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Abstract 

Nú mun hon sökkvask: The Connection between Prophetic Magic and the Feminine in 

Old Nordic Religion 

This thesis will seek to explore the inherent connection between the feminine and 

foreknowledge in Old Nordic religion, synthesizing both primary and secondary source 

material relative to the topics of fate, gender, and prophetic magical practices in the 

context of the Viking Age. The focus will be on four different types of prophetic females 

in Old Norse literature: dream-women, the goddesses, the nornir, and the völur. Each of 

these iterations of prophetic women will be examined, noting among other things their 

relationship to darkness and the underground, their “otherness", their various methods 

of accessing foreknowledge, and the apparent societal repercussions of knowing the 

future and even bearing responsibility for it.  

 

Útdráttur 

Í þessari ritgerð verður leitast við að kanna eðlislæg tengsl kvenna og forspár í forn 

norrænum trúarbrögðum og samstilla bæði frumheimildum og öðrum heimildum sem 

tengjast örlögum, kyni og spádómsathöfnum í samhengi víkingaaldar. Áhersla verður 

lögð á fjórar mismunandi tegundir kvenna sem búa yfir spádómshæfileikum í 

fornnorrænum bókmenntum: gyðjur, nornir, völur og draumakonur. Farið verður yfir 

þessar tegundir forspárra kvenna þar sem meðal annars verður bent á tengsl þeirra við 

myrkur og undirheima, annarleika þeirra, aðferðir þeirra til að nálgast þekkingu sína sem 

og hvaða samfélagslegu afleiðingar þar ber með sér að sjá framtíðina og jafnvel hafa áhrif 

á hana.1 

 

 

 

 
1  A very special thank you to Teresa Dröfn Freysdóttir Njarðvík for assisting with the Icelandic translation of 

this abstract.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 

“There are ignorant priests and ignorant people, who are all too ready to cry sorcery if a 
woman is only a little wiser than they are!” 

― Marion Zimmer Bradley, The Mists of Avalon, 132. 

 
 

1.1  Before the beginning... 

Before the beginning of the world and before the birth of the gods, there was only the 

giant Ymir, dwelling amongst sandless beaches and a great yawning gap. And yet, the 

völva remembers. She is primordial and omniscient. She sees the beginning of the 

world. She sees the god Óðinn hanging himself on the great ash tree Yggdrasill. She sees 

ragnarök, the end of the world, when the sun turns dark, Fenrir is set free, and the 

frightening Surtr wields a fiery sword against the god Freyr. She sees all men, gods, and 

every creature in between born, perish, and reborn anew.2 Given this description, it 

would be tempting to say that this völva (seeress) must be the most important and 

everlasting figure in all Old Nordic religion. However, elsewhere, in the sagas, women of 

this same profession are beaten across the face for speaking.3 It is not only the 

professional human seeress who faces stigma, however. In Lokasenna, the goddess Frigg 

is terrified of talking about what she knows of the future. In the same poem the god 

Óðinn is called shameful and abnormal for being able, as a male, to access 

foreknowledge and likened to one of these women. The nornir are elsewhere personally 

blamed for unfortunate turns of fate.4 

 
2   See the events of the poem Völuspá. All references made to this poem and all other Eddic poems and  

    sagas will be made in regard to the versions in various Íslenzk fornrit editions. All poems will refer to  

    specifically Eddukvæði (2014) unless otherwise noted. See further in text references and bibliography 

    for more information on particular sources. 
3   This occurs in Örvar-Odds saga. See Chapter 8.7 of this thesis for details on Oddr’s reaction to his       

    future being spoken out loud by a visiting völva. The same threat is made to another visiting  

    seeress in Vatnsdæla saga, which is the focus of Chapter 8.8. 
4   This attitude of “blaming” the nornir is common throughout several Norse poems and sagas. The  

    sources of particular note in this thesis are Reginsmál st. 2 and Helgakviða Hundingsbana II st. 26.     

    These sources will all be analyzed further in Chapter 7 of this thesis.  
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Why would women with so much power be so openly scorned? Can the fear 

associated with them lead us to believe that they were active creators of the future 

rather than passive mediums who simply told others what they were able to see? This 

thesis seeks to answer these questions and more. However, the most important 

question at the heart of this work is the question of why it is only women, both 

mythological and human, who have such a close and precarious relationship with 

foreknowledge in the Viking Age.  

 

1.2  Notes on Previous Scholarship  

This is not the first work to attempt to understand the roles of the women in Old Norse 

literature with regard to foreknowledge. For example, in one of the most seminal works 

on Viking Age magic, Sejd: Textstudier i nordisk religionshistoria (1935), the Swedish 

scholar Dag Strömbäck (1900-1978), made a special attempt to recognize and 

understand why female beings and characters found all throughout Old Norse literature 

were the sole beings were naturally able to see the future. These ideas were preceded 

by those of the Norwegian scholar Reichborn-Kjennerud, who wrote that there existed 

the possibility that Viking-Age seeresses were especially revered because they were 

seen as having the ability to create the future, rather than passively seeing it 

(Reichborn-Kjennerud, 1928, 80). In more recent years those ideas have been followed 

up by Neil Price’s The Viking Way (2002), a veritable bible of Viking Age religious 

practices which effectively examines the role that women had in spiritual matters.  

It is nonetheless Karen Bek-Pedersen’s 2011 work entitled The Norns in Old 

Norse Mythology to which this thesis owes special credit. Here, Bek-Pedersen focuses 

on the nornir in the capacity they must have held in the Viking Age, as feared yet 

paradoxically beloved and ageless figures who held all fate in their hands. In this work 

the nornir are explored in depth as (possible) representatives of the past, present, and 

future and their gender identity is revealed to be especially important to their role as 

protectors and creators. These works and many more will be explored and implemented 

into this thesis, though it would be an overstatement to say that this thesis has 
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managed to consider the totality of scholarship on women and prophecy in the Viking 

Age. The subsequent Stand der Forschung will nonetheless provide some clarity to the 

history of scholarship on the matter. This present work, however, will be slightly 

different from Bek-Pedersen’s work in that it will examine feminine roles and prophecy 

in an even more broad capacity. While Bek-Pedersen’s considers the völur and 

goddesses, as do others, it does focus primarily on the nornir. Building on Bek-

Pedersen’s (and others’) research, the present work will spread the net a little wider, 

and consider not only the nornir but also the mythological goddesses, the human völur, 

and those women who appear in dreams, drawing on primary source materials to help 

shed more light on the more overarching issue of the feminine and foreknowledge in 

Old Nordic religion.  

 

 

Figure 1. Emil Doepler (1903). In Walhall: Die Götterwelt der Germanen by Wilhelm Ranisch 
(Berlin: Martin Oldenbourg).  
In this depiction, Óðinn seeks advice from a völva.  
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1.3  Thesis Structure 

This thesis consists of eight main chapters. Following this introduction, the second 

chapter covers the Stand der Forschung, attempting to provide a broad overview of the 

history of scholarship with regard to the topics under discussion. These will include: 

fate, the nature of what prophetic women of the North are reading and sometimes, 

apparently, deciding; dreams in which several prophecies are revealed; the nornir, those 

female beings which are allegedly in charge of the past, present, and future; and finally 

seiðr, the rituals utilized by the human women who pronounce fate. The third chapter 

will address the primary sources used in this thesis such as the Poetic Edda, Snorra Edda, 

various sagas, and even sources from comparative cultures. The fourth chapter will 

discuss the terminology important for reading this thesis. It is my hope that the 

beginning four chapters of this thesis will provide the reader with a solid background on 

the matter and prepare them for the discussion at hand.  

The fifth chapter will begin the heart of the analysis and will examine women as 

they appear in prophetic dreams. The sixth chapter will examine the goddesses of Old 

Norse literature and how they are presented as being prophetic and what themes begin 

to appear in the texts in association with them. The seventh chapter will be a discussion 

of the nornir and in what ways they are prophetic and recurrent themes seen alongside 

them. Likewise, the eighth chapter will tackle the völur, both in poetry and saga, and 

those roles and themes associated with them. These four chapters will make up the bulk 

of the analysis on the primary sources and will implement secondary sources presented 

in the Stand der Forschung chapter. Finally in the ninth chapter, I will attempt to wrap 

everything up in a conclusion, which will address the various ways in which female 

actors tell the future, the interactions and roles they play in Viking Age society, and 

recurrent themes that appear in the literature. I will also compare and contrast these 

themes with tropes and ideas seen in comparative cultures’ literature in order to 

understand how unique the Old Nordic perspective was on women and foreknowledge. 

However, most importantly, I will attempt to wrap everything up in a way that will 

provide some clarity on why this connection exists in Old Nordic religion.  
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Chapter 2: Stand der Forschung  

2.1.1  Fate  

The first discussion of fate and its role in the medieval Nordic world might be said to 

have appeared in Icelandic scholar Finnur Magnússon’s (1781-1847) 1826 book entitled 

Eddalæren og dens Oprindelse (1826). This work sought to provide a highly romanticized 

version of the origins of Eddic lore, in which Finnur, influenced by recent research into 

the Indo-European language, hypothesizes that these origins might actually be Indian 

rather than Greek.  

A contemporary chronologically to Finnur, Jacob Grimm (1785-1863) also sought 

to explore the origins of Nordic and German mythologies. In the chapter entitled “Wise 

Women” (Grimm, 1882 [Stallybrass translation], 396-423) in his 1835 book entitled 

Deutsche Mythologie, he examines the topic, as part of a discussion dealing with larger 

religious practices. About women in regard to religion, he states, “whatever among 

women answers to heroes appears more elevated and spiritual” and that that “which 

women forfeit (in honours on the battlefield), is amply made up to them […] in duties 

assigned to them of momentous and lasting influence”  (Grimm, 1882, 396).5 Specifically 

dealing with women and fate, he divides women into two categories: nornir (and by 

extension völur) and valkyrjur. While his dissection of the nornir will be discussed in a 

later chapter, however, it is important to note for now the connections he draws 

between them and destiny specifically. He writes, “destiny itself is called örlög […] the 

norns have to manage it, espy it, decree it, pronounce it” (Grimm, 1882, 410).6  The 

“pertinence of the term skapa” is not lost on Grimm, as he attempts to underline the 

fact that these beings have a role in shaping and determining fate rather than simply 

guarding it (Grimm, 1882, 407). About the differences between nornir and valkyrjur, 

 
5  The original German text reads: “Was die frauen aber hier einbüssen wird ihnen auf anderm wege  

    reichlich erstattet, für jene besonderheit ein zelner heldenrollen, die in der sage oft unwirksam untergeht,  

    sind ihnen allgemeine ämter mit vielbedeutigem , dauerndem einfluss überwiesen” (Grimm, 1835, 368). 
6   The original German text reads: “Das Schicksal selbst heisst örlög oder auch naudr (nécessitas) aldr  

    (aevum); die nor nen haben es zu verwalten, zu erspähen, zu verhängen und auszusprechen” (Grimm,  

    1835, 381).  
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however, he writes that while “the norns pronounce the fatum […] nowhere is it said 

that they ride. The valkyrjur ride to war, decide the issues of the fighting, and conduit 

the fallen to heaven” (Grimm, 1882, 421).  

Although it came nearly a century later, the English scholar, Gabriel Turville-

Petre (1908-1978) wrote an article entitled “Dreams in Icelandic Tradition” in 1958. This 

will be discussed in Chapter 2.2, though it should nonetheless be mentioned presently 

as it focuses on the idea that for Nordic people in the medieval period, acceptance of 

fate was actually greater than religious belief. This differs a bit from Grimm’s approach 

in that, while Grimm acknowledges the fatalism of Nordic religion, Turville-Petre 

actually places it above religion. He also sees it as something that is predicated and 

unchangeable. As he writes: 

 
Belief in dream-symbolism implies a belief in fate, and in Iceland this belief 
transcended the religious opinions of pagans and Christians. Not only men, 
but also the gods are subject to the decree of an impersonal, insensitive 
fate. In a poem of great antiquity, the half-divine Skirnir is made to say: 'My 
destiny was fashioned down to the last half-day, and all my life was 
determined.’ Heroes face death in exaltation, knowing that none can live a 
night after the sentence of the norns (or fates). The future, therefore, is not 
something unformed, but it is a state which exists already. The seer may be 
aware of it in a waking state, but many more can see it in dreams, and 
when they do so it is most often disguised in symbols. Some are better able 
to interpret these symbols than others. The symbols that appear in dreams 
may be animate or inanimate, and many examples of both kinds could be 
quoted from older and later ages (Turville-Petre, 1958, 31).7 
 

 
These sentiments highlight an important theme of scholarship on fate – the notion that 

no one, not even a god, can override destiny. It also hits upon another recurring topic, 

which questions whether fate is actively shaped, wholly predetermined, or some 

 
7    It might be noted that Georgia Dunham Kelchner also considers fate and destiny in  

     relation to dreams slightly earlier than Turville-Petre in Dreams in Old Norse Literature and Their      

     Affinities in Folklore (1935), though to a lesser degree than Turville-Petre. Here, she reiterates  

     how dreams were seen as a medium for beings like fylgjur as harbingers of fate. 
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combination thereof. For Turville-Petre, the second option seems to apply. Dreams, 

according to him, were the medium through which fate could be better interpreted and 

understood though fate itself was inescapable.  

