather than a physical one, noting that the “Icelandic berserk was able to draw it [the animal 

hamr] into himself (or susceptible to being overcome by it) so as to enter the spiritually 

transformed state of berserkergang” (Grundy, 1998, 117). This idea seems to be in line 

with Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir’s suggestion that a berserkr is essentially “a wild animal 

in the shape of a man” (Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 282). 

 Certainly, outside of the comparable berserkir figure, Böðvarr Bjarki, (see the 

discussion about Hrólfs saga kraka in 7.4.1.2) who physically transformed into a bear (by 

sending out his hugr to take animal form) to fight on the battlefield and the úlfheðnar-like 

 
324 Michael Speidel interestingly notes that “Biting rapidly on a shield makes a sound like that of bears 
clacking their teeth just before an attack. Shield-biting that sounded like threatening bears further deepened 
the warrior’s shape-shifting trance” (Speidel, 2004, 278).  
325 In Grettis saga, for example, the two brothers, Þórir and Ǫgmundr, are simply described as men who were 
stronger than others: „Þeir gengu berserksgang ok eirðu engu, þegar þeir reiddusk“ (Grettis saga 1936, 62). 
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figures of Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga (discussed in section 7.4.1.1), the 

literary descriptions of the berserkir and úlfheðnar seem to suggest the presence of mental 

animal transformations rather than a complete physical metamorphoses. It is nonetheless 

important to keep in mind that the source material suggests these warriors were impervious 

to iron and fire which indicates that other forces may have been at work here. Perhaps this 

can be considered as being related to the idea of the fylgja in that the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar were seen as being protected against enemy powers by their totemic relationship 

with the animals.  

 The battlefield aggression described in the Old Norse literature is probably similar 

in some ways to the idea of “seeing red” in combat (discussed in Chapter 6 [6.4]). It is thus 

of little surprise that modern theories have risen which attempt to discredit the realism of 

the berserkir and úlfheðnar actually transforming in shape, suggesting that these warriors 

harnessed their ecstatic animalistic powers through the use of hallucinogenic mushrooms, 

other drugs, and hysteria (see, for example, Hubbard, 2015, 127). Such theories seem to 

question or dismiss the notion of actual human shape-shifting and instead, look for other 

ways in which the berserkir and úlfheðnar may have become ecstatic. 

 The idea of “drug-induced” ecstatic warriors may well stem originally from Julius 

Caesar’s commentary on the Gallic wars in which he notes that the Britons would often 

dye themselves with woad or Isatis tinctoria giving their skin a bluish tint and making 

them more fearsome in battle (Caesar, 1904, 151). It was a common myth that woad gave 

the Britons hallucinogenic sensations that contributed to their ferocity in battle. It has 

nonetheless been proven that woad does not cause “psychedelic” experiences (Balick, 

2014, 190). Instead, it helps stop bleeding when utilized as a paste and (despite its antiviral 

properties) can become toxic when ingested (Balick, 2014, 190).  

 Admittedly, there is some archaeological evidence to suggest the use of narcotics 

in Old Norse culture. For example, at Fyrkat, Denmark in 1977, several hundred henbane 

seeds were found in a female grave (grave 4) (Price, 2002, 205). While it has been 

interpreted that their usage was possibly for shamanic purposes, it is impossible to make a 

definitive statement about this (Price, 2002, 205). Users of henbane or Hyocyamus niger 

can certainly experience mild visual hallucinations if it is taken internally (eaten or boiled 

in a tea) and/ or used as an ointment or paste about the body, so the use of henbane by a 

Scandinavian animal-warrior could potentially explain their “frenzied” actions (Kaplan, 

2015, 40). Four cannabis seeds were also found in the Oseberg ship burial, one of which 

seemed to be situated in a leather pouch which Neil Price suggests could hold “symbolic 
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meaning” because the “pouch was too small to hold enough seeds for plantation” (Price, 

2002, 206). Whether the berserkir or úlfheðnar reached their frenzied state by the use of 

such narcotics nonetheless remains speculative at best (Kaplan, 2015, 40). 

All in all, Ynglinga saga’s description of berserksgangr (discussed above) still 

raises a lot of questions about the actual mechanics of the berserkir and úlfheðnar, more 

specifically how these warriors reached their wild frenzy and the degree to which these 

individuals actually shape-shifted into animals. If one considers the symbolic shape-

shifting relating to the fylgjur or animal personal names (see sections 7.4.2-7.4.2.3), it 

seems clear that the berserkir and úlfheðnar seem to fall somewhere between symbolic 

and “complete physical” shape-changing due to their seemingly mental transformations 

having possible physical side effects (immense strength, imperviousness to iron and fire, 

and so on). Lindow suggests that despite their “other-worldly” abilities, suggested by the 

above passage in Ynglinga saga, the berserkir seem to belong “more to the world of men 

than of gods,” an argument that seems to dismiss the other saga accounts (listed above) 

which tell of their “other-worldly” frenzy and physical prowess which imply that perhaps 

other forces are at work (Lindow, 2001, 75). Even though it is difficult to determine how 

and why these warriors reached such ecstatic states, it is evident from the literary 

descriptions (based on oral traditions) that people believed some form of shape-shifting 

occurred within these individuals.  

 In this context, the use of the word vargr in the Ynglinga saga passage is important 

to note as it reiterates the earlier-discussed association between shape-shifters and criminal 

or “evil” activity (see Chapter 6 [6.6].326 While its use in Ynglinga saga does not 

necessarily “demonize” the berserkir and úlfheðnar, it does seem to imply them as being 

less than human. Indeed, perhaps it can be said that the use of vargr here actually 

“celebrates” the warriors’ dehumanization as their animal-like behavior obviously helps 

them to win battles.  

Whatever the case, it is clear that over time, these warriors seem to go from being 

seen as respected and feared animal-warriors to roaming outlaws or temperamental 

individuals (Kveld-Úlfr in Egils saga for instance) many of whom seem to look for 

combat.327 In Göngu-Hrólfs saga, for example, the two berserkir brothers, Sörkvir and 

Brynjólfr are simply described as being strong, evil, and wicked men on the battlefield 

 
326 See also Gull Þóris saga (1991, 183) where the berserkr, Agnar, is said to be “evil”. 
327 See Chapter 6 (6.2) for more information regarding Kveld-Úlfr.  
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(Göngu-Hrólfs saga 1944, 362).328 In Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar, the berserkir are 

simply described as “evil outlaws” sailing around on a dragon boat who ravaged every 

land that they encountered:  

Hann [Ivar Small-bag] var berserkr ok it mesta illmenni. Bróðir hans hét 

Hrafnkell. Hann var merkismaðr Úlfkels ok var manna sterkastr. Marga 

hafði hann aðra stóra menn ok sterka með sér. Þeir fóru óspakliga ok 

herjuðu á hvert land, þar sem þeir kómu, ok tóku ósparliga strandhögg 

(Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar 1944, 298).  