Two years later, in Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (1960), H. R. Ellis 

Davidson discusses the topic of fatalism and potential malleability of destiny. She takes 

a similar tone as Turville-Petre, writing: “Fate runs like a scarlet thread through the tales 

both of the gods and the great heroes” (Ellis Davidson, 1960, Kindle location 3762). She 

goes on to state that pre-Christian ideas of fate were “equated” with “providence and 

the will of Almighty God” during the period of Christianization and that such fatalistic 

attitudes were clearly anything but new at that time (Ellis-Davidson, 1960, Kindle 

location 3763). As she notes: 

 
When an Anglo-Saxon poet (that of The Seafarer) composed the line: 
‘Fate is stronger, and God mightier, than any man can imagine’, he was 
thinking as a Christian, but he was also expressing an idea implicit in 
heathen thought. Behind the great achievements of the heroes and the 
mighty power of the gods, there was something yet more powerful, the 
law of implacable fate, leading to Ragnarok and beyond (Ellis-Davidson, 
1960, Kindle location 3769).  
 
 

Essentially, To Ellis Davidson’s mind, extreme fatalism was inherent in the Nordic 

mindset long before Christianity and, in many ways as Turville-Petre suggests, was seen 

as being transcendent of religious worldviews. She goes further, implying that this 

worldview rather than being Indo-European essentially stems from the harsh 

environmental and political climates, stating, “the men of the north knew that they 

walked along a precipice edge, their precarious security threatened constantly by the 

sword, the storm, the attack of the enemy” (Ellis-Davidson, 1960, Kindle location 3775). 

Several decades later, the American scholar John Lindow’s overview of Nordic 

myths, entitled Norse Mythology: A Guide to Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs, 

examines the notion of fate from an almost strictly mythological perspective. The 

second chapter concerns mythic time, and here Lindow considers near versus far futures 
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in the Nordic paradigm (Lindow, 2001, 39-45). This naturally leads to an examination of 

fate. Lindow suggests an axis-based system of viewing time and occurrences whereby 

“events on the vertical axis were ‘irreversible,’ for they were fated; those on the 

horizontal axis were ‘reversible,’ in that the balance between gods and giants was so 

close” (Lindow, 2001, 43). Here, he clearly points out the desire in the Old Norse 

worldview to differentiate between events which are fated and those that can be 

changed.  

In more recent years, New Zealand scholar Judy Quinn ‘s 2004 article entitled 

“The Gendering of Death in Eddic Cosmology”, Quinn proposes a slightly different 

perspective based more on approaches drawn from gender studies. However, she also 

touches upon the now classic discussion of the plasticity of fate and combines the two 

topics together in her discussion of valkyrjur, stating: 

 
That this authority over the battle-fates of warriors is undermined by 
occasional and temporary insubordination by some valkyries – the ones 
that Eddic poets found so fascinating- indicates a tension in Old Norse 
notions of fate that skews influence, if not consummate authority, in the 
direction of the feminine (Quinn, 2004, 55). 

 

Quinn then continues her discussion of the importance of female fate-related figures, 

stating that this authority that this female gender seems to have had was nonetheless 

somewhat fluid in its presentation. She contrasts the fate-based roles of both the nornir 

and Hel, writing:  

 
The irreversible judgement of the norns is allied in its absolutism with 
Hel’s power to keep and not release the dead. The apparently static role 
of Hel in Eddic sources is contrasted with the more dynamic role of the 
norns, arriving at a child’s birth to set out the course of its life – its ‘ørlög’ 
– a course which finds definition in its finishing point as much as in the 
stages along the way (Quinn, 2004, 55). 

 

In a similar vein to Judy Quinn’s discussion, and now imperative to any discussion of 

fate, nornir, or even female gender roles in Viking Age religion, is Karen Bek-Pedersen’s 
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The Norns in Old Norse Mythology. LIke Jacob Grimm, Bek-Pedersen places a certain 

emphasis of the shaping (ON. skapa) of fate, writing that it is evident that “the idea of 

speech as a method not just for describing events but also for bringing them about” is 

apparent in the Norse tradition (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 193).  In short, it does not become 

decided until it is spoken. She also develops the notion that fate and law were 

inherently tied together: 

 
The etymological closeness between the Old Norse words ørlög, forlög, 
and lög is much more than mere etymology; it is indicative of a deep 
fundamental aspect in the Norse world view […] (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 
192).   

 
Closey Related to this etymological consideration of the words used for fate, is perhaps 

Bek-Pedersen’s most innovative idea that there is “also evidence that there are strong 

semantic links between speech and textile metaphors” and that while there are more 

“fate-as-speech” metaphors than “textile-as-fate” metaphors present in the literature, 

the two seem to “feed off each other” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 193). However, the most 

central theme that Bek-Pedersen reiterates throughout the book is the enduring 

fatalistic and social attitude reflected in Old Norse literature towards fate. Regarding the 

actual characters that appear in the literature and their approach to fate, Bek-Pedersen 

writes that, “they speak of what they must do (fate), but the course of action staked out 

is only a must as long as they refuse to ignore how others will judge their actions 

(reputation)” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 192). Here, Bek-Pedersen is demonstrating the 

acknowledgement in the Old Norse worldview that pre-determined events and the way 

they were approached could have adverse effects socially for individuals.   
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2.1.1  Conclusions on Fate 

The topic of fate in the context of Old Nordic religion is naturally broad and all 

encompassing, running tangentially to other themes and topics such as those realating 

to the nornir, gender roles, and the elusive role of magic in society. However, the above 

discussion highlights the main questions and themes related to it that scholars have 

tended to discuss in the past.  Is fate malleable and if so, then how and by whom? What 

terminology is used when discussing fate and what does this reveal? For the present 

thesis, the question of how fate is connected to the female gender is paramount. This is 

a subject that has been touched on by scholars such as Jacob Grimm, Judy Quinn, and 

Karen Bek-Pedersen who have all considered women and their special abilities to 

acquire foreknowledge, as we will see in coming chapters. Even though Turville-Petre 

and H.R. Ellis Davidson may agree that fate was seen as inescapable and transcendent of 

religious belief, such ideas have been questioned by more recent authors such as John 

Lindow and Karen Bek-Pedersen who have written that ultimately it may not have been 

so absolutist. Instead, there may have been certain pre-determined events that were 

unavoidable, they argue that others were at the mercy of actions and people. Grimm 

and Bek-Pedersen especially have examined the linguistic elements of these questions, 

noting that certain terminologies such as the use of skapa, can help scholars determine 

the degree to which events were seen as pre-determined. Although there are 

discrepancies between these scholars concerning the malleability of fate, most contend 

that it was an extremely important factor in the Old Nordic religious worldview, and had 

a powerful role to play in decision-making and behaviour. Whether this fate was 

guarded or guided by specific beings such as the nornir and valkyrjur is clearly still up for 

debate. This is an important paradigm for the present thesis, as it begs the question of 

why women and female beings in particular had access to foreknowledge, and whether 

they personally shaped or changed it.  
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2.2  Dreams 

2.2.1  Wilhelm Henzen and the Introduction of the Fylgjur  

As is well known, the symbolic foreknowledge provided by dreams is a consistent theme 

in Old Nordic literature, and women here are commonly said to have a role in these 

dreams (see Chapter 5). Wilhelm Henzen (1816-1887) was one of the first scholars to 

survey the topic of dreaming in the Old Nordic sources. In his 1890 work titled “Über die 

Träume in der Altnordischen Sagalitteratur”, he examines the role of dreams in Old 

Icelandic folk belief. Most interestingly for the present thesis, he makes particular 

mention of the role of the mysterious fylgja (pl. fylgjur) figure in dreams described in 

Nordic literature. While it would not be until later that scholars would further develop 

arguments concerning these figures, the fylgjur, in general, are a clearly recurring theme 

when it comes to scholarly approaches to medieval Nordic dreams. For the most part, 

however, Henzen’s work focuses on whether dreams in the literature have a symbolic, 

religious, or societal connotation rather than on their links to gender.  

As we will see over the course of this section, fylgur are supposed to be figures 

that appear in dreams sometimes in the form of an animal and sometimes (especially in 

later literature) in the form of a human woman. They are connected to both individuals 

and familial lines and their appearance in dreams is associated with both prophetic and 

protective wisdom. In their female guise, these beings are prime examples of the 

connection between prophecy and the female gender in the Nordic context and perhaps 

reflective of the further connection between women and liminal states of 

consciousness.  

 

2.2.2  Dream Beings and Symbolism: Reichborn-Kjennerud, Kelchner, and Turville-

Petre 

The next author to touch on dreams was the previously mentioned Norwegian scholar 

Reichborn-Kjennerud who briefly wrote about both seiðr and dreams in his five-volume 

work titled Vår Gamle Trolldomsmedisin (1928). Part one of this work features a section 

on dreams, in which the topics of fylgjur, hamingja, nornir, and dísir are discussed. 
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Reichborn-Kjennerud speculates here that the nornir figures may actually be the souls of 

the dead (Reichborn-Kjennerud, 1928, 52). Rather than drawing any exact conclusions 

on the role of specifically female spirits in dreams or dream interpretation, Reichborn-

Kjennerud argues that similar beings seem to be involved both in the accounts of 

dreaming and prophetic seiðr (Reichborn-Kjennerud, 1928, 33). This may be the first 

work that actually connects dream-figures which are commonly female, directly with 

the acquisition of foreknowledge.   

In 1935, Georgia Kelchner wrote Dreams in Old Norse Literature and their 

Affinities in Folklore, a book detailing the various appearances of dreams in the Old 

Norse source material, their role in society, and the beings that appear in them. Along 

with considering other personages in dreams such as draugar and fetches, Kelchner 

examines the role of the specifically female spirits in dreams, namely the 

aforementioned female fylgjur and dísir. She too underlines the potential connection 

between these beings and the nornir, following up on ideas earlier articulated by 

Reichborn-Kjennerud about the connection between the souls of the dead and the 

nornir (Kelchner, 1935, 31).  

In the section entitled “Guardian Spirits” (Kelchner, 1935, 30-40), Kelchner 

focuses on the hamingja as “the guardian spirit of the family” which appears “in the 

form of a woman” and as “an expression of the conception of the nornir, probably 

themselves originally the souls of the dead” (Kelchner, 1935, 33). She also speculates 

that over time these figures may have came to represent “disembodied fortune” itself 

rather than actual people (Kelchner, 1935, 40). In short, in this work, Kelchner directly 

relates the female gender not just with the character of the hamingja, but also the 

nornir themselves; both of these representations are embodiments of fortune and key 

instruments for the attainment of foreknowledge. For Kelchner, a development has 

taken place over time. She states that “the only form of guardian spirit to be found in 

the dreams of the Elder Edda is that of the dísir” who are represented as “dead women, 

dressed in mourning” (Kelchner, 1935, 31). She underlines that these dream-women (at 

all levels) tend to have a very special ability to see future events, especially death, and 
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that dreams were used in the sagas as a communication platform to convey these 

predictions (Kelchner, 1935, 32).  

 It would be another twenty years before the next real investigation of Old Norse 

dreams would take place. Following the psychological zeitgeist of the twentieth-century, 

Turville-Petre wrote “Dream Symbols in Old Icelandic Literature” in 1958. This work 

examines, as the title suggests, symbolic imagery in the dream accounts as well as the 

influence of European literary models on the description of such. In this work, Turville-

Petre returns to the roles of the various dream-women, as several authors had done 

before him. Like Kelchner, Turville-Petre attempts to better understand the 

differentiation between entities such as fylgjur and dísir in dreams, as well as the way 

their appearances are interwoven with Christian elements. He writes that the fylgjur 

appear to consistently be attached to human beings while dísir are individual goddess 

figures in their own right (Turville-Petre, 1958, 346). Turville-Petre concludes that 

symbolism reflected in these Nordic dreams was a synthesis of an “indigenous tradition” 

for dream interpretation also with “foreign elements” derived from literary works such 

as the Bible or even French romances (Turville-Petre, 1958, 354).  