 As noted above, in later literature, the culture of berserkir and úlfheðnar traveling 

as full units begins to end and instead, one reads of smaller units of berserkir/ úlfheðnar 

roaming together, figures viewed (primarily) as outlaws who seem to be principally 

interested in stealing and participating in duels.329 A typical example is found in Gísla saga 

Súrssonar where a berserkr named Bjǫrn hinn blakki is described as being unbeloved by 

people because he actively sought duels and aimed to steal away wives and daughters 

(Gísla saga Súrssonar 1943, 4).330 As Davidson suggests, over time, the berserkir seem to 

turn “into something which resembles a fairy-tale monster” partly because they attack with 

such a wild frenzy and are seemingly exempt from the laws of society (Davidson, 1981, 

66). De Vries has the same idea, stating that the úlfheðnar were feared like demonic 

creatures and underlining that the wolf is a “corpse animal […] [who] lurks as a lonely 

wanderer in the forest” (my translation).331 The apparent threat of the berserkir and the 

úlfheðnar to people (and particularly women) described in the literary material probably 

contributed to their developing “monster” and outlawry status. This viewpoint seems to be 

reflected in the early Icelandic law book, Grágás, which says that the penalty for falling 

 
328 „Þat váru bræðr tveir. Hét annar Sörkvir, en annar Brynjólfr. Miklir ok sterkir váru þeir ok illir viðreignar, 
fjölkunnigir ok svá galdrafullir, at þeir deyfðu eggjar í orrostum“ (Göngu-Hrólfs saga 1944, 362). 
329 Another example of a possible berserkr-like figure clad in a bear-skinned coat and aiming to duel can be 
found in Kórmaks saga (Kórmaks saga 1939, 247). See also Vatnsdæla saga (1939, 127) and Gunnlaugs 
saga ormstungu (1938, 73) for other examples. It is also important to note, however, that not all roaming 
berserkir were considered to be “outlaws” at this time. See, for example, Ásmundr in Egils saga einhenda 
ok Ásmundar berserkjabana (1944, 2-3). 
330 „Maður hét Bjǫrn hinn blakki ok var berserkur; hann fór um land ok skoraði á menn til hólmgǫngu, ef 
eigi vildu hans vilja gera. Hann kom um veturinn til Þorkels Sýrdœls; Ari, sonr hans, réð þá fyrir búi“ (Gísla 
saga Súrssonar 1943, 4). 
331 The full original German text reads: “Besonders der Wolf wird als dämonisches Wesen der Wildnis 
gefürchtet. Er ist das Leichentier und gehört deshalb zum unheimlichen Gefolge des Kriegsgottes Odin. Er 
lauert dem einsamen Wanderer im Walde auf und zerreißt ihn; weh dem Reisenden, dem er sich auf den 
Wege gesellt. sagt ein Denkspruch in der Exeter-Handschrift. Ja, der aus menschlichen Gesellschaft 
Verbannte wird selbst zum Wolf” (de Vries, 1935, I, 264) 
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into berserksgangr is outlawry and that those who refuse to restrain the berserkr will also 

be exiled (Grágás, 2006, I, 39). Another example can be found in Grettis saga which 

claims that all the evil, dueling berserkir and “robbers” were outlawed in Norway:  

Þótti mǫnnum þat mikill ósiðr í landinu, at úthlaupsmenn eða berserkir 

skoruðu á hólm gǫfga menn til fjár eða kvenna; skyldu hvárir ógildir falla, 

sem fellu fyrir ǫðrum. Fengu margir af þessu smán ok fjármissu, en sumir 

líftjón með ǫllu, ok því tók Eiríkr jarl af allar hólmgǫngur í Noregi; hann 

gerði ok útlaga alla ránsmenn ok berserki, þá sem með óspekðir fóru 

(Grettis saga 1936, 61).332  

 This idea of the berserkir and úlfheðnar acting as a threat towards women can be 

seen in Grettis saga (1936, 61-62), Egils saga (1933, 201), and Gull Þóris saga (1991, 

191), among others. When a berserkr threatens to kidnap a woman in the sagas or generally 

harm villages, a “heroic” sort of character usually agrees to duel the “adversarial” animal-

warrior in order to protect the women and/ or the village from harm. It is in this way that 

the “heroic” figure usually attains “manhood” (Price, 2002, 368). In Gull Þóris saga for 

example, a berserkr, Gautr, attempts to take Ásta, the jarl’s daughter, as his wife, but is 

ultimately denied; the “hero” figure, Þórir, fights a duel with Gautr and kills him (Gull 

Þóris saga 1991, 191).333 It was perhaps accounts such as these that led the berserkir to 

continue to be described as “evil” and feared by society. These instances being somewhat 

exaggerated in comparison to the accounts in earlier literature.334    

 As has been noted throughout this research project, the idea that the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar were “evil outlaws” seems to increase in popularity in line with Scandinavia’s 

conversion to Christianity. This transformation from being respected and feared 

individuals to actively outcast vargr-like figures can best be seen in Eyrbyggja saga where 

 
332 Grettis saga (1936) provides many other examples of the berserkir: for example, see pages 66-73. 
333 See also Grettis saga (1936, 135) for an example of a “heroic” figure dueling with a berserkr.  
334 Another interesting example of potential shape-shifters who were considered to be outlaws can also be 
found in Eiríks saga rauða where a company of men newly arrived in North America come across five 
sleeping “Skrælingar” (“barbarian” in modern Icelandic) donned in “jackets of skin” who had a chest filled 
with animal bones and blood; seemingly based on the Skrælingar appearance, the company of men consider 
them to be outlaws and kill them: „[Síðan] bjǫggusk þeir á brott ok ætluðu til síns lands. Sigldu þeir norðr 
fyrir [landit] ok fundu fimm Skrælinga í skinnhjúpum sofanda [nær sjó] ok hǫfðu með sér skrokka ok í 
dýramerg dreyra blandinn. Virtu þeir svá, at þeir mundu gørvir af landinu. Þeir drápu þá“ (Eiríks saga rauða 
1985, 430). Although there is no textual evidence that describes the Skrælingar as “berserkir” figures, the 
fact that these individuals are clad in animal skins and have animal bones (for ornamentation purposes or 
ritual?) and that their appearance alone gives cause for killing them is worth noting. 
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the berserkir Halli and Leiknir are referred to as being “eigi einhamr”, indicating that these 

two were “not of one shape” and had associations with a “pagan” religion (Eyrbyggja saga 

1935, 74).335 Elsewhere, Eyrbyggja saga highlights the aforementioned correlation 

between pagan shape-shifters and outlawry in the later Old Norse literature: 

Þrándr var manna mestr ok sterkastr ok manna fóthvatastr; Hann hafði verit 

fyrr með Snorra goða ok var kallaðr eigi einhamr, meðan hann var heiðinn 

en þá tók af flestum trollskap, er skírðir váru (Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 165). 

 Indeed, other accounts tell of these warriors actively being exiled or put to death 

due to their “non-Christian” status and apparent association with a dying “pagan” religion. 

Perhaps the best example of this can be found in Njáls saga where the Christian missionary, 

Þangbrandr (who was sent by King Ólafr Tryggvason to convert Iceland to Christianity), 

successfully converts the people of Barðastrǫnd by challenging a berserkr, Ótryggr, to a 

fire ordeal to see whose “faith” is stronger. Þangbrandr tells the people of Barðastrǫnd that 

they (the “heathen peoples”) should light one fire and “bless” it, and that he (the Christian) 

will light and “bless” another. A third fire will also be made and remain unblessed; if the 

berserkr, Ótryggr, who is said to be unafraid of fire and iron, can walk through the 

“heathen” fire but is afraid of the Christian-made fire, the village must accept Christianity 

as their faith (Njáls saga 1954, 267-268). When Ótryggr arrives, he passes through the fire 

“blessed” by the “heathens” with no problem. He then stops at the Christian fire because 

it begins to burn him; Ótryggr immediately strikes out with his sword but it gets caught in 

a crossbeam; Þangbrandr then takes the opportunity to strike Ótryggr with a crucifix and 

run a sword through him while others assist and efficiently kill the berserkr. Having thus 

witnessed the “power of Christianity”, Barðastrǫnd converts to the Christian faith (Njáls 

saga 1954, 268). 

 The account of the fire challenge in Njáls saga seems to have two purposes: first 

of all to “prove” that Christianity is (in Þangbrandr’s opinion) the more powerful faith, and 

secondly, to highlight the persecution and “demonization” of shape-shifters like the 

berserkr, Ótryggr, who gets burnt in the Christian fire. It is nonetheless interesting to note 

that Ótryggr manages to pass through the “heathen” fire, which still suggests that berserkir 

 
335 It is important to note that Halli and Leiknir originally served under the rule of jarl Hákon in Norway, but 
that they eventually made their way to Iceland and were given to a man named Styrr (Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 
60-64).  
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possess “other-worldly” abilities as the other sagas suggest.336 Interestingly, the American 

professor, Leo Braudy, compares Þangbrandr’s crucifix attack on Ótryggr to Van Helsing 

attacking Dracula, that is to say that Þangbrandr treats Ótryggr like a monster or demon: 

“like Dracula, he [Ótryggr] and what he represents must be defeated again and again, or 

perhaps, […] he [as a berserkir or shape-changer] might be revived as a new source of 

energy” (Braudy, 2005, 46-47). 

 Vatnsdæla saga provides another fascinating example of Christians possibly 

“demonizing” the Old Norse berserkir because it seems to present berserksgangr as a 

“sickness” that can be cured. Here, Þórir Ingimundarson claims that he often enters 

berserksgangr against his will. His brother, Þorsteinn, then tasks Þórir to foster a child 

while he prays for him: „Nú vil ek heita á þann, er sólina hefir skapat, því at ek trúi hann 

máttkastan“; Þórir is then “cured” by this prayer and does not enter berserksgangr again 

(Vatnsdæla saga 1939, 83-97).337   

 Later in Vatnsdæla saga, it is said that some berserkir were on a voyage, nearing 

Þorkell krafla Þórgrímsson and his companions, which made them incredibly 

apprehensive; a bishop was present among the group and said that the people should take 

on the “new faith” to stave away the berserkir: 

Inn fyrsta aptan veizlunnar var sén ferð berserkjanna, ok kvíddu menn mjǫk 

við þeim. Þorkell spurði byskup, ef hann vildi ráð til leggja, at berserkir 

þessir fengi bana. Byskup bað þá taka við trú ok láta skírask, en hann kvazk 

mundu af ráða illmenni þessi, – „með yðrum atgangi“ (Vatnsdæla saga 

1939, 125).    

 Another interesting example of a similar kind can be found in Gunnars saga 

Keldugnúpsfífls, where a group of berserkir are described as the adversaries of Gunnar and 

Helgi. At the start of the battle, it notes: „Þá tóku berserkirnir til að grenja og brjótast fram 

sem mest þeir máttu og gerðu mikinn skaða í liði Gunnars“; Helgi then calls to Gunnar and 

asks him to get his sword to kill this “devil”: „Þá kallar Helgi til Gunnars og biður hann að 

 
336 It is important to note that since Njáls saga was written in the thirteenth century and aimed to retell events 
that occurred between the late tenth century and early eleventh century (during Iceland’s conversion to 
Christianity), it can probably be interpreted as having a Christian bias.  
337 „Þórir kvaðst minnstháttar af þeim „fyrir þat at á mik kemur berserksgangr jafnan þá er ek vildi síst ok 
vildi ek bróðir at þú gerðir at“ (Vatnsdæla saga 1939, 97). Davidson suggests that the literary depictions of 
the berserkir wholly rely on intense descriptions of the “frenzied” warrior and remarks that such “fits of rage 
could be inconvenient in private life” as is displayed with Þórir in Vatnsdæla saga and Kveld-Úlfr in Egils 
saga (see Chapter 6.2) (Davidson, 1981, 68). 
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fá sér sitt sverð að drepa með þenna djöful“ (Gunnars saga Keldugnúpsfífls 1959, 370-

371).338 The use of the word “djöful” (“devil”) here is notable because it once again 

provides a clear example of the demonization of Old Norse shape-shifters who follow their 

traditional faith.  

 As has been noted throughout this research project, Old Norse shape-changers have 

often been interpreted as being akin to demonic or “devil-like” figures (see Grimm and 

Grønbech in Chapter 2 for example) probably due to their connection to pagan practices 

and Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity. As the literary evidence above highlights, 

prior to Scandinavia’s conversion, these individuals seem to have served in a specific 

accepted role in Old Norse society in which they helped win battles. While the berserkir 

and úlfheðnar proved to be unique and even “other-worldly” in combat as a result of their 

semi-human state, their role in the service of kings or jarls was seen as beneficial and even 

something to be proud of, making them only a threat to other foreign societies up until the 

arrival of Christianity.  

 What may be gleaned from the literary evidence concerning these animal-warriors 

is that they seem to have transformed into a semi-animal state at regular intervals (usually 

on the battlefield or during combat). Nonetheless, as noted above, how or to what extent 

these warriors actually changed shape (or were believed to do so) remains speculative and 

unclear.339 Due to their animal-like ferocity and physical prowess, the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar were always feared figures in Old Norse culture (and undoubtedly elsewhere), 

but it seems evident that respect for them dramatically declined once they stopped serving 

as the “bodyguards” of kings, after which they came to be labelled as “monsters” who 

threatened all societies – even Scandinavian countries. They were now associated with 

outlawry and a dying religion.  

7.4.5 Berserkir and Úlfheðnar: Conclusion 

It is difficult to go much further with the berserkir and úlfheðnar with regard to shape-

shifting and totemism. As Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir notes, the “distinction between the 

psychological and physical condition [of the berserkir and úlfheðnar] is not always clear-

cut and sometimes depends on interpretation[s]” and indeed, as the discussion above 

 
338 It is important to note that Gunnars saga Keldugnúpsfífls is a late saga, surviving today in a seventeenth-
century manuscript, so its description of the berserkir is somewhat dated. 
339 This was especially true in Iceland where the berserkir and úlfheðnar were never known in their earlier 
capacity, only as an oral memory.  
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highlights, discussing the evidence for these figures is complex to say the least (Aðalheiður 

Guðmundsdóttir, 2007, 282). Despite this, several conclusions can be drawn on the basis 

of the archaeological and literary material discussed in the above sections.  

 First of all, the evidence for the berserkir and úlfheðnar supports the idea that some 

form of shape-shifting was engaged in by these individuals. The key disconnect is whether 

or not these transformations were mental, physical, or a combination of both. As has been 

shown above, the archaeological evidence seems to point to a more physical 

metamorphosis or change in appearance, fig. 7.27, for example, highlighting clear 

anthropomorphic traits. Indeed, the archaeological material probably supports the more 

“outdated” idea of the berserkir having been “bear-shirted” rather than “bare-shirted” 

warriors. However, as scholars like Gunnell and Price have suggested, it seems evident 

that the archaeological material displaying figures in animal skins and anthropomorphic 

figures probably portrays ritual disguise and/ or drama rather than actual hamr shifting (see 

sections 7.2, 7.4.3.2, and 7.4.3.3), something actually rarely shown in the literature which 

underlines frenzied behavior rather than the donning of skins. The archaeological evidence 

certainly associates these figures in some way with weapons, combat, and the battlefield 

(see figs 7.28 and 7.29 for example), something that the literary material expands on. 

Regardless of the various interpretations for the berserkir and úlfheðnar, it seems evident 

that their presence in Old Norse society was related in some way to the other forms of 

human shape-shifting discussed throughout this research project (Böðvarr Bjarki and the 

concept of the fylgja in particular). Nonetheless, here we are probably talking of symbolic 

shape-shifting rather complete physical transformations.   