 

2.2.3  Returning to Fylgjur : Else Mundal 

Although not written exclusively about dreams, Else Mundal’s central 1974 work 

entitled Fylgjemotiva i norrøn litteratur serves as another in-depth survey on fylgjur, 

considering their role both in society and dream narratives. She examines, among other 

things, whether the fylgjur are alter-egos or a female metaphor for individual fate, 

arriving at the conclusion that they are beings in their own rights which have decision 

making abilities, rather than passive symbols. She thus rejects the ideas previously 

expressed by Folke Ström (1907-1996), in his 1954 book entitled Diser, nornor, valkyrjor: 

Fruktbarhetskult och sakralt kungadöme i Norden, in which Ström had concluded that 

the fylgjur, unlike the dísir, were closer to ancient ideas of what would now be termed 

an alter ego. According to Mundal, these figures not only appear to exhibit free will, but 

are also connected to single individuals rather than families or large groups (Mundal, 
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1974, 84). Mundal also questions Turville-Petre’s earlier assertion that the words 

hamingjur and fylgjur may be used interchangeably, since there is no written proof that 

hamingjur have any connection to animal shapes (Mundal, 1974, 94).  

 

2.2.4  Recent Scholarship on Nordic Dream Women: Neil Price and Adriënne Heijnen  

About thirty years later, in The Viking Way, Neil Price gave another succinct overview of 

the beings commonly featured in dreams, namely the fylgjur, hamingjur, and hamr 

(Price, 2002, 59-62). He nonetheless goes beyond simply defining these beings and 

concludes that in the Viking-Age “understanding of reality”, human beings consciously 

viewed themselves and others as actually comprised of different “dimensions beyond 

the physical body” and that these dimensions which appear in dreams in the forms 

previously discussed (Price, 2002, 59). Since these facets of the human being extend 

beyond the body, he argues, perhaps dreams are the ideal medium to allow for social 

interaction with them. Like Reichborn-Kjennerud and Kelchner, Price also goes on to 

connect dreaming and the realm of the dead, though not necessarily with the female 

gender. He writes that in the neighboring Sámi culture, the dead “literally remained 

alive so long as the living remembered them”, especially in dreams, and that one can 

see here “parallels with the complex Norse soul beliefs, particularly with spirit beings 

[…] such as the fylgjur” (Price, 2002, 248).  

Written about a decade later and probably the most recent and comprehensive 

work on dreaming in Icelandic culture is The Social Life of Dreams: A Thousand Years of 

Negotiated Meanings in Iceland (2013) by Adriënne Heijnen. This work discusses how 

dreams have informed social interactions in Northern Europe for centuries, primarily in 

Iceland where the same applies even today. Among other things, Heijnen aims to “prove 

that the sharing of dreams has been a significant part of Icelandic everyday life, 

probably ever since the country was settled, up to the present day”, her book explores 

the various ways in which they illustrate “embedded cosmologies” of society” (Heijnen, 

2013, 58). Heijnen includes writing on the integration of dreams and dream beings in 

the Viking Age, writing that these creatures appear even in current Icelandic folklore 
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(Heijnen, 2013, 111). She concludes that as Icelandic “conceptions of the self” change 

and fluctuate, as do representations of beings such as the fylgjur, underlining the 

“metonymical link, which was supposed to exist between humans and animals in the 

Old Norse sources, has disappeared in modern and contemporary Iceland” (Hejinen, 

2013, 112). While she does not necessarily make any direct statements about the 

feminine in dreams, she does point out that it is believed that “fylgjur often appear in 

the form of women, because parents and midwives preferred to bury the afterbirth 

under the doorstep, or another place where the mother often passed” (Heijnen, 2013, 

112).  

 

2.2.5  Conclusions on Dreams  

Heijnen’s book works effectively to bring older scholarly ideas about beings such as 

fylgjur into the current century. Much of the writing noted above on the topic of 

dreaming in Viking-Age literature has focused on whether the dreams were seen as 

being symbolic, literal, or a combination of both. It nonetheless seems evident that 

focus has shifted more towards the actual figures of the dreams over the course of the 

twentieth century, considering whether dreaming serves as a medium for such beings to 

exist in the literature. The act of dreaming is, of course, a shared human experience 

regardless of time or space and it allows for the bending and breaking of reality. As such, 

it is an ideal realm to explore topics in literature that could not necessarily be explored 

otherwise. It also seems to have been seen as a way for extensions of the human soul to 

interact with other members of society.8  

As these scholars have shown, dreams are worked into the sagas in hundreds of 

instances, and the figures appearing in them can be classified into distinct beings. This 

classification has been the focus of some scholarly work like that by Gabriel Turville-

Petre, Kelchner, and Mundal. More importantly for this thesis is the fact that as they 

 
8    The multiplicity of the soul in Nordic folklore can be further examined in Bente Alver’s 

     article “Concepts of the Soul in the Norwegian Tradition” (1989). Here, Alver explores the different          

     parts of the soul as demonstrated in the literature and compares them to psychological phenomena such     

     as consciousness and un-consciousness.  
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have pointed out, and will be discussed further throughout this thesis, several of these 

figures have a number of things in common: they are female, they are connected to the 

realm of the dead, and they have access to foreknowledge, or some combination 

thereof. There is thus good reason to connect them to the nornir as several scholars 

have done. 

This topic of the fylgjur (connecting the female, the dead, and foreknowledge) is 

brooched by nearly every scholar mentioned above. These beings, so prominent 

throughout the dreams yet remain mysterious and in regard to their societal or literary 

roles. The fact that these beings are almost always female seems to be somewhat taken 

for granted by them and remain somewhat unexplored. The same applies to the number 

of saga accounts in which women play the role of interpreters. The following section on 

nornir will show a perhaps more satisfying consideration of the way in which scholars 

have pointed to the feminine connection to the dead and foreknowledge. 

 

2.3  The Discussion of the Nornir 

2.3.1  Early Writing on Nornir and Comparative Beings  

As is well known, fate in the Old Norse world is closely bound up with the figures of the 

nornir. One of the first authors to write about the nornir specifically was the German 

mythologist and linguist Jacob Grimm in his work Deutsche Mythologie (1835). He 

begins with the names of the nornir, writing that:  

 
Urðr is taken from the pret. pl. of verða (varð, urðum), to become, 
Verðandi is the pres. part. of the same word, and Skuld the past part. of 
skula, shall, the auxiliary by which the future tense is formed. Hence we 
have what was, what is, and what shall be, or the past present and future 
[…] (Grimm, 1835, 405).9 

 

 
9    The original German texts reads: “Urðr ist aus dem pluralablaut von verða (varð, urðum) entnommen,  

     Verðandi ist das fem. part. praes. des nemlichen worts, Skuld das part. praet. von skula, d. h. dem  

     wort, mit welchem die mangelnden flexionen, des futurums umschreiben warden. Es ist also sehr      

     passend das gewordne, werdende und werdensollende, oder vergangenheit, gegenwart und zunkunft     

     bezeichnet und jede der drei parzen in einer dieser richtung aufgestellt.” (Grimm, 1835, 377). 
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Grimm goes on to further discuss linguistic elements of the names of the nornir, relating 

them to Anglo-Saxon poems and phrases involving the fateful Old English term wyrd 

(Grimm, 1835, 406). More importantly for the present discussion, he touches upon the 

idea that these nornir had a direct relationship with what may be their human 

counterparts, the völur. People such as Karen Bek-Pedersen would repeat this 

correlation in their later scholarship, Grimm uses Norna-Gests þáttr as an example, 

writing that “here the völva, spákona, and norn are perfectly synonymous […]” since 

both the nornir and the völur “passed through the land and knocked at the houses” in 

order to dispense individual and familial fates (Grimm, 1835, 409).10 However, Grimm 

also notes that the Edda indicates the existence of both “good and bad norns (góðar ok 

illar, grimmar, liotar), and though it names only three, that there are more of them […]” 

(Grimm, 1835, 410).11  

Nearly one hundred years after Jacob Grimm’s work, Reichborn-Kjennerud in the 

book Vår Gamle Trolldomsmedisin (1928) returned to the nornir and their relationship 

with the völur, writing that the völur, at least in the literature, seem to construct or 

assist in very favourable prophecies. According to him, this could be the result of a 

Viking-Age understanding of their role, reflecting the idea that perhaps the völur were 

actual shapers of fortune rather than simple messengers (Reichborn-Kjennerud, 1928, 

80).  He suggests that this idea of making fate may extend to the nornir, underlining that 

there are places in the literature where the two sets of beings are seem to become 

interchangeable. Strömbäck also mentions this similarity briefly in his Sejd (Strömbäck, 

1935, 87). Less than twenty years later, both female beings also appear in Folke Ström’s 

Diser, Nornor, Valkyrjor (1935) in which he compares the three figures. This book 

nonetheless primarily compares and contrasts the dísir and valkyrjur figures rather than 

considering the nornir, about whose corporeality little is said.  

 
10     The original German text reads: “Hier ist völva, spákona und norn vollkommen gleichbedeutig, wie  

        wir vorhin sahen, dass die völur durchs land zogen und an die häuser klopften, thun es auch die 

        nornir” (Grimm, 1835, 380). 
11     The original German text reads: “Die edda lehrt ausdrücken, dafs es gute und böse (góðar ok illar,   

        griller, liotar), und obgleich sie ihrer nur drei namhaft macht, noch mehrere gebe […]” (Grimm, 1835,     

        381).  



Lauren Hamm 
Kt. 290191-5219  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
  Autumn 2019 

 

24 

 

A more recent addition to scholarship is H.R. Ellis Davidson’s 1998 book entitled 

Roles of the Northern Goddess features some further comparative statements about the 

nornir as well, briefly touching upon the notion that the nornir and valkyrjur share a 

similar role in the poem Helgakviða Hundingsbana, in which the nornir set their fate-

shaping loom across a space most commonly associated with the sky, the valkyrjur 

figures (Ellis Davidson, 1998, 119). Ellis-Davidson also suggests: “as Christianity was 

established, the Virigin Mary, St. Anne, and other female saints replaced the Norns, and 

the Mother Goddesses as helpers and protectors of women in childbirth” (Ellis 

Davidson, 1998, 148). This concisely underlines the connection that the nornir were 

seen as having with the world of women in the Viking Age.  

Naturally, the nornir are also incorporated into Neil Price’s The Viking Way 

(2002), where they are referenced throughout the work. Like his predecessors, Price 

also comments on how blurred the line seems to be when it comes to distinguishing 

between female beings such as the valkyrjur and the nornir writing, for example, that 

“early valkyrjur are also notable for the blend of associations and abilities that they 

possess […] the women of Darraðarljóð weave like the nornir, and are clearly connected 

with fate” (Price, 2002, 334). Although the women in the poem in question are never 

actually referred to as nornir, he argues that, “the loom of fate of the nornir parallels the 

fabric of death, dyed red, that the valkyrjur rip apart as they speed off to the battlefield” 

(Price, 2002, 384). Price’s book nonetheless contains little discussion of the nornir in 

terms of other female gender roles relating to birth or the realm of the dead.  

The idea of verbalization and the shaping of the future by the nornir was an 

increasingly important idea that was briefly discussed in John Lindow’s book entitled 

Norse Mythology: A Guide to Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs (2001) in which Lindow 

follows Reichborn-Kjennerud in suggesting that the nornir are actually seen as shapers 

of fate: 

  

One of the thulur says “Norns are called those women who shape what 
must be” and the noun related to the verb “shape” (medieval Icelandic 
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skapa), medieval Icelandic sköp, which means something like “fate”, is 
also used with the norns (Lindow, 2001, 243).  

 

Like Jacob Grimm, Lindow goes on to briefly discuss the linguistic elements of the 

naming of the nornir, making nearly the same comparison between name of Urðr, the 

verb verða, and the usage of the term wyrd in Anglo Saxon poetry, reiterating the fact 

that there appear to have been several other nornir in existence outside of the usual 

three.  

 

2.3.2  Bek-Pedersen’s The Norns in Old Norse Mythology 

Written shortly after works by Price and Lindow details wider aspects of Viking-Age 

religion, Karen Bek-Pedersen’s work, The Norns in Old Norse Mythology (2011), is 

conceivably the largest and most meticulous work to have been written specifically on 

the nornir. Here, Bek-Pedersen draws several important conclusions about these figures. 