 The berserkir and úlfheðnar thus seem to differ from the other shape-shifters 

described throughout this research project like Óðinn, Freyja, Böðvarr, Sigmundr and so 

on, figures who seem to have a deep personal connection to one (or many) specific types 

of animal.340 While the úlfheðnar have an obvious connection to wolves and the berserkir 

could have a connection to bears (as noted above, the etymological interpretation is 

debatable), it is still unclear as to exactly how these individuals are connected to these 

animals: how does one become labelled as a berserkr or a úlfheðinn? Are their categories 

defined by their behavior and fighting styles as Hedeager or Davidson have suggested, or 

did these individuals have pre-existing totemic affiliations to the wolf or bear as their 

 
340 For example (as discussed in section 7.4.1.1), Sigmundr and Sinfjötli were connected to the “wolf” by 
their ancestors Sigi and Óðinn and also by their own characteristics. It is thus arguably unsurprising when 
the two later transform into werewolves.  



Caroline Oxley  MA in Old Nordic Religion: Thesis 
Kennitala: 181291-3899  Október 2019 
 

214 

names and costumes suggest? Very little detailed background information about such 

questions is given in the literary material which suggests that by the twelfth century, they 

were probably little more than an oral memory.  

 As pointed out briefly in section 7.4.3, the main difference between the berserkir/ 

úlfheðnar and the “werewolf” type of shape-shifting is that the werewolf (such as 

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in section 7.4.1.1) seems to represent the “cursed” side of shape-

changing, showing both man and animal struggling for dominance. As the literary evidence 

suggests (perhaps apart from Þórir in Vatnsdæla saga; see section 7.4.4), the berserkir and 

úlfheðnar seem to represent a more “perfect” blend of man and animal because these 

figures seem to revel in their duality instead of fighting against it. As a reward for their 

dehumanization, the berserkir and úlfheðnar achieve success in combat, obtain loot, and 

acquire women. The lack of an internal struggle in these figures thus seems to point to a 

closer association with the Jungian shadow archetype (discussed in Chapter 4 [4.3.1]) 

which (according to Jung) represents the “primitive” personal unconscious that can be 

effectively brought forward into consciousness once the individual recognizes the 

existence of their “darker” or typically “amoral” characteristics (Jung, 1983, 90-91). 

Indeed, the literary evidence like that in Ynglinga saga (discussed above) certainly seems 

to support this idea of a voluntary transformation. As has been shown throughout this 

research project, the general scholarly interpretation for all Old Norse shape-shifters 

suggests that they were viewed (especially after the conversion) as outlaws, amoral, and 

otherwise vicious creatures (see Chapter 2). In short, those who voluntarily shape-changed 

were somehow seen as being even more dangerous. As Sarah Higley suggests, those who 

voluntarily become a “wolf” could never be trusted (Higley, 2005, 375). Looking over the 

evidence for the Old Norse animal-warrior, it seems that this idea can perhaps be extended 

to include the berserkir and the úlfheðnar.  

The wolf, and the man who associates with or becomes a wolf, can never 

be a trusted friend. Wolves don’t bury their dead or lament them; in fact 

they circle a grave to dig it up, and they will tear you up and eat you too. 

Wolves are not bound by loyalty, law, propriety, or ritual – only by their 

appetite. So is the man who becomes a wolf, even metaphorically, and 

perhaps the woman who mates with him (Higley, 2005, 375).  
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 The berserkir and the úlfheðnar probably came to be considered as “demonic 

outlaws” by Old Norse society both because of Scandinavia’s changing values and also 

because of their own personal acceptance of the “darker” qualities lying within themselves 

(as the idea behind the shadow archetype suggests). Like the Old Norse deities who are 

said to have changed shape (discussed in sections 7.3-7.3.5), the berserkir and úlfheðnar 

thus seem to have been figures who accepted and used their animal-like abilities and 

battlefield aggression, making them to some degree comparable to the gods or possibly 

“demon-like” figures who worked for the gods.341 One can see why they are labelled 

“heathens” or figures that were eigi einhamr in a society that had taken on the new 

monotheistic religion with its set doctrine.342  

7.5 Chapter Conclusion 
As was mentioned at the beginning of the present chapter, “monsters” seem to commonly 

reflect cultural values and fear, and the Old Norse shape-changer was clearly no exception 

to this. Shape-shifting between animals and humans involved the adoption of new ways to 

perceive the world, such figures blurring the lines between what is considered human/ god 

and what is considered animal. The role that these shape-changers played in the 

Scandinavian world certainly seems to have differed from that of others in society. The 

early literary and archaeological evidence seems to underline their unique nature but 

nonetheless shows these individuals were accepted as members of society. As the evidence 

above has highlighted, this attitude clearly changed over time: when Scandinavia began to 

convert to the Christian faith, these individuals began to be labelled with somewhat 

derogatory names like the suggestion that they were eigi einhamr or vargar, terms that 

associated them with the wild, monstrosity, and a “heathen” belief system; the once 

“normal” shape-shifter had become the “other”, a foreign entity that threatened society.  

 What may be said about the evidence for Old Norse shape-shifters is that much of 

the way such figures were understood seems to derive from (or be associated with)  

Snorri’s depiction of Óðinn, the god’s abilities, and his connection to animal-warriors like 

the berserkir and úlfheðnar who seem to have formed part of his cult. While the scholarly 

 
341 This perhaps could also extend to Old Norse shamanic figures. For further information see Tolley’s 
Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic I-II (2009). 
342 As de Vries notes: “Just as the gods could once be presented in the form of animals, the demons also often 
show animalistic traits. Humans like to portray the ghastly power of the enigmatic […] in the grimace of an 
animal” (my translation). The original German reads: “Ebenso wie die Götter ehemals in der Gestalt von 
Tieren vorgestellt werden konnten, zeigen auch die Dämonen häufig animalische Züge. Der Mensche hat die 
grauenhafte Macht des Numinösen […] gerne in der Fratze eines Tieres dargestellt” (de Vries, 1935, I, 264). 
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interpretation suggests that seiðr also involved one’s ability to transform their shape, 

probably reflecting Óðinn or Freyja’s connection to the practice, the literary evidence 

discussed above highlights very few examples of seiðr.   

 Associations between the male role and the shape-shifting motif should nonetheless 

not be overstated even though men largely dominate in the accounts of the Old Norse 

shape-changing practice. The role of women is nonetheless also important as this study 

shows. As discussed in section 7.2 and especially in the context of Freyja and Frigg (along 

with other literary examples given above), females were also connected to shape-shifting 

albeit to a lesser degree than male shape-changers. The few female examples discussed 

above nonetheless highlight a closer connection between women and birds, something that 

especially applies to the valkyrjur. As has been shown, there are certainly exceptions like 

the shield-bearing boar-women depicted on the Oseberg tapestry who seem associated with 

battle (see fig. 7.15 and 7.23); and some of the animal personal names for women listed in 

Landnámabók (see section 7.4.2.2). 

 Also noted in the chapter is that the literary and archaeological evidence for the 

Old Norse shape-changer seems to change over time, the early archaeological material and 

literary evidence showing a move from more clear anthropomorphic figures (like those 

from Tanum; see section 7.2) to more symbolic depictions (like that on the Torslunda 

helmet plates; see sections 7.4.3.2 and 7.4.3.3). In short, over time, the shape-shifter was 

no longer shown or described as fully becoming the animal, but instead as a figure taking 

part in a ritualistic action that harkened back to older cultures, activities that seem to have 

continued until shortly after Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity at which time the 

persecution of figures involved in any form of shape-changing largely removed the motif 

from society. All in all, the influence of Christianity on the attitude toward the Old Norse 

shape-changer cannot be overlooked.  

 The concept of the fylgja reflected in personal names, dreams, and perhaps also 

helmet motifs discussed above certainly points to closer human/ animal relationships 

having existed, although even here over time, it is clear that the “animal guardian spirits” 

start to take on humanoid shape, becoming more akin to the concept of the Christian 

“guardian angel”.  

 Considering the type of animals involved in shape-shifting activities, specific 

animals like the wolf, bear, predatory birds and domestic animals like the ox, horse, goat, 

and even cat (Freyja) have continued to resurface throughout this chapter. The “wilder” 

animals like the wolf, bear, and predatory birds seem to be primarily associated with the 
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battlefield and combat which was an important aspect of life for this culture. It is 

nonetheless possible that these animals have roots in an earlier hunting culture, the role of 

domestic animals (primarily associated with fylgjur) perhaps growing later with the 

development of personal ownership. For the most part, it is also clear the animals described 

in Chapter 7 seem to be native to most of the Scandinavian countries, living on for some 

time in the oral tradition of Iceland and Greenland. Nonetheless, memories of wolves, 

bears, and corresponding “were” versions (werewolves, werebears) seem to have clearly 

trickled out of the oral traditions in these islands over time, the animals in question 

becoming ever more foreign.  

 All the same (as discussed above), it is evident that ambiguous and fantastical 

animals also seem to have a place in shape-shifting in Norse society. For example, we have 

the serpent/ dragon, Fáfnir, in Völsunga saga, who certainly would not have had a 

background in any normal animal from the Scandinavian countries. It is difficult to 

determine why the Old Norse shape-shifter would turn into such a fantastical figure and 

what qualities they would bring out within an individual, and, of course, in Fáfnir’s case, 

he is unable to turn back into human hamr.343   

 As has been argued throughout this research project, it seems evident that the 

animal into which a shape-shifter transforms can be seen as mirroring their soul, reflecting 

their inner animal nature. Unfortunately, such human/ animal relationships which were 

once considered a “natural phenomena” in the earlier hunting and “pagan” world seem to 

have slowly drifted away after Scandinavia’s conversion to a new faith. In a sense, it might 

be argued that the culture lost a part of its “natural” identity, something which we are only 

beginning to rediscover in more recent times. 

 As noted at the start, much of the present chapter has aimed to not only examine 

the key primary examples and concepts involved in Old Norse shape-shifting, but also to 

provide insight to the societal perception of these figures. This examination into the shape-

changer’s identity and role within Nordic culture has underlined the way a constant 

struggle seems to have been going on during this time period, partly because of outside 

influences and partly because the shape-shifter him/ her-self has always been an ambiguous 

figure. While many questions still surround the concept of these figures, the question of 

whether the shape-shifter (god, human, or otherwise) had to rely on outside forces to 

 
343 Perhaps Old Norse shape-shifters turning into more fantastic beings also reflect the culture’s international 
connections, drawing on beliefs and stories from other geographical locations.  
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change or whether the individual possessed an “inner quality” which allowed them to 

transform has continued to resurface. While use of rituals like seiðr (see Signý in Völsunga 

saga and Freyja for example), the possible use of narcotics (see the discussion of the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar), and even the donning of animal-skins (see the discussion of 

Sigmundr and Sinfjötli for example) have all been noted throughout the present chapter as 

having played some role, the primary evidence and the general scholarly interpretation (see 

above and Chapters 2 and 6) all seems to suggest that these figures possessed an inner 

quality (benevolent or malevolent) that aided in their transformations.  

 As we move into the concluding chapter of this research project, it is thus 

appropriate to revisit the Jungian archetypes (particularly the shadow, the anima and 

animus, and the self) that were originally introduced in Chapter 4 in connection with the 

Nordic shape-shifters examined above. 
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8 Conclusions 

8.1 Thesis Summary 
This research project set out to study the phenomena of animal shape-shifting in Old Norse 

religion and the Old-Norse world-view, particular focus being given to how these shape-

shifters were viewed by society. An attempt has also been made to provide a 

psychoanalytical context for the identity of the Old Norse shape-changer. A review of the 

value of this present project and research questions that lie behind it were addressed in 

Chapter 1, Chapter 2 providing a foundation of this study with a review of previous 

scholarly work into the subject. As noted here, scholars have suggested that the motif of 

shape-shifting in Viking-Age Scandinavian culture was probably connected to Óðinn’s 

persona and abilities which (in the opinions of Neil Price and Lotte Hedeager) in many 

ways provided the foundation for understanding this phenomenon in Old Norse 

Scandinavia. Key figures like Grimm, Grønbech, and de Vries (among others) also 

suggested that the Old Norse shape-shifter in the literary sources seem to often have a 

general association with outlawry, amoral behavior, and violence, a feature that has 

continued to resurface throughout the course of this research project. As Chapter 2 

furthermore illuminated, an air of mystery has continually surrounded the identity and 

inner nature of the Nordic shape-shifter in scholarship, the suggestion being made that 

these ambiguous creatures may have been considered to be fluid in both species and 

gender, something which would have contributed to their apparent alienation from society, 

particularly on the basis of the later literary evidence.  

 Chapter 3 then provided a background on scholarly work regarding human/ animal 

relationships in general, as well as the concept of totemism, particularly in the religious 

belief systems of the Native American nations and the south-eastern tribes of Australia. It 

was suggested that totemism, the notion that humans have a theriomorphic ancestry, can 

be found at the foundation of all modern religions, implying that humankind’s earlier 

relationship to animals was natural and provided a sense of kinship with the animal world 

(by means of individual and clan totems). It also explains concepts like those of animal 

guardian spirits and animal personal names which were often seen as providing a mirror to 

the inner self. This comparative chapter thus provided tools for understanding the relevant 

Old Norse literary and archaeological source materials discussed in Chapters 5, 6, and 7.  

 Chapter 4 went on to consider the development of psychoanalysis and the Jungian 

archetypes that have been utilized as a methodological approach to this research project. 
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The archetypes included the shadow, the anima and animus, the persona, and the self, 

archetypes which, in Carl Jung’s opinion, reflected the inner workings of an individual’s 

unconscious and conscious psyche and explained the fantastical motifs and images that 

surround mythology. The chapter suggested that an attempt would be made to use Jung’s 

archetypes as a framework for understanding Old Norse shape-shifters throughout the 

discussion chapters and this conclusion to explain the inner mechanics of the shape-shifter.  

 An introduction to the value of relevant primary source materials was then given 

in Chapter 5 as a precursor to the main discussion sections in Chapter 6 and 7. The 

challenges of approaching and utilizing these primary materials were addressed, and 

included consideration of the necessity to bear in mind that outside influences may have 

contributed to the written material (Christianity and etic approaches in general); the 

anonymity of authorship; the overall late date of most surviving Old Norse literature; and 

the need to overcome the general anthropocentric ideology that most scholars tend to have.   