While she echoes past methodologies of comparing the nornir to other female figures 

like the dísir, such as that demonstrated by previous authors like Ström, in this work the 

focus is on the nornir exclusively. The most important conclusion for this thesis, possibly 

more important that all those drawn in the other material mentioned in this Stand der 

Forschung, is the following: 

 
The fact that the nornir, and most of the beings they compare to, are 
conceived of as feminine seems ultimately to be rooted in the biological 
fact that it is the female who gives birth to new life. This relates the 
nornir to mother figures and ancestress figures, indicating that they 
encompass benign, life-affirming aspects, although these are not often 
brought to the fore in the source material. Their female nature would 
also account for the tendency to associate fate not only with birth but 
also with other specifically female tasks, even if such tasks are rarely 
connected directly to the nornir themselves. The argument here is that 
there is a general symbolic correspondence between, on the one hand, 
the strongly female connotations of the dyngja and the kind of work that 
takes place inside it and, on the other hand, the association of fate with 
birth and with mother figures (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 200-201).  
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This conclusion, while it does not directly relate the female gender to prophetic magic in 

the Viking Age, certainly does assign a direct correspondence between the female 

gender, along with its associated roles in Old Norse society, and fate more specifically in 

the form of fate-related beings such as the nornir. Bek-Pedersen draws several 

conclusions relating to the nature of fate and destiny overall in the Viking Age using the 

nornir as examples. Essentially for her, the nornir were beings referred to as keepers 

and potential shapers of destiny in times of “harsh reality and difficult choices between 

personal affiliation and societal norms and expectations” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 200). As 

with Price, the element of weaving plays a central role in the conclusion of this work. 

For Bek-Pedersen, the act of weaving is a metaphor for fate, “weaving […] as 

determining” or even shaping destiny, the dyngja in which it takes place being 

presented as a womb-like structure (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 201).  

With regard to the word and name Urðr, Bek-Pedersen writes that the “semantic 

association of orð with urðr, ‘word’ with ‘weird’, makes clear that the spoken word plays 

an important role in issues of fate” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 202). As had been noted 

above, this idea was also mentioned by earlier scholars such as Grimm and Lindow. As 

Bek-Pedersen explains, verbalization was a way of “actualizing the hidden truth” the 

nornir were privy to (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 202).12 It is a way of bringing outer or esoteric 

knowledge into the corporeal world. This new emphasis on verbalization and the 

realization of fate is something that will be further explored elsewhere in this thesis, not 

least with regard to the religious and cultural importance of prophetic activities.  

 

 

 

 
12     German scholar Jan de Vries’ (1890-1964) work also agrees with this sentiment and Bek- 

        Pedersen borrows from his work. In Altgermanische Religiongeschichte (1956) he writes “Die spá  

        gab also nicht nur an, wie sich die Zunkunft voraussichtlich gestalten würde, sondern sie  

        bestimmte auch, wie sie warden sollte” (De Vries, 1956, 323). In short, de Vries also sees the  

        nornir were active participants in the shaping of the future, rather than merely passive   

        intermediaries.  
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2.3.3  Conclusions on the Nornir 

As earlier scholars have shown, while the nornir may sometimes be confused or 

muddled with similar female beings such as valkyrjur or dísir, they retain their main 

status as both fate shapers and keepers. As has been shown above, until Karen Bek-

Pedersen’s seminal work on the nornir, scholars were largely content with engaging in 

comparative writing on these figures. Bek-Pedersen’s work nonetheless draws several 

novel conclusions not least with regard to gender. Arguably, her work is the first to 

focus on the specifically female aspect of the nornir, women being seen as having an 

innate connection to the world of the dead through their ability to give life, and a 

special ability to access, or perhaps even change, fate.  

 

2.4  Seiðr 

2.4.1  Early Scholarship: The Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth-Centuries 

The first academic work to mention seiðr and its role in Nordic society as a means of 

affording access to the supernatural world is exemplary not only with regard to late 

nineteenth-century attitudes toward the topic, but also because it introduced one of the 

most fundamental arguments surrounding seiðr by Johan Fritzner (1819- 1893). The 

article entitled “Lappernes Hedenskab og Trolddomskunst Sammenholdtmed andre 

Folks, især Nordmaendenes, Tro og Overtro” (1877) discussed the role of seiðr 

essentially in the context of Sámi religion and shamanic belief, thereby establishing not 

only the shamanic lens through which seiðr would be seen for many subsequent years, 

but also another key issue in clearly differentiating between seiðr and other related 

esoteric terminology used for Old Nordic practices. Even though the article was brief in 

its reference to seiðr, it set a precedent for future scholarship such as by Finnur Jónsson. 

(1858-1934). Finnur’s work entitled “Um galdra, seið, seiðmenn og völur” (1892) set a 

further precedent as Finnur attempted to strengthen the distinction between different 

types of Nordic magicians. This second work also collected the early terminology and 

methods related to seiðr, still utilized by present scholars and among other things 
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underlining differences between seiðr as a means of prophecy and as a means of 

violence.  

After the turn of the century, prior to the earlier mentioned monumental work 

by Dag Strömbäck (1900-1978) titled Sejd: Textstudier i nordisk religionshistoria (1935),  

several other authors contributed to the topic of seiðr. Even though few of their 

contributions were as epic in scope as that by Strömbäck and even though they place 

less emphasis on the aspect of attaining foreknowledge, they nonetheless deserve 

mention as they added further to the scholarly background that the major upcoming 

scholars of seiðr would later effectively develop and not least, the connections to 

gender.  In 1902, two articles appeared which were certainly applicable to the present 

thesis’ topic of women and prophetic magic in the Viking Age. These articles were 

perhaps the first to focus on these particular topics particularly in the context of seiðr. 

The first was an article published by Hugo Gering (1847-1925), taken from his book on 

prophecy entitled Uber Weissagung und Zauber im nordischen Alterturn (1902). Here, 

Gering includes various key passages on the activites of the völur as well as the power of 

prophetic dreams and the connection between the two. The notion of ergi in relation to 

seiðr would reappear in several later works as a recurring theme in regard to these 

issues, many of which once again suggest that there was a clear connection between 

prophetic magic and the feminine.13  

For the most part, seiðr and related practices seem to be only mentioned briefly 

in other scholarship prior to 1935. In Galdrar (1923) by Ivar Lindquist (1895-1985) it is 

mentioned in passing as being related to Northern shamanism, and the work of Ingjald 

Reichborn-Kjennerud (1856-1949) touches on it briefly in the context of dreaming and 

prophecy. Reichborn-Kjennerud also places seiðr in his attempted taxonomy of sorcery 

in the Nordic Middle Ages, a work which follows the tone of Finnur Jónsson’s earlier 

 
13    Examining the relationship between ergi and shamefulness or argr is a common theme, efficiently  

       summed up and demonstrated in The Unmanly Man: Concepts of Sexual Defamation in Early  

       Northern Society (1983) by Preben Meulengracht Sørensen. The topic also appears in Jenny Jochens’          

       Old Norse Images of Women (1996), Neil Price’s The Viking Way (2002), and Clive Tolley’s     

       Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic (2009).  
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work on seiðr (see above). One should also mention Konrad Jarausch’s article “Der 

Zauber in den Isländersagas” (1930), in which Jarausch considers the function of 

sorcerer. His work returns to the key involvement of women in sorcery. Arguably the 

work of these scholars set the foundation for the discussions to come in following 

decades.  

 

2.4.2  Dag Strömbäck, Åke Ohlmarks, and the Mid-Century 

As noted above, it was not until 1935 that the topic of seiðr was finally surveyed in 

detail for the first time in the Swedish folklorist Dag Strömbäck’s influential Sejd: 

Textstudier i nordisk religions-historia. Here Strömbäck offered further support for 

Fritzner’s earlier idea that the phenomenon called seiðr in medieval Nordic texts may 

have been a borrowed practice from neighboring Sámi peoples. He nonetheless also 

stresses that seiðr seems to have had two forms, with competing “black” (violent) or 

“white” (healing or divinitory) varieties. More specifically about divinitory, or “white”, 

magic, Strömbäck writes: 

 
Den divinatoriska sejden skildras i källorna med en säregen enhetlighet, 
som åtminstone i visa fall get oss anledning förutsätta, att 
sagaskrivarna använt en viss kliché eller ett visst mönster i sin 
framställning. Utmärkande för dessa skilringar är deras förtengenhet 
angående själva sejdakten. I stället omtalas ganska utförligt 
förberedelserna, sejdkvinnans framträdande och mottagande, 
husfolkets förhållande tell henne o. s. v. Källorna här äro Eir. saga 
rauða, Vatnsdøla, Orvar-Odds saga och Orms Þáttr Stórólfssonar 
(Strömbäck, 1935, 142).  

 

Strömbäck follows this up in his third chapter entitled “Vit och svart sejd” with a set of 

common tropes which characterise the typical experience of a prophetic völva largely 

based on the account of Þorbjörg lítilvölva in Eiriks saga rauða (Strömbäck, 1935, 142-

159). These tropes are listed in numerical order and include the following points: 

 
1. En sejdkvinna far på gästabud från gård till gård i en bygd och 
utövar sin konst. […] 
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2. Sejdkvinnan mottas under hedersbetygelser, och allt göres för at 
hon skall trivas väl på det ställe dit hon kommit. […] 
 
3. De i gästabudet detagande gå från sina (anvisade) platser – sedan 
själva sejdakten anslutats – fram sjedkvinnan till sejdkvinnan och 
spörja om sina angelägenheter (ganga til frétta). […] 
  
4. Gåvor överlämmas till sejdkvinnan, då hon byter upp från gåden 
[…] (Strömbäck, 1935, 142-144).14  
 

  
While Strömbäck makes no conclusions about where the völva gains her foreknowledge 

from, his work was also revolutionary in the area of methodology, not least because 

Strömbäck’s work paid special attention to all Icelandic sources including the 

fornaldarsögur, attempting to understand them in the context of written history which 

has been passed on over time, rather than as a source of accurate historical and 

religious information. As such, Sejd was doubly important for the field.  

Strömbäck’s views were nonetheless challenged by another Swedish scholar, Åke 

Ohlmarks (1911-1984), for whom seiðr was neither explicitlly shamanistic nor borrowed, 

but rather wholly Nordic. For Ohlmarks, who says little about gender, a clear distinction 

needed to be made between arctic and subarctic shamanism, to which he insisted seiðr 

belonged. He writes in his work that unlike seiðr, arctic shamanism typically involves a 

formed deep ecstasy which resulted from what he, somewhat unfortunately, describes 

as “arctic hysteria”, a result of proximity to harsh climates and restricted diets. This type 

of shamanism, he explains, also typically made use of various tactics aimed at achieving 

an altered state of consciousness, something which he claims seiðr did not (Ohlmarks, 

1939, 352). Although Ohlmark’s remarks have been since discredited for their overtones 

of racism and reliance on now outdated athropological knowledge, this early debate 

would act as a model for the many scholarly debates on the topic that were to come.15 It 

 
14   Strömbäck’s list includes examples (listed “A” through “E” following each point above) showing  

      which sagas contain or exclude these tropes. Here he refers to Eiríks saga rauða, Vatnsdœla saga,  

      Norna-Gests þáttr, Örvar Odds saga, and Orms þáttr respectively.  
15    The criticism of Ohlmark’s work is that it reflects attitudes that insinuate the intellectual  
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is nonetheless worth noting that the arguments of neither Ohlmarks nor Strömbäck 

made much use of archaeological finds, something that would not develop until later in 

the century.16 

Between the 1930s and more present scholarship, the study of seiðr appears to 

have been affected by the ideologies and events of World War II. While it is beyond the 

scope of this Stand der Forschung to explore this argument in any worthwhile depth, the 

reader is referred to Neil Price’s excellent and succinct summary of the influence of the 

German scholar Otto Höfler (1901-1987) during the ’40’s and ‘50’s in works such as 

Kultische Geheimbunde der Germanen (1934).17 Höfler himself had Nazi affiliations, and 

such Nazi interest in ancient Nordic cult practices gave the subject of these practices a 

bad reputation. Despite the fact that no major works were written exclusively about 

seiðr, not least in terms of prophecy, for several decades after the war, certain now key 

texts which would have a deep influence on scholarship concerning Nordic religion and 

magic  in other ways did touch on it briefly.18  

In more recent years, other scholars have begun to take new approaches to 

seiðr, looking at it from the perspectives of other fields. Terry Gunnell’s work, The 

Origins of Drama in Scandinavia (1995), examines seiðr under the lens of performance 

 
        inferiority of indigenous circumpolar people such as the Sámi. These attitudes may have been  

        informed by contemporary anthropological beliefs such as eugenics, even though Olhmarks  

        himself makes no definitive statements related to scientific racism. 
16     One reason for the delay in archaeology having influence on the study of seiðr is given in the  

        introduction to Gardeła’s (Magic) Staffs in the Viking Age (2016). As Gardeła writes, scientific    

        methods of extracting archaeological data took time to develop as the twentieth century progressed.   