 Chapter 6 proceeded to provide the tools for understanding the language related to 

Old Norse shape-shifting in the literary and archaeological evidence analyzed in Chapter 

7. It highlighted key concepts like hamr and hugr (and variations of the words) to set the 

scene for how these individuals are described as changing shape (physically and/ or 

mentally). Special attention was also given to the background of words like vargr, being 

eigi einhamr, and skóggangr, all which are common in the literary material and contribute 

to the idea that these shape-shifters were associated with outlawry, the forest, “taboo” 

behavior (bestiality, incest, and so on), and forn siðr. The etymological evidence presented 

throughout this section highlights that the perception of these shape-shifters clearly 

changed over time but that in spite of this, certain concepts like hamr, hugr, and the 

berserkir and úlfheðnar evidently remained comparatively untouched. 

 Chapter 7 then built upon the previous chapter by addressing all the relevant literary 

and archaeological evidence for the Old Norse shape-shifter. This in-depth examination 

included consideration of the archaeological sources; of the Norse gods who are said to 

change shape (namely, Óðinn, Freyja, Frigg, and Loki); of the evidence for humans fully 

transforming their physical shape into that of an animal (Völsunga saga and Hrólfs saga 

kraka for example); and of the evidence for humans symbolically shape-shifting in some 

way into animals (the concept of the fylgja, animal personal names, and the animal-

warriors, including the berserkir and úlfheðnar). As is underlined here, the archaeological 

and literary evidence both seem to show that the presentation of the Old Norse shape-

shifting motif changed over time, originally appearing in the shape of clear 
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anthropomorphic images or accounts (that may well have a context of ritual drama, 

warfare, shamanic activity, and/ or depictions of actual shape-shifting), later making 

symbolic nods to older cultures and ideologies (the use of animal-helmets, animal personal 

names, and so on). As Chapter 7 has illuminated, Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity 

evidently influenced the decline of close animal/ human relationships and the acceptance 

of shape-shifters in society.  

 Throughout Chapters 4, 6, and 7, attention has been paid (particularly in the 

conclusion sections) to tying the concepts and key figures of Old Norse shape-shifting to 

Carl Jung’s psychoanalytical archetypes as well as exploring the “inner animal” of these 

shape-shifters and how their role fitted into Old Norse society. As we move into the final 

section of this research project, it now seems fitting to revisit those archetypes and to “hitta 

skrímslið í skóginum”.  

8.2 Að hitta skrímslið í skóginum 
As has been noted throughout this research project, it seems evident that from the start Old 

Norse shape-shifters are symbolic for something other than themselves, and indeed, the 

recurrence and fluid nature of these figures offers a different way to view the world and to 

understand culture, societal values, fears, and desires. The archaeological and literary 

evidence given throughout this research project has shown that the way in which these 

figures came to be often associated with outlawry and amoral behavior was probably a 

reflection of Scandinavia’s societal values changing during and after its conversion to 

Christianity. Jeffery Jerome Cohen refers to this change as the acceptance of a form of 

“official culture” in his work, Monster Theory, which attempts to explain why and how 

these figures are demonized: 

[…] all that is viewed as undesirable in itself [such as forn siðr, can be 

transferred] into the body of the monster [a shape-changer]. […] the 

scapegoated monster is perhaps ritually destroyed in the course of some 

official narrative, purging the community by eliminating its sins. The 

monster’s eradication functions as an exorcism and, when retold and 

promulgated, as a catechism (Cohen, 1996, 18).344 

 

 
344 This idea indeed parallels the fire challenge described in Njáls saga (discussed in Chapter 7 [7.4.4]). 
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 Based on the literary evidence discussed throughout Chapter 7, this idea of 

exorcism can easily be applied to the treatment of key shape-shifting figures like Loki, the 

“villainous” enemy of the gods, and/ or the berserkir and úlfheðnar who are depicted as 

threats to society in the later literature, as well as those other shape-shifters who are 

considered to be vargar, like the Völsungar line in Völsunga saga. Despite the apparent 

Christian demonization of these figures, the question remains: were these shape-changers 

originally seen as amoral or did their later portrayal reflect growing xenophobia and a now 

contrasting ideology? Furthermore, how can the act of shape-shifting (physical and/ or 

mental) that lies behind these figures (see Chapters 6 and 7) possibly be explained? While 

it is impossible to make any absolute statement either way, several points based on the 

Jungian theory of archetypes (see Chapter 4) and the Old Norse literary and archaeological 

evidence are worth considering.  

 As noted above, some of the Old Norse shape-changers are certainly said to be 

associated with generally “amoral” behavior when in their animal shape. This includes (but 

is not limited to): the ylgr’s association with murder and cannibalism in Völsunga saga, as 

well as Loki’s shape-changing which is used to steal Iðunn in Haustlǫng and steal Freyja’s 

necklace in Sǫrla þáttr (along with many other examples discussed in Chapter 7). Other 

typical “unethical” behavior by shape-shifting includes (but is not limited to) that of Signý 

committing incest in Völsunga saga as means of revenge; Loki committing bestality in 

Gylfaginning to cheat the Master Builder, and Óðinn transforming shape in 

Skáldskaparmál to steal the mead of poetry (Snorri Sturluson, 1998, 3-4).345  

 It would perhaps be over simple to brush off the actions of certain Old Norse shape-

shifters as being a consequence of their “inner animal” or natural primal instincts. After 

all, in pre-Christian Scandinavia, where the lines between what was human and what was 

animal seem to have often been blurred, such a statement does not provide a wholly 

plausible explanation. As Higley writes: 

What could speak more eloquently to the pain and the power of the were-

creature, who has enough humanity to recognize its own inhumanity? […] 

The monster “polices”; it “exists to demarcate the bonds that hold together 

that system of relations we call culture” (Higley, 2005, 345). 

 
345 While Signý does not transform into an animal in Völsunga saga (see Chapter 7 [7.4.1.1]), her part in the 
shape-shifting motif and her association to the Völsungar line who probably possess a totemic relationship 
to the wolf is nevertheless important to note.  
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 As introduced in Chapter 4, Carl Jung’s theory of the archetypes seems to center 

around the understanding of one’s inner self and the fantastical imagery that lies within an 

individual’s subconscious.346 As has been portrayed throughout this research project, 

shape-shifters have been interpreted as dualistic beings who are eigi einhamr figures, 

whose “inner animal” serves as a kind of “alter-ego” or doppelgänger when they are 

brought into consciousness. The shadow archetype is said to house the “negative” and 

“primitive” qualities that exist within an individual’s unconscious (the “other”). However, 

it is noted that if one can be drawn to recognize their own “darker tendencies”, that 

knowledge may help those involved bring those characteristics into (mental or physical) 

consciousness. This idea can perhaps be seen in figures like Kveld-Úlfr in Egils saga 

(discussed in Chapters 6 and 7) whose moody demeanor in the evenings has been construed 

as an ability to transform into the shape of a wolf. It is unclear whether Kveld-Úlfr was 

aware of his shadow and able to “harness” it. However, the description in Egils saga might 

reflect the beginning of that process. Perhaps most important is that others believed him to 

be hamrammr. 

 While many (if not all) of the shape-changers discussed throughout Chapters 6 and 

7 can be said to have reached the stage of bringing their shadow into consciousness (Óðinn 

and Loki for example), perhaps one of the best examples of the shadow being harnessed 

can be seen in the figure of Sigurðr Fáfnisbaní in Völsunga saga and the Eddic poems. As 

was discussed in Chapter 7 (7.4.1.1), Sigurðr is commonly considered to be a “hero on the 

basis of his overcoming of the serpent, Fáfnir, then later showing the strength and tenacity 

to pass through fire in order to obtain Brynhildr. Jung explains that the heroic figures 

described in myths and stories often draw upon their shadow to overcome a greater evil or 

an obstacle of some kind. Indeed, when Sigurðr drinks the blood of Fáfnir (and then eats 

his heart) to obtain the “language of the birds” (a mental shape-shifting in itself), one can 

argue that he accepts the “darker side” of himself which serves to make him stronger. 