        The limited nature of various archaeological methods (i.e. processualism) might also be said to have  

        temporarily hindered the application of analysis of material culture to religious studies for many   

        scholars.  
17     See The Viking Way (Price, 2002, 79-81). Here, Price describes in brief detail those authors who  

        were most influential during and after World War II and how the study of seiðr was corrupted by  

        and ultimately rescued from National Socialist ideologies. The key problem was that the Nazi  

        ideologies had attempted to tie Nordic magical practices to racially biased political agendas. Otto  

        Höfler himself was especially active in linking pre-Christian belief systems and National  

        Socialism, using them to promote “a Germanic future for Europe” (Price, 2002, 80). Price  

        nonetheless describes Höfler’s work as surprisingly free of personal bias, noting that the actual  

        content is “still relevant today, albeit an uneasy read in view of the context” (Price, 2002, 81). 
18     Here one can mention The Road to Hel (1943) by H.R. Ellis-Davidson (1914-2006) and her Gods  

        and Myths of Northern Europe (1960). Ellis-Davidson’s work serves as a general overview of  

        medieval Germanic beliefs and ritual practices.  
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studies, a previously undeveloped approach to seiðr although little is said here about 

gender or the purpose of seiðr. More relavant for the present thesis with its application 

of a new and innovative methodology can be found in the American scholar Jenny 

Jochens’ work, Women in Old Norse Society (1995). Although somewhat controversial in 

nature, Jochens approaches seiðr from an essentially feminist perspective, 

concentrating on the very female role of the völur in literature. For Jochens, women’s 

lives in general during the Viking period were “a mixture of rights and limitations”, 

meaning that, for example, a woman could not always “refuse a suitor”, even though 

she could “initiate divorce” (Jochens, 1995, 162). Even though she points to a “profound 

patriarchy” in the Old Norse world, Jochens nonetheless suggests that gender roles at 

the time were perhaps not guided by the same binary viewpoint that currently seems to 

influence them in the Western world. To her mind, unlike today’s standard binary of 

“male” and “female” gender roles, Viking Age society may have been divided between 

the most exceptional individuals on one hand and a “rainbow coalition” of the 

remainder of society on the other (Jochens, 1995, 162). She shows how seiðr bestowed 

power on some women with regard to the practice of the völur. Jochens suggests more 

specifically in her book Old Norse Images of Women (1996) that the famed seiðstafr may 

have even been used as a “phallic” object, used as a means to stimulate an altered state 

of consciousness sexually, or even served as an obvious symbol of power (Jochens, 

1996, 74) She nonetheless gives no discussion of how this would have helped with the 

attainment of foreknowledge specifically or as a form of power.19 Jochens work brings 

 
19    Some ten years later, yet another example of applying new methodologies to the topic would be  

       seen in Jesper Sørensen’s work on magic, cognitive theories, and psychology. His 2013 article titled       

       “Magic Reconsidered: Towards a Scientifically Valid Concept of Magic” attempts to help “solve” the  

       problem of how magic is looked at in academia, concluding by suggesting a cooperative approach and  

       arguing that “proper scientific models of its underlying traits, magic can be appreciated as an aspect of  

       human ritual behaviour everywhere in the world and not as a vestige of primitive mentality past or        

       present” (Sørensen, 2013, 241). While this may not involve Viking Age magic exclusively, he does  

       model his conclusion on Northern and Western European practices. 
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to mind, however, an extremely important term which will be examined at length in 

Chapter 8 of this thesis – völur.  

 

2.4.3  Neil Price, Clive Tolley, and Recent Scholarship 

The manner in which the archaeologist Neil Price refers to Strömbäck’s earlier Sejd in his 

The Viking Way (2002) might be said to reflect that with which students and scholars 

now refer to Price’s own work – with deserved reverence. While the two scholars 

present differing opinions on seiðr in their respective books, which are separated by 

several decades, both Sejd and The Viking Way are equally monumental. The Viking Way 

is perhaps best known for the interdisciplinary approach it uses to assess religion and 

war in late Iron Age Scandinavia. Within this context Price seeks to understand seiðr in 

more detail than many previous authors have done. Price concludes that “seiðr was 

real” in the minds of Viking Age Scandinavians and formed an “actual part of (their) 

mental universe” (Price, 2002, 333). Price thus arrives at his own conclusion of how seiðr 

should be viewed with regard to the medieval circumpolar world. After spending a great 

deal of the book exploring seiðr, Price states that it should be seen as a “shamanic belief 

system that can be naturally placed within the circumpolar cultural sphere while 

nonetheless possessing its own discrete character” (Price, 2002, 328). Building upon the 

early idea expressed by Finnur Jónsson and Strömbäck that seiðr should be subdivided 

into distinct categories, Price nonetheless suggests that rather than “black” and “white”, 

perhaps those divisions should be considered to be either “domestic” or “aggressive” 

and assesses the place of seiðr in Viking Age society in these terms. Furthermore, rather 

than grouping seiðr into two “blunt” groups of “ ‘divination and ‘everything else’”, he 

sees fit to consider the breadth of the seiðr spectrum. Price then identifies ten uses of 

“domestic” seiðr including manipulating the weather, bestowing good fortune, and 

healing (Price, 2002, 227). He naturally includes divination in this category and identifies 

an important question related to the overall work of a völva that needs to be 

considered: is she actively shaping or passively foreseeing the future? (Price, 2002, 229). 

Even more importantly for this thesis, Price underlines the way that: 
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The notion of women as the leading practitioners of sorcery seems to 
have long antecedents among the Germanic peoples, with female 
seers mentioned by Classical writers such as Tacitus, Dio Cassius and 
Strabo (Price, 2002, 112).  

 
He also agrees with Strömbäck’s previous point concerning the influence of the 

character Þorbjörg lítilvölva, writing “the archetypal description of a völva is 

undoubtedly that from Eiríks saga rauða” (Price, 2002, 112; cf.  Strömbäck, 1935, 144). 

Throughout the section (entitled “Witches, Seeresses and Wise Women”, 112-119), he 

discusses other instances of women performing divinatory magic such as Heiðr’s 

appearance in Völuspá (Price, 2002, 113-114). He underlines the fact that in some 

instances these women appear to be community professionals who were “paid for their 

services” stressing that “even Óðinn himself makes the völva a gift of jewelry in 

Völuspá” (Price, 2002, 113).  

As Price indicates, despite the formalities often associated with their arrival, 

these women may have been seen as having “mov[ed] in the most extreme of liminal 

zones”. He notes “social isolation is repeated in many other situations” which concern 

völur (Price, 2002, 113). Using a line from Baldrs draumar Price also underlines the 

relationship between the völur and the realm of the dead, pointing to “the völva’s burial 

place […] which lies outside the gates of Nifhel: Þá reið Óðinn fyr austan dyrr, þar er 

hann vissi völo leiði” (Price, 2002, 113). To his mind, this connection may actually be the 

key to understanding why the völur were believed to be able to see the future. It is from 

their association with this realm of the dead, perhaps, where their powers are drawn.  

Like Strömbäck, Price has also had an influence on the field from a 

methodological perspective. This is not least because of his application of the finding of 

Viking-Age staffs to the discussion of seiðr. These staffs are found almost exclusively in 

female gravesites. Although Price himself credits Bente Magnus as the original scholar 

to apply archaeology to Viking Age religious studies, it was certainly Price who firmly 

shifted the paradigm and brought this approach into the larger scholarly world (Price, 
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2004, 110). He describes the conflict involved in seeking to apply archaeology to 

cognitive history: 

 
Many archaeologists, especially on the positivist wing of the discipline, 
would argue that it is nearly or completely impossible to access the 
mentalities of past people, as opposed to the patterns in material culture 
that those mentalities have produced and which have been preserved 
through the taphonomic variables of the archaeological record (Price, 
2002, 38). 
 

He states that while this problem exists in the field, others, himself included, see 

archaeology as a valuable opportunity to explore and recover information about culture 

in ways which are simply not accessible otherwise. Indeed he adds that changes have 

actually been occurring in archaeology which now allow for a more open minded view 

on cognitive archaeology. “Since the late 1980’s”, he writes, “an increasing number of 

Viking researchers have started to address…issues of behavioral study”, an interest 

which has been fueled by “the growing need to understand this group (Vikings) and 

their place in their culture” (Price, 2002, 40). 

  A slightly different approach was taken shortly before in 1986, when French 

scholar François-Xavior Dillmann wrote Les Magiciens dans l'Islande Ancienne. Though 

not an archaeologically based text, this work should be noted because of its importance 

to the study of Nordic magical practices in general. It sets out to better understand 

Icelandic magicians in an overall societal context and, even further, seeks to explore the 

Icelandic literary magicians thoroughly as characters and people within the community. 

Though the text itself does not necessarily draw any connections between the female 

gender and the acquisition of foreknowledge, it does support the notion that divinatory 

magic was seen as a separate type of seiðr practice. Clive Tolley, whose work (explained 

next) greatly contributes to the present thesis, references Dillmann’s book several times 

in regard to the types of people who were supposed to have practiced various types of 

seiðr.  
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In Tolley’s Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic, which appeared in 2009, the 

attributed goal is to “present a measured approach to the question of Norse 

shamanism,” something Tolley achieves through careful extensive presentation of 

evidence. His findings are summed neatly and succinctly in his conclusion, which states 

that he has “found little grounds for proposing the presence of shamanism in pre-

Christian or later Scandinavia,” at least with regard to “the classic form of shamanism 

typical of much of Siberia.” To Tolley’s mind, most literary motifs typically presented as 

containing evidence for such Nordic shamanism are just later “literary motifs” which are 

“only loosely based on real practices” (Tolley, 2009, 581). He concludes with regard to 

seiðr itself that the assignment of this term “to any particular example is more or less 

random,” giving examples that indicate the confused and sometimes seemingly 

hypocritical nature of the term (Tolley, 2009, 26). He writes, for example, that “bad 

weather is attributed to seiðr […] in Laxdœla saga ch. 35, but in Eyrbyggja saga ch. 40 

Þorgríma galdrakinn is paid to cause bad weather without seiðr being mentioned” 

(Tolley, 2009, 26). “On the whole,” he concludes, “the corpus of texts represents a 

motley collection scoring fairly low on the scale of reliability for providing information 

about an actual practice” (Tolley, 2009, 27).  

More immediately pertinent to the present discussion however is what he has to 

say concerning gender and seiðr. “Some degree of family likeness,” Tolley writes, “can 

be detected between the literary seeress and the actual pagan Germanic seeresses 

recorded by classical writers” and the “most obvious point of similarity is that diviners 

are in both cases very predominantly women (Tolley, 2009, 152). He credits Dillman 

with pointing out the fact that “the numbers of magicians […] are fairly evenly split 

between men and women, but divinatory seiðr is only ascribed to women” (Tolley, 

2009, 153 in reference to Dillmann, 1986, 157). This leads Tolley to write about the topic 

of ergi, where he builds upon Sørensen’s theory that “the word may certainly […] imply 

passive homosexuality” (Tolley, 2009, 153). After an extensive exploration of the topic 

of ergi and potential shame and argr brought upon practitioners of seiðr, Tolley arrives 

at the following conclusions concerning gender and seiðr: 
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The Norse practice of seiðr may thus be a sort of outlier, a fragment 
which owing to its remoteness managed to retain some archaic features, 
of a European counterpart to the female-dominated shamanism of the 
agrarian societies on the other side of Eurasia. An examination of the 
gender-related issues in seiðr has also revealed that at least in certain 
circumstances the practice was linked to motifs of (re)birth[...] (Tolley, 
2009, 166). 
 

 
In short, for Tolley, women´s role in the acquisition of foreknowledge may well be a 

clandestine reference to the ability to give birth. However, he ultimately writes that “the 

Norse evidence is simply insufficient to provide an answer to this” (Tolley, 2009, 166).  

In spite of Tolley’s previously mentioned criticisms with regard to methodology, 

Price’s The Viking Way has been effectively followed up by Leszek Gardeła’s book, 

(Magic) Staffs in the Viking Age (2016), based on his PhD. thesis, another outstanding 

accomplishment in the field. This work provides a comprehensive history and 

interpretations of the seiðstafr and its connections to women’s graves, along with a 

detailed catalogue of every popular known staff so far found in archaeological 

excavations. He supports Price’s argument that they are probably magical or even 

divining instruments.20 Thus, they provide a material connection between women and 

magic in the Viking Age. The work is, naturally, highly critical of Clive Tolley’s questioning 

of archaeological material as a source on the connection between women and seiðr. For 

Gardeła, it displays a “superficial understanding of the nature of archaeological sources 

and their potential for the study of various aspects of past societies” (Gardeła, 2016, 

25). While Gardeła’s approach in this work is certainly entirely archaeological, it offers 

yet another very important addition to the overall scholarship concerning the role and 

nature of seiðr. Gardeła follows Rudolf Simek’s definition of magic of this kind in that it 

 
20     In the section titled “Staffs and Wands” (Price, 2002, 175-204), Price writes that “if the written  

        sources for seiðr-performers are taken collectively, there is no doubt that one object above all  

        others was characteristic of the sorcerer’s equipment – a staff.” He takes both “historical and  

        archaeological” evidence into consideration when declaring them as having been seen as “part of  

        the material repertoire of magic” in the Viking Age (Price, 2002, 175).  
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is “man’s attempt to make the supernatural subservient to himself” yet should not be 

viewed as “pre-religious”, since the two were, and are, clearly co-existent (Gardeła, 

2016, 28 and Simek, 2007, 199).  

It is clearly beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss in depth all the scholars in 

recent years who have mentioned seiðr in passing, without developing any specific new 

theories about it, its place in society, the role of women in it, or the means by which it 

provides fore-knowledge. As noted above, however, it is clear that there has been a 

small renaissance within the field in recent years, many scholars seeing the potential for 

new insights into the nature and role of seiðr and its relationship to questions of 

gender.21  

 

2.4.4  Conclusions on Seiðr 

This section has sought to give an overview of the scholarship undertaken over the years 

into seiðr, an incredibly nuanced and esoteric subject that draws on a wide range of 

data, much of which underlines firm associations with women and the attainment of 

foreknowledge played in it. Generally, it might be said the subject of seiðr appears to 

have focused on several recurring themes among academics, which have developed 

exponentially over time, becoming more varied and inventive, as newer authors have 

seized on the subject, taking new angles and approaches. The first relates to the 

argument of how closely seiðr should be viewed and compared with circumpolar 

shamanism, a dispute that has been inexorably linked to seiðr ever since the beginning 

and will undoubtedly continue to be so. Another key area is the discussion of whether 

seiðr only took one form, and if not, which subcategories seiðr included, answers 

ranging from Strömbäck’s literal “black” and “white” approach to Price and Tolley’s 

divisions of domestic and prophetic versus martial and offensive. Most scholars 

 
21    Here one can include Jens Peter Schjødt’s Initiation Between Two Worlds (2011) which examines  

       the nature and role of religious initiatory rites in the Viking Age, and Stephen Mitchell’s Witchcraft   

      and Magic in the Nordic Middle Ages (2011) which does not examine magic in the Viking Age  

      exclusively, but  rather how it developed throughout the medieval period.   
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nonetheless seem to agree that there are at least two distinctive subclasses, at least one 

of which (domestic or divinatory) seems to be associated with women and prophecy.  

Another related question asked repeatedly, and answered in a variety of ways, is 

the degree to which such divinatory magic, when practiced by men was associated with 

ergi or shame. As noted in the introduction, this aspect will naturally be examined at 

some length in this thesis. The question of the role that archaeology can play in these 

studies has also recently garnered some controversy in recent years. Other matters that 

have frequently appeared in this discourse will also be discussed in some detail later on 

in this thesis. These include the possible connection between seiðr, prophecy, and 

winter or darkness, to its potential connection to dreams and fate, and to its apparent 

connection to material items like the seiðstafr. Attention will also be given to the way 

seiðr has been differentiated from practices such as gandr or útseta, and its apparent 

dissemination into a newly Christian world.  
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Chapter 3: Primary Source Material 

3.1  Introduction 

The following chapters on the attitude to fate and the female figures who had access to 

it in the Old Norse world will implement mostly medieval Icelandic primary source 

material recorded between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, though the events 

described in the material may take place much further back chronologically, sometimes 

extending into a distant mythological past. This thesis will integrate several types of 

primary source, the strengths and weaknesses of which as sources are detailed below. 

Due to the heavily spiritual focus of this work, it will primarily examine the Eddic Poems, 

Snorri Sturluson's Prose Edda, the Íslendingasögur and the fornaldarsögur, rather than 

other sub-genres of the sagas such as the riddarasögur or the konungasögur, as these 

sources place more emphasis on divination and magical practices. This thesis will also 

bear in mind a few comparative sources such as Greco-Roman material and Anglo-Saxon 

material. The overall veracity of these sources, however, has long since been up for 

debate since they all essentially deal with magical and spiritual practices which are not 

easily verified with material culture and archaeological evidence. This leaves much room 

open for interpretation regarding the origin of these practices and whether or not they 

actually took place historically. Richard Kieckhefer states in his 1989 book entitled Magic 

in the Middle Ages that “for sustained and realistic depiction of early Germanic magic 

[…] there are few sources as revealing as the Norse sagas” (Kieckhefer, 1989, 48). It is 

precisely because of this that these sagas are of foremost importance when examining 

magical or divinatory practices in the Viking Age, in spite of being contentious when it 

comes to spirituality and religion. Further, many of these sources were written down 

after Northern Europe’s conversion to Christianity, making it even more difficult to 

separate the pre-Christian from the Christian.  In the following subsections of this 

chapter, some attempt will thus be made to evaluate the comparative value of these 

various sources for the present analysis.  
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3.2  Eddic Poetry 

Eddic poetry focuses primarily on mythological pre-Christian events and deities of the 

Nordic and Germanic world as well as ancient pre-Christian heroes such as Sigurdr of 

Fáfnismál. The most famous and abundant resource of Eddic poetry is the Codex Regius 

(GKS 2365 4to) manuscript which is dated to around 1270 although there are other 

manuscripts containing Eddic poetry, such as Flateyjarbók (GkS 1005 fol.), Codex 

Wormanius (AM 242 fol.), and the earlier Hauksbók (AM 544 4to.) which are both dated 

to the end of the fourteenth century. In the mid-thirteenth century, along with other 

materials, these poems were used as inspiration and source material for the famous 

Prose Edda, created by Snorri Sturluson (Thorvaldsen, 2016, 127-161).  

Of particular interest for this thesis is the Eddic poem called Völuspá which 

appears in both the Codex Regius and Hauksbók as well as in the Gylfaginning section of 

the Prose Edda.  It describes the conversation between a great seeress and the 

god Óðinn. She recounts to him the beginning, the ultimate destruction, and rebirth of 

the world, as well as the eons in between. She is also apparently able to access secret 

information about Óðinn as well, including his knowledge of the runes and details about 

his self-sacrificed eye. For many people she is the epitome of a völva: she has the ability 

to foresee future events, is in the position of recounting them to others, and admittance 

to a world of obscure information. She is also an example of how highly respected the 

role of a diviner may have been, as it seems to be the highest of Old Norse deities who 

consults her for knowledge.  

When using the Eddic poems as sources, however, it is useful to bear in mind the 

fact that these were “never finite and the Edda manuscripts are not representative of a 

‘holy book’ like the Bible,” especially because the oral tradition which the legends were 

born out of was ever-changing and fluid and cannot be trusted to reflect the views of 

everyone in the pre-Christian Old Norse world. There was no “solid form” of any of 

these “stories”, each version being a variant of another shaped by the storyteller and 
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other outside cultural influences (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 3). We should also never forget 

that the poems were recorded long after the conversion. Indeed, many scholars have 

pointed to sections of the poem that have direct Christian influence.22 

 

3.3  Snorra Edda 

As mentioned above, the thirteenth century Icelander Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241) was 

inspired to write what is now referred to as the Prose Edda or Snorra Edda. This work 

was based on the Poetic Edda and can be found in its earliest form in a fourteenth-

century manuscript (Gks 2367 4to), though other versions can be found in several other 

later manuscripts such as the fourteenth century AM 242 fol. and the early seventeenth-

century Codex Trajectinus (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, xxvii). This work was written for the 

purpose of preservation of pre-Christian Nordic lore and legend, and as seen in Snorri’s 

prologue, an explanation of the reasoning behind pre-Christians’ reverence of these 

deities. Over and above the preservation of the myths themselves, Snorri gives some 

explanation of some the “kennings or poetical metaphors” in Skaldic poetry which 

would probably not be as easily understood by his successors. However, this source 

faces the same issues as many other primary sources, as it was first penned from the 

“perspective of an outsider”, over “two centuries after Christianity became the state 

religion of Iceland in 999 or 1000” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 5). In short, we cannot trust in 

its veracity.  

Although it may not provide a perfectly clear window into the spiritual life of a 

Viking-Age person, Snorri’s attempts at preservation are not without value, especially 

for this thesis. In particular, this thesis will implement discussion of those accounts 

found in the section of Gylfaginning in which King Gylfi inquires about the goddesses 

and the nornir, learning of their divinatory abilities and special connections to magic, 

and their knowledge about the future of mankind.  

 

 
22     See Chapter 8.3 for a discussion of the Christian elements in the poem.  
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3.4  The Íslendingasögur  

The term saga may have come from the nominative plural of the Old Norse noun sögur 

and is "closely related to the common verb segja 'to say, tell'" (Clunies-Ross, 2010, 15). 

According to Clunies-Ross: 

 
One gets the strong impression from medieval Icelandic usage that sagas 
are stories about people, whether about foreigners (e.g. Trojumanna 
saga 'The story of the men of Troy') or kings and other high-ranking 
Scandinavian leaders (konungasögur, jarla sögur 'kings' sagas, sagas of 
jarls), such as the kings of Norway and jarls of the Orkney Islands, or, 
most commonly, about named Icelandic families inhabiting a specific 
region of the island (e.g. Svarfdoela saga ‘The Saga of the people of 
Svarfaðardalur), or individual Icelanders (e.g. Bjarnar saga hítdælakappa 
‘The Saga of Bjorn, Champion of the Hitardal') or their ancestors (e.g. 
Ketils saga hoengs 'The Saga of Ketill Salmon') (Clunies-Ross, 2010, 17). 

 

The two most useful sub-genres of saga for this thesis are the Íslendingasögur, which 

will be discussed presently, and the fornaldarsögur, discussed in the next section. The 

Íslendingasögur are familial sagas detailing the lives and events of major Icelandic 

families in the ninth to eleventh centuries, although they were written mostly between 

the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. They are generally accepted to be pseudo-

historical accounts and there is some contention as to which pieces of narrative are 

more historical than others (Clunies-Ross, 2010, 29). There are supernatural elements 

present in most of them including, most importantly for this thesis, acts of divination. 

Eiríks saga rauða, for example, contains probably the most famous example of a human 

völva and her alleged place in Viking-Age society. This saga, which recounts the events 

of the founding of Greenland by Eirikr rauði, is found in both the fourteenth-century 

Hauksbók (AM 675 4to) and the fifteenth-century Skálholtsbók (AM 557 4to). The 

account of Þorbjörg lítilvölva’s use of seiðr in the saga provides a good example of the 

contention which certain sagas reflect with regard to occult or supernatural. It is unclear 
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which elements are given emphasis or even created after the events are supposed to 

have taken place and which were seen as being a normal part of society in the tenth 

century. These sagas, like Njáls saga and Ljósvetninga saga, are useful for this thesis 

because they contain numerous accounts of dreams and prophetic figures such as 

fylgjur and dísir.  The Íslendingasögur also contain a subset of smaller pieces of 

literature called the þættir. These too were mostly written during the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries and are mostly contained in Flateyjarbók (GkS 1005 fol.) and 

Morkinskinna (GkS 1009 fol). These shorter tales are subject to much the same 

weaknesses as the longer sagas, however, in that they are not seen to be totally 

representative of pre-Christian beliefs. They may even be subject to even more criticism 

for historical accuracy since they are generally taken to be side stories used to fill out 

details.  

 

3.5  The fornaldarsögur 

The term fornaldarsögur typically refers to mythical heroic sagas, or “legendary sagas”, 

which are usually set in a pre-historic time before the colonization of Iceland and often 

refer to mythological figures (Clunies-Ross, 2010, 28). These sagas may also be referred 

to by the medieval term lygisögur, or “lying sagas”. This term is derived from their lack 

of historicity in contrast to the familial Íslendingasögur. According to Clunies-Ross, this 

term and “their presence in the medieval record betrays a cultural sensitivity about the 

status of fictionality” (Clunies-Ross, 2010, 28). The works also tend to be somewhat 

removed from “Icelandic social conventions, although in many cases they are distinctly 

aristocratic and in that respect unlike Icelandic farm culture” with certain duties such as 

“cutting hay” or “driving cattle” left notably out (Clunies-Ross, 2019, 77). As such, these 

sagas do not necessarily paint a picture of what was supposed to be everyday life for a 

medieval Icelander, but rather represent legends and idealized grand events such as 

marriage and war. All the same, as with most other sagas, fate plays a large part in many 

of these works, as they deal with events which are mythological in scope. An example of 

this type of saga, and also one relevant to this thesis, is Örvar-Odds saga (AM 344 a 4to. 
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is dated to the late fourteenth century) which features Örvar-Oddr, the grandson of the 

famous Norwegian Ketill haengr and contains another important example of a prophetic 

völva.  