Another exceptional example of a shape-shifter possibly recognizing his shadow 

might be Böðvarr Bjarki being born seemingly “normal” in comparison to his two brothers, 

but after drinking the blood of his brother, Elg-fróði, he becomes stronger, possibly 

 
346 As mentioned above and in Chapter 4, the main Jungian archetypes used for comparative purposes 
throughout this research project are the shadow, the anima and animus, and the self. While the persona 
archetype certainly provides an overall understanding for Jung’s theory, its use in the context of Old Norse 
shape-shifting is seemingly limited to the study of animal personal names. 
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invoking his family’s “curse”, and apparently able to send out his hugr into the form of a 

bear (see Chapter 7 [7.4.1.2]).  

The harnessing of one’s shadow in the context of Old Norse shape-shifting 

admittedly does not seem to be a perfect system. Sigurðr and Böðvarr very clearly accept 

their abilities or “fate” by drinking the blood of others and becoming stronger. On the other 

hand, shape-shifters like Sigmundr and Sinfjötli in Völsunga saga or Björn in Hrólfs saga 

kraka seemed to have their shadows somewhat “forced” out of them unwillingly (see 

Chapter 7 [7.4.1.1 and 7.4.1.2]). The idea of the animal shadow nonetheless remains the 

same, at least in the literary accounts, Old Norse shape-shifters evidently seem to have an 

“other” within their inner psyche that may be pushed into physical or mental consciousness 

whether they are willing or unwilling.  

 The concept of the anima and animus was earlier explained as having the role of 

the repressed mentor in an individual’s subconscious (and in a similar way, the self ), a 

figure that typically appears in one’s dreams or visions to help guide the decision-making 

process and uncover one’s inner reality (one can see clear parallels here with the fylgja, 

see Chapter 7 [7.4.2.1]).347 As has been noted, the anima represents the female essence 

within the male psyche while the animus serves as the male essence in the female psyche, 

both of which are described as having both benevolent and malevolent properties. In a 

sense, they are another means of bringing amorality to the surface. Indeed, one notes the 

way in which animal fylgjur in later times come to be replaced by female figures who 

appear in dreams to male figures giving advice. In a sense, all such figures can be seen as 

animas even when in animal form.  

 Ultimately, one can say that the application of the idea of the Jungian archetypes 

to Old Norse shape-shifting seems to help the overall understanding of these figures (both 

the animal “followers” and the animals into which figures transform) who can be seen as 

a form of “inner guides”, the transformation into animal form perhaps representing the 

perfect blending of one’s conscious and unconscious self which Christianity seems to have 

 
347 This may also apply to the context of the self, where an individual finds the “totality” of their inner psyche 
to reveal personal truths. 
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been uncomfortable about.348 As the Old Norse shape-shifter seems to know no 

boundaries, that is to say that their actions involve “boundary-crossing” between animal 

and human, it can perhaps be said that these figures, have accepted (an even actively taken 

on) the “inner animal” lying dormant within their unconscious personalities. In short, the 

shape-shifter, seems to have attained the ability to effectively bring those “darker” 

qualities, usually considered to be their “shadow” into physical or mental consciousness 

(according to Carl Jung), for better or for worse. Symbolic shape-shifting, while not going 

all the way, at least arguably admits the existence of one’s dark animal roots and impulses.  

 Bringing this research project to a close, it feels important to revisit the idea of why 

we as a society still find the study of this quintessential “monster” fascinating. Like fairy 

tales told to children, stories about monsters and shape-shifters can be said to reinforce 

traditional “forbidden” ideologies and actions like incest, bestiality, violence, and so on, 

all of which, as we have seen, are associated in one way or another with later portrayals of 

Old Norse shape-shifters (see Chapters 6 and 7). However, as Higley suggests, “fear of the 

monster is really a kind of desire,” that is to say that while the “werewolf [or other shape-

shifters] speaks to our fears of losing human reason […] it [also] expresses a longstanding 

dream of acquiring the strength and ferocity of a beast” (Higley, 2005, 345). Certainly 

“monsters” like the werewolf, the werebear, the were-boar, and so on reiterate the question 

of identity, the need to define humanity, and the negative forces that live within it. Society 

is nevertheless drawn to these stories because, as Higley notes, they provide a sort of 

“escapist” fantasy in which one can witness the breaking of the limiting social, gender, and 

biological boundaries established by society (Higley, 2005, 345). As Cohen writes in 

Monster Theory:  

The same creatures who terrify and interdict can evoke potent escapist 

fantasies; the linking of monstrosity with the forbidden makes the monster 

all the more appealing as a temporary egress from constraint. […] We 

 
348 The demonization of Old Norse shape-shifters by Christians probably stems from the Christian idea that 
no one other than God (and perhaps his angelic figures) should possess other-worldly abilities and that those 
that do are worshipping a “false idol”, are “witch-like” figures, and/ or are in league with Satan. As 
Revelations 21:8 states: “But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, 
those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars – their place will be in the fiery lake of burning 
sulfur. This is the second death” (my italics, Archaeological Study Bible 2005, 2073). Deuteronomy 18:10-
12 states: “Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who practices 
divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or cast spells, or who is a medium or spiritist 
or who consults the dead. Anyone who does these things is detestable to the LORD, and because of these 
detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out those nations before you” (my italics, Archaeological 
Study Bible 2005, 278). 
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distrust and loathe the monster at the same time we envy its freedom, and 

perhaps its sublime despair. […] Escapist delight gives way to horror only 

when the monster threatens to overstep these boundaries, to destroy or 

deconstruct the thin walls of category and culture. When contained by 

geographic, generic, or epistemic marginalization, the monster can function 

as an alter ego, as an alluring projection of (an Other) self” (Cohen, 1996, 

16-17). 

 Arguably, the shape-shifter is such an alter-ego for us, a symbol for breaking the 

societal boundaries and cultural values that cage most individuals and for revealing human 

fears and desires. While these ancient figures have become almost forgotten legends over 

time due to changing religious and societal values, we as a society are endlessly drawn 

back both to their apparent monstrosity, but also their freedom, and their “primality” in our 

study of early religion, mythology, and folklore, and even when watching horror movies. 

Essentially, we recognize on some level that the “darker” characteristics of the shape-

shifter also lie within ourselves and that by taking on and accepting these characteristics in 

a positive fashion, as those in the past seem to have done, we too can achieve a greater 

understanding of our potential and place in the world.       
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Appendix:  
 

Landnámabók Animal Personal Names with Translations 

As originally discussed and referenced in Chapter 7 (7.4.2.2), the table below also contains 

my translations of the animal personal names listed in Landnámabók. The information 

below was gathered from the Íslenzk fornrit version of Landnámabók  (1968, 402-440) and 

cross referenced with the 1972 English edition (2006 reprint) of The Book of Settlements: 

Landnámabók, edited and translated by Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards. 