 

3.6  Comparative Texts 

Also important for this thesis are other primary source materials that are more 

contemporary but come from outside the Nordic countries. These are primarily 

European sources such as those of the Anglo-Saxons and the earlier Greco-Romans both 

of these cultures had major cultural exchanges with the pre-Viking-Age peoples, but 

they also include several other important sources such as that of the Arabic traveler and 

historian Ibn Fadlan (877 - 960).  

 

3.6.1  Greco-Roman Material  

As Richard Kieckhefer notes, magical practices in the Nordic world can be seen as 

somewhat of an “inheritance” from the Greco-Roman (Kieckhefer, 1989, 19). As he 

writes, “we know in principle that magic in later medieval Europe represented a fusion 

of diverse influences, some from Graeco-Roman antiquity…” (Kieckhefer, 1989, 43).  As 

is well known, ancient Greco-Roman literature also places a heavy emphasis on fate, 

with its description of the spinning Fates [parcæ], making and manipulating the threads 

that represent the future of mankind. These fates naturally bear a 

striking resemblance to the figures of the nornir in the Nordic world. This thesis thus 

bear in mind will examine several sources which have similar comparative value. The 

first chronologically is the Greek tragedy The Bacchae, written by the famous ancient 

playwright Euripides (480 – 406 BCE).23 This play premiered in the year 405 BC and 

primarily features the god Dionysus, his worshipers, and the repercussions of denial of 

Dionysian experiences and spirituality. This source is important because it delves into 

 
23      See Williams, 2001, xxiii for more information on the history of The Bacchae manuscript.  
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cultic practices that feature both specifically female practitioners, magic, and intuitive 

abilities.  

    No examination of pre-Christian Germanic religion would be complete without 

reference to Tacitus' Germania and Histories. These works were written by a Roman 

senator and historian in the first century and are based on accounts of travels by other 

people to the regions north of the Roman Empire (Tacitus, 1970, 9). Germania is an 

examination of the northern Germanic tribes and in chapters seven and eight, Tacitus 

pays special attention to the roles of women in society and religion. In his Histories, he 

writes extremely briefly, as seen in Chapter 8.2.3, about women's spirituality in the 

north. In both sources he notes the special emphasis that Germanic people placed on 

women, and especially the fact that they seem to possess the ability to have prophetic 

powers.  

     The next useful source, Getica, was written in the sixth century, and was written 

by the politician and historian Jordanes, a Roman of Gothic heritage, who talks briefly of 

the presence of Germanic female magicians hailing from the north (Jordanes, XXIV, 

section 121, see haliurunnae).  

 While the lengthy literary history of the Greco-Roman world is worth bearing in 

mind when assessing these sources, making it stand out from the relatively sparse world 

of pre-Christian Nordic literature, this material is not without several weaknesses. First 

and most obviously, these sources are not directly about the Nordic world, no matter 

how much value they have comparatively. Next, it is suspect that even the ones written 

directly about the Germanic world are prone to large historical inaccuracies. We also 

need to remember that even these works were not based on personal experiences and 

that the authors view things with the perspective of an outsider.  

 

3.6.2  Anglo-Saxon Material  

Anglo-Saxon also sources have several uses for this thesis, not least because they (unlike 

the Greco-Roman material) clearly often have a background in the Nordic/Germanic 

medieval world. With regard to the attainment of foreknowledge, for example, 
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reference will be made to the Anglo-Saxon Canon Law written under King Edgar (959-

975) in the mid-tenth century banned well and fountain worship as well as banning 

travelling seeresses from practicing divination. The epic Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf is 

relevant especially in regard to Grendel's cave-dwelling mother, yet another source 

connecting female supernatural figure and watery chthonic enclaves.24 Further, the idea 

of fate as the overarching master of the universe, and certainly of human events, is 

hugely prevalent in the Anglo-Saxon elegiac poems. For example, The Seafarer (folios 81 

verso - 83 recto in The Exeter Book) contains a line which states that “wyrd biþ 

swiþre/ meotud meahtigra/ þonne ænges monnes gehygd” [fate is greater, god is 

mightier, than the thought of any man] (lines 116a-116b). This is a sentiment which is 

repeated throughout Anglo-Saxon poetry just as it is in other forms of Anglo-Saxon 

literature, and clearly echoes Old Norse thought.  

 The strengths of examining these particular sources lies in the fact that they, as 

mentioned above, have a shared background with Nordic people. This can be seen 

especially well in Beowulf 

, which in the opening lines refers to “we gardena in geardagum” [we of the spear-

Danes, in days of yore] (line 1a). Further, Beowulf himself is a Geat and comes from 

across the sea. Despite this historical connection, however, it needs to be remembered 

that the Anglo-Saxons were split geographically and religiously from the Nordic world. 

They were Christianized officially in the year 597, and this was heavily regulated by 

Canon laws passed routinely for hundreds of years (Cavill, 1991, 3). Therefore, while 

some pre-Christian elements may have persisted in their culture, as in the Nordic world, 

one cannot rely on this matierial unless one finds support elsewhere.  

 

2.6.3  Arabic Material  

In the year 921, an Arabic traveler was sent north to study and record the peoples of 

these regions. Ibn Fadlan's tenth-century account of a people he referred to as the Rus 

 
24    See Clunies Ross, 2016, 27– 60 for more details on the Beowulf manuscript and its history.  
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describes his encounter with Northern Germanic peoples. He describes their 

appearance, daily cultural customs, and most importantly for the present thesis, a 

funeral in which a female slave plays a central role (Fadlan, translated by Lunde, 2012, 

XXV). Although Ibn Fadlan does not necessarily describe a connection between 

prophecy and the female gender, the female slave has visions of her dead relatives 

before she herself is sacrificed at the funeral, thereby connecting her to the world of the 

dead. This outsider’s perspective comes with both strengths and weaknesses, however. 

A possible strength may lie in that Ibn Fadlan “sees the Varangians as they probably 

cannot see themselves – people in a liminal space, perpetual traders in an expatriate 

setting” and makes clear attempts to portray himself as “a keen and fair observer” 

(Nader, 2015, 4).  However, a weakness of this source is the fact that he certainly held 

certain cultural biases which may have made it into the text, and was, of course, an 

outsider like Tacitus and Jordanes. 

 

3.7  Archaeological Material  

By its nature, archaeology is not made up of words, and thus can tell us little about 

approaches to foreknowledge in the Old Norse world. It nonetheless can provide 

support for the existence of the völur in the shape of the presence of staffs like that 

described in Eiríks saga rauða, which have been found in female graves. This will be 

examined further in Chapter 8.6 and Chapter 8.9.3 of this thesis.  

 

3.8  Conclusion 

Overall, as can be seen from the above, the trustworthiness and veracity of these 

primary sources clearly varies greatly, and can vary even within a single source. 

Accounts such as that of Þorbjörg's ritual at the Greenlandic settlement may also be 

hotbeds of contention between scholars, some arguing that it is a semi-accurate 

portrayal of a völva's ritual, while others claim the event to be almost completely 

literary fiction.  Despite the fact that the overarching historical accuracy of almost all of 

these sources has been contended, and some sources perhaps never meant to reflect 
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reality as will be shown in the following chapters, they come together to represent the 

fact that medieval Nordic peoples like those further south clearly placed a special 

emphasis on the female spirituality and the ability of females to foresee the future. This 

will be discussed in detail in the following chapters which, like the review of scholarship, 

will take one theme at a time.  
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Chapter 4: Terminology of Fate 

Before examining the presentation of fate and fateful themes in Old Nordic literature, as 

earlier scholars have outlined, it is imperative to understand the terminology used to 

discuss the said themes in the literature. According to Karen Bek-Pedersen, “Old Norse 

has six words that cover the concept of fate” which include örlög, sköp, miötðr, auðna,  

forlög, and urðr (Karen Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 165).25  

This section will thus serve as a short introduction to familiarize the reader with 

the key terms before we move on to a wider analysis. The focus will be on örlög and 

forlög, together with urðr and sköp. While the other terms are noteworthy, they are not 

as pertinent for this thesis since they do not appear as frequently, nor do they pertain as 

much to the topic of women and divination.  

The first term, which is by far the most prevalent in the literature, is örlög. Since 

it is most ubiquitous, it will be the main focus of discussion in this chapter. Richard 

Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s Icelandic-English Dictionary (1874) defines the 

word as follows: “ör-lög, n. pl. [from ör-, = Germ. ur-, and lög; see örlygi], the primal law, 

fate, weird, doom…” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1835, 410). As stated in the 

definition, the word örlög itself is comprised of two root words: ör, meaning “before” 

and lög, meaning “law”, the closely related term forlög being defined as “for-lög, n. 

pl. fate” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1874, 165). This term can be used to mean 

something like “fore law” (Karen Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 170). 

The former word appears for example in Völuspá st. 20: “þær lög lögðu, þær líf 

kuru/ alda börnum, örlög seggja”, that laws were made by the nornir at the root of 

Yggdrasill, and life and fates were allotted to men (Völuspá, 2014, 311). This word is also 

found in related expressions such as “drýgja örlög, to 'dree' one's weird” (Cleasby and 

 
25    See also Grimm, 1835, 857-879. Here, Grimm examines the broader implications of fate in Old  

       Nordic literature, though he does not necessarily examine the terminology in depth here, as he  

       does in his chapter on wise women, 1835, 368-408. 
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Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1835, 410). Another related expression is “örlög-

lauss, adj. 'weirdless,' one whose life is still a blank” and is found in Völuspá, where Ask 

and Embla are described as being such. An example of the use of forlög can be seen in 

saga material such as Vatnsdœla Saga:  “Þeir Ingjaldr enfa þar seið eptir fornum sið, til 

þess at menn leitaði, eptir forlögum sínum” (Vatnsdœla Saga, 1943, 29). This sentence 

gives a clear indication of the importance of fate and destiny in the old Nordic mindset. 

Fate is primordial. Fate is law and it must be obeyed, as Jacob Grimm writes: “das 

schicksal selbst heist örlög…” [“destiny itself is called örlög…”] (Grimm, 1882, 410).   

As noted above, the prevalence of örlög does not necessarily mean that other 

terms were not employed when discussing fate or destiny. The term urðr is also 

commonly associated with fate and divining. The Icelandic-English dictionary defines this 

term as follows: “URÐR, f., qs. vurðr; gen. urðar; […] [A.S. wyrd; Engl. weird; Hel. wurth] 

:-- a weird, fate; the word is obsolete in prose” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 

1874, 657).  

As noted above, urðr is also often related to the Old English word wyrd and is 

considered its cognate. It is perhaps connected to the verb verða, meaning “will be”. As 

is noted below in the following section, it is also the name of one of the nornir and part 

of the name of the well at which the nornir sit, Urðarbrunnr (see Hávamál st. 111 and 

Völuspá st.19-20). As such, this term also serves as an expression for the act of attaining 

foreknowledge, the nornir themselves, and perhaps sheds some light on the connection 

between fate and the appearance of wells or water.  

Finally, the term sköp (n.pl) is clearly also worthy of attention, not least because 

it has a connotation which is slightly different from both örlög and urðr. Cleasby and 

Vigfusson define as follows: “B. Plur. sköp, what is 'shaped' for one or fated, one's fate” 

(Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1874, 537). This is part B of the definition. The 

main definition, part A, is: “SKAP, n. [A.S. ge-sceap; Engl. shape; cp. Germ. be-schaffen] 

:-- prop. shape, form” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1874, 537). The first 

interpretation of the word, which refers to the shape of one’s destiny is used as such in 

Gísla saga Súrssonar: “En þó mun eg ekki kunna þig um þetta því at mæla verðr 
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einnhver skapanna málum ok þat mun fram koma sem auðit verðr” (Gísla saga 

Súrssonar, 1943, 38). Jacob Grimm uses the term to describe the “ausdrucke skapa auf 

das richtende” (Grimm, 1882, 407), “judicial office of the norns” (Grimm, 1882, 410). 

Stanza 13 of Skírnismál, to take another example, reads: “einu dœgri mér var aldr um 

skapaðr ok allt líf um lagit”. This term reinforces the notion that fate may not have been 

totally pre-determined, but rather shaped or spoken into existence, perhaps by the 

nornir or similar beings.   