 

NAME  

(including 

variations) 

TRANSLATION  OCCURENCES GENDER  

Biǫrn  Bear More than 40 M 

Þórólfr  Þórr-Wolf           More than 20 M 

Ormr        Worm/ Snake             More than 20 M 

Úlfr   Wolf More than 20 M 

Hrólfr Variant of Wolf  More than 10 M 

Eyiólfr  Island(?)-Wolf  More than 10 M 

Ásbiǫrn   God-Bear  More than 10 M 

Steinólfr         Stone-Wolf More than 10 M 

Biarni                   Variant of Bear More than 10 M 

Bǫðvarr   Shifter in Hrólfs saga kraka More than 10 M 

Ǫrn Eagle        More than 10 M 

Heriólfr    Hare-Wolf             More than 10 M 

Sigmundr  Shifter in Völsunga saga More than 10 M 

Héðinn Jacket of fur or skin   10 M 

Ǫrnólfr  Eagle-Wolf                9 M 

Ari  Eagle (Old Norse)     8 M 

Refr      Fox    7 M 
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Sveinbiǫrn    Young-Bear               7 M 

Arngrímr Eagle-Mask       6 M 

Hallbiǫrn  Hill/ Sloping-Bear      6 M 

Óttarr    Variant of Otter         6 M 

Arngeirr           Eagle-Spear                 5 M 

Ármóðr     Eagle-Mind/ Courage(?) 4 to 5 M 

Bryniólfr    Armor-Wolf              4 to 5 M 

Galti  Boar/Hog                   4 to 5 M 

Grímólfr  Wolf-Mask            4 to 5 M 

Gríss  Young Pig             4 to 5 M 

Gunnólfr   Battle-Wolf           4 to 5 M 

Hrafnkell   Raven-Helmet       4 to 5 M 

Ingólfr    God-Wolf             4 to 5 M 

Kálfr   Calf  4 to 5 M 

Rúnólfr   Secret-Wolf          4 to 5 M 

Úlfar  Variant of Wolf    4 to 5 M 

Úlfheðinn    Wolf-Skin/Coat    4 to 5 M 

Valþiólfr   Choice/ Chance(?)-Wolf           4 to 5 M 

Þórormr   Þórr-Serpent   4 to 5 M 

Arnbiǫrn Eagle-Bear             3 M 

Arnmóðr Eagle/ Bird-Mind    3 M 

Ásmólfr   Divine/ God(?)-Wolf           3 M 

Grani  Horse   3 M 

Hafr Buck/ He-Goat       3 M 

Haukr Hawk                     3 M 

Jósteinn           Horse-Stone           3 M 

Snæbiǫrn   Snow-Bear             3 M 
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Steinbiǫrn  Stone-Bear             3 M 

Þióðólfr   Folk/ People-Wolf    3 M 

Þrǫstr    Bird (modern Thrush)                   3 M 

Arinbiǫrn Eagle/ Bird-Bear       2 M 

Arnaldr  Eagle-Might            2 M 

Arnoddr Bird-Spear/ Point      2 M 

Arnríðr Bird-Rider             2 M 

Auðólfr    Fortune-Wolf         2 M 

Árni  Variant of Bird               2 M 

Biǫrnólfr Bear-Wolf                      2 M 

Bótólfr  Helping-Wolf                 2 M 

Brǫndólfr  Fire-Wolf                       2 M 

Geirólfr  Spear-Wolf                    2 M 

Geirþiólfr  Spear-Wolf               2 M 

Gormr      Good-Worm/ Snake        2 M 

Hrosskell  Horse-Helmet                2 M 

Hrútr  Ram/ Sheep                    2 M 

Ísólfr               Ice-Wolf                        2 M 

Ketilbiǫrn Helmet-Bear                  2 M 

Kolbiǫrn Black-Bear                    2 M 

Lambi      Lamb  2 M 

Leiðólfr Road/ Way-Wolf 2 M 

Ormarr  Serpent-Army               2 M 

Skiǫldúlfr   Shield-Wolf                  2 M 

Stórólfr  Brave-Wolf   2 M 

Styrbiǫrn    Battle-Bear                  2 M 

Úlfliótr  Wolf-Bright/ Shining    2 M 
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Alfarinn Elf-Bird                        1 M 

Arnis  Variant of Eagle          1 M 

Arnkell  Eagle-Helmet              1 M 

Arnlaugr           Bird-Bath/ Spring 1 M 

Arnliótr   Bird-Bright                  1 M 

Arnsteinn  Bird/ Eagle-Stone        1 M 

Arnþórr Bird-Þórr              1 M 

Biarnheðinn Bear-Skin                    1 M 

Biálfi   Fur/ Pelt                      1 M 

Biólfr  Bee(?)-Wolf  

(reminiscent of Beowulf?)                      

1 M 

Brúsi   Buck/ He-Goat            1 M 

Dýri  Deer 1 M 

Fálki  Falcon  1 M 

Fleinn  Pike    1 M 

Fǫstólfr  Fast-Wolf                   1 M 

Gaukr Cuckoo    1 M 

Geitir  Goat 1 M 

Guttormr   Good/ God(?)-Worm                  1 M 

Hallormr  Stone-Serpent            1 M 

Hiálmólfr  Helmet-Wolf             1 M 

Hiǫrtr  Hart/ Stag                   1 M 

Hrossbiǫrn   Horse/ Bear               1 M 

Hróðólfr   Famous-Wolf           1 M 

Hundi   Dog                           1 M 

Hundólfr Dog-Wolf                  1 M 

Húnbogi  Cub-Bow                  1 M 
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Húnrøðr   Cub-Peace                1 M 

Hyrningr Horned-Man             1 M 

Hængr Male-Salmon            1 M 

Jófreiðr   Horse-Peace              1 M 

Móðólfr   Spirit-Wolf               1 M 

Oddbiǫrn Spear-Bear               1 M 

Rauðúlfr    Red-Wolf                 1 M 

Ráðormr  Advising-Snake        1 M 

Skialdbiǫrn Shield-Bear              1 M 

Sokki Horse with White Legs(?) 1 M 

Svanr   Swan  1 M 

Sæbiǫrn  Sea-Bear                      1 M 

Sǫkkólfr      Sinking-Wolf               1 M 

Sǫxólfr  Saxon(?)/ Dagger-Wolf     1 M 

Úlfkell   Wolf-Helmet               1 M 

Vébiǫrn Home-Bear                  1 M 

Þióstólfr  Fury-Wolf 1 M 

Jórunn Wild-Boar/ Horse-Wave More than 10 F 

Hallbera Stone-Bear             10 F 

Arnóra Bird-Þórr              7 F 

Þórarna Þórr-Bird 7 F 

Arnbiǫrg Bird-Rescue 5 or less  F 

Arndís Bird-Woman/ Goddess(?) 5 or less  F 

Arngerðr Bird-Protection 5 or less  F 

Arnleif Bird-Heir 5 or less  F 

Jófríðr Horse-Beautiful 5 or less  F 

Jóreiðr Wild Boar-Honor 5 or less  F 
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Riúpa Grouse  5 or less  F 

Signý Shifter in Völsunga saga 5 or less  F 

Arneiðr Bird-Beauty 2 or less F 

Arnfríðr Bird-Beautiful 2 or less F 

Arngunnr Bird-Battle 2 or less F 

Arnkatla Bird-Helmet 2 or less F 

Arnþruðr Bird-Strength 2 or less F 

Bera Female Version of Bear 2 or less F 

Birna Variant of Female Bear 2 or less F 

Dýrfinna Deer-Wanderer 2 or less F 

Hrefna Raven 2 or less F 

Hrafnhildr Raven-Battle 2 or less F 

Húngerðr Cub-Protection 2 or less F 

Jódís Horse-Woman 2 or less F 

Ormhildr Serpent-Battle 2 or less F 

Svana Female Version of Swan 2 or less F 

Svanlaug Swan-Bath/ Spring 2 or less F 

Úlfeiðr Wolf-Honor 2 or less F 

Úlfhildr Wolf-Battle 2 or less F 

Úlfrún Wolf-Secret 2 or less F 
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