The words discussed above paint a picture of a world that was overall governed 

by predetermined laws, though laws and destinies that could perhaps sometimes be 

ascertained or read by human diviners. The latter term nonetheless suggests that 

destiny may be shaped or verbalized into being by those mysterious supernatural 

women called nornir, who will be considered in more detail in Chapter 7.  
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Chapter 5: Women and Dreams 

5.1 Introduction 

Women seem to have a special relationship specifically with dreams and foreknowledge 

in Old Norse literature. In the following pages a few major examples showing this 

connection will be examined, though the list is by no means extensive.26 Sometimes the 

connection lies in the fact that it is a woman having a prophetic dream and sometimes it 

is that there is a woman appearing in a dream, revealing something about the future.  In 

both cases, the accounds seem to point to women having a special role in this context 

(although of course men also dream).  

 

5.2 Hálfdana saga svarta 

Hálfdana saga svarta can be found in the Heimskringla manuscript, which is dated in its 

earliest form to 1270, surviving thanks to seventeenth century preservation and 

transcription efforts (Faulkes, 2011, xiii). Ragnhildr, Hálfdan’s wife, has the following 

dream: 

Ragnhildi dróttningu dreymði drauma stóra, en hon var spök at viti. Sá var 
einn draumar, er hana dreymði, at hom þóttisk vera stödd í grasgarði 
sínum ok taka þorn einn ór serk sér. En er hon helt á honum, þá óx han 
svá, at þat varð teinn mikill, svá at annarr endir tók í jörð ok varð brátt 
rótfastr, en annarr endir tók hátt í lopt upp. Ok því næst sýndisk henni 
tréit svá mikit, at hom fekk varla sét yftir upp. Þat var ok furðu digrt. Inn 
nezti hlutr tréssins var rauðr sem blóð, en leggrinn upp fagrgroenn, en 
limarnar hvítar sem snjár. Þá váru kvistir á trénu margir ok stórir, sumir 
ofar, en sumir neðar. Limar tréssins váru svá miklar, at henni þóttu 
dreifask um allan Nóreg ok enn miklu viðara (Snorri Sturluson, 1941-
1951: I, 90).  

 
 

 
26   See further Chapter 2.2, which attempts to provide a brief history of scholarship on the nature of  

      dreams in Old Nordic literature. Especially notable among the works listed there are Kelchner’s  

“Dreams in Old Norse Literature and their Affinities in Folklore”, Turville-Petre’s “Dream Symbols in 

Old Icelandic Literature”, and Heijnen’s The Social Life of Dreams: A Thousand Years of Negotiated 

Meanings in Iceland.  
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Here, there is clearly evidence for yet another prophetic dream from a female character. 

Rather than predicting death, however, this one predicts the birth of her future son, the 

famous Norwegian king Haraldr hárfagri. Turville-Petre writes: 

 
The red bowl of the tree signified the battles and bloodshed of Haraldr’s 
early years; the green stem signified the glory of his reign; the white 
summit signified his old age and grey hair, and the spreading branches 
symbolized his descendants distributed throughout Norway who had 
ever since provided the country’s rulers (Turville-Petre, 1972, 30). 

 

Overall, it is easy to see how the tree in this dream symbolizes a familial connection, 

from generation to generation, and fertility.  

 

5.3 Laxdæla saga 

Laxdæla saga, which was written in the mid-thirteenth century, concerns the history of 

the people living in Laxardalur, most of its events occuring in the tenth century. It is 

“vast in conception” and includes “important characters from other major sagas” 

(Smiley, 2001, 273). It also contains many dreams. A good example of the prophetic 

dreams of women appears in Laxdæla saga when the beautiful Guðrún has four dreams, 

all with different items: a head dress, a silver ring, a gold ring, and then a gold helmet. 

She tells these dreams to Gestr, a wise man and chieftain. He interprets these for her, 

detailing what each of the dreams mean. She will have four husbands, and the items 

represent each of the four men. He also notes that these dreams indicate a change in 

religion and predict the deaths of her husbands. Interestingly, she does not become 

angry at Gestr for the ill-fates, but rather says “Hitta mundir þú fegri spár í þessu máli ef 

svá væri í hendur þér búit af mér en haf þó þökk fyrir er þú hefir ráðit draumana. En 

mikit er til at hyggja ef þetta allt skal eptir ganga” (Laxdæla saga, 1934, 91). In short, she 

takes the blame for the ill-fate since it was she who had the dream and thanks him for 

the interpretation.  

Later in the same saga, and most importantly for this thesis, a woman named 

Herdís has a dream wherein a cloaked woman approaches her. Herdís tells Guðrún 
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about it. Guðrún takes it as a revelation of some sort and the next day, she has the 

floorboards of the church she has been praying at removed. There they find bones, a 

seiðstafr, and a pendant. The community assumes it is the burial site of a völva because 

of these items and moves the bones away (Laxdæla saga, 1934, 223). Naturally, this is 

interesting not only because it involves a woman’s dream, which reveals hidden 

knowledge and because a woman interprets it, but because the dream is also of an 

actual völva, who has a seiðstafr, like those which have later been revealed (see Chapter 

8.9.3). Price also notes that it is important that the seeress is seen in the dream wearing 

a cloak, as the cloaks worn by the völur in Eiríks saga rauða (Chapter 8.6) and Vatnsdæla 

saga (Chapter 8.8) (Price, 2002, 171).  

 

5.4 Gísla saga Súrssonar 

Gísla saga Súrssonar also contains dream-women. This saga was written in the late 

thirteenth century and takes place during the ninth and tenth. It is a “classic outlaw 

story”, and the main character, Gísli, is “plagued by good and bad dream-women” 

(Smiley, 2001, 498). Gísli sleeps poorly one night when staying at a woman named 

Auðr’s farm. She asks him why he slept so poorly and he explains: 

 
“Eg á draumkonur tvær,” sagði hann, “og er önnur vel við mik en 
önnur segir mér þat nokkut jafnan, er mér þykkir verr en áðr, og spár 
mér illt eina. En þat dreymði mik nú, at ek þóttumk ganga at húsi einu 
eða skála, ok inn þóttumk ek ganga í húsit, ok þar kennda ek marga 
inni frændr mína ok vini. Þeir sátu við elda og drukku, og váru sjau 
eldarnir, sumir váru mjök brunnir, en sumir sem bjartastir. Þá kom inn 
draumkona mín in betri og sagði, að þat merkði aldr minn, hvat ek 
ætta eptir ólifat, ok hon réð mér þat, meðan ek lifða, að láta leiðask 
forna sið og nema enga galdra né forneskju ok vera vel við daufan ok 
haltan ok fátœka og fáráða. Eigi var draumurinn lengri (Gísla saga 
Súrssonar, 1943, 70). 

 

This is a good summation of his plight with the dream women. One is good and protects 

him where the other is evil and predicts ill fates for him. In this dream, it is revealed to 

him how long he has left to live and advice is given to him by the good dream-woman to 
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change his religion. It is revealed when he departs for home in the next chapter that the 

other dream woman smears him in blood and gore (Gísla saga Súrssonar, 1943,70). Like 

Guðrún’s, these dreams also predict death: his own. As Price writes that these dream-

women “share characteristics of most of the valkyrjur archetypes [...] the focus on 

bloody death, protection, a suggestion of sexual alliance” (Price, 2002, 336). However, 

they are also prophetic, underlining links to the nornir, and even the figures in 

Darraðarljóð (Chapter 7.7.5).  
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Chapter 6: Fate and the Nordic Goddesses  

6.1 Introduction 

As previous scholars have pointed out (see Chapter 2), there is a clear connection in Old 

Nordic literature between certain goddesses and foreknowledge. This applies not only 

to the nornir and völur, but also the goddesses. Frigg and, to a lesser extent, Gefjun are 

both said to be associated with the ability to see the destinies of their fellow aesir, while 

Freyja is known to have taught Óðinn the prophetic art of seiðr. As exemplified below 

with Frigg, it appears that while the first two deities apparently have the ability to 

foresee individual destinies and events, they do not seem to act as seeresses, something 

that also applies to Freyja. There also appears to be a certain reluctance to pronounce 

future events, something which also applies to the völur. While the nornir and the 

human völur seem to take a more active role in decreeing destinies, this reluctance 

seems persistent, in their cases (as later chapters will show).  

 

6.2  Frigg 

The goddess Frigg’s role as a goddess and as the wife of Óðinn is stated in several poems 

in the Poetic Edda and further extolled upon in Snorra Edda. In the poem Lokasenna st. 

29, Loki incites Freyja to make the following remark regarding Frigg wherein she states 

that Frigg knows all fates, though she is silent about them: 

 
Ærr ertu, Loki, er þú yðra telr 
ljóta leiðstafi; 
örlög Frigg, hygg ek, at öll viti, 
þótt hon sjalfgi segi. 

 
Judy Quinn notes this as well in her article entitled “What Frigg Knew” (2015), stating 

that “disinclination to prophecy is common to all female mythological figures attributed 

with knowledge of the future from the recalcitrant giantess Hyndla [in Hyndluljóð] to the 

resistant völur…” (Quinn, 2015, 78).  Why this should be so can only be assumed, though 

it may be the result of fear of verbalization. As will be explored later in chapters 7 and 8, 
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the act of speaking or verbalizing may have carried a certain stigma with it or even the 

possibility of manipulating a sensed future.  

A similar idea is presented in Gylfaginning, when Gangleri asks who the ásynjur 

are, Hár refers to her as the “highest” of them: “Frigg er œzt. Hon á þann bœ er Fensalir 

heita ok er hann allvegligr” (Snorri Sturlusson, 2005, 51). While there is little doubt 

about her importance in the hierarchy of the gods, there is some question about her 

relation to prophetic abilities. In the introduction to Gylfaginning, it is noted that both 

she and her husband Óðinn possess “mikinn spádóm” (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 5). More 

specifically to herself, it is also stated that while she does indeed know the destinies of 

men, she herself does not utilize prophetic techniques for others: " En Frigg er kona 

hans, ok veit hon ørlog manna flótt hon segi eigi spar...." (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 21). 

 

6.3  Gefjun 

Like Frigg, the lesser known goddess Gefjun is said to possess knowledge about the 

destinies of the gods. In stanza 21 of Lokasenna, Óðinn states that Gefjun, like he 

himself, has access to foreknowledge: 

 
Ærr ertu, Loki, ok örviti, 
er þú fær þér Gefjun at gremi, 
því at aldar örlög  
hygg ek, at hon öll of viti 
jafngörla sem ek. 
 

Nothing else is said about Gefjun and her association with fate in any sources. This 

nonetheless adds weight to the idea that foreknowledge was seen as feminine. Óðinn’s 

connection to foreknowledge and magic will be examined in more depth later in chapter 

6.6. Considering the fact that Snorri does not seem to have known Lokasenna in its 

present form, one wonders whether this is based on a wider shared tradition.  
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6.4  Freyja 

As noted above, Óðinn’s ability to practice any sort of magic is said to come from the 

goddess Freyja. She is introduced in Gylfaginning as a glorious goddess who dwells in a 

beautiful hall and receives, alongside Óðinn, half of all slain warriors: “Hon á þann bœ á 

himnum er Fólkvangr heitir, ok hvar sem hon ríðr til vígs á hon hálfan val allan en hálfan 

Óðinn […] (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 24).  

According to Chapter 4 of Ynglinga saga, she not only taught magic to Óðinn, but 

to all of the aesir, even though no one else but Óðinn is shown to use it. Apparently it 

was customary for the Vanir to practice magic: “dóttir Njarðar var Freyja, hon var 

blótgyðja, ok hon kendi fyrst með Ásum seið, sem Vönum var títt” (Ynglinga saga, 1941, 

13). There is nonetheless no evidence of her using her abilities as a seeress or active 

practitioner of prophetic magic.  

 

6.5  Hyndla 

The poem Hyndluljóð is another Eddic poem preserved in the Flateyjarbók (GkS 1005 

fol.) manuscript (Bellows, 1936, 217).  In this poem Freyja seeks out the jötunn woman 

and asks her about Óttar’s ancestors. Freyja tricks her into reciting the names of these 

ancestors in the presence of Óttar, who is disguised as a boar. Hyndla begins insulting 

her, and when Freyja retorts that she will engulf the giantess in flame, Hyndla replies in 

stanza 49:  

 
Hyr sé ek brenna,  
en hauðr loga, 
verða flestir,  
fjörlausn þola; 
ber þú Óttari, bjór at hendi 
eitri blandinn mjök, illu heilli. 
 

This is important because it highlights the fact that not only can Hyndla see the future, 

but she can also wield it as something like a threat. Furthermore, this reiterates the idea 

that women who have foreknowledge have with the realm of the dead. It is Hyndla who 



Lauren Hamm 
Kt. 290191-5219  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
  Autumn 2019 

 

60 

 

Freyja comes to to recount the names of Ottar’s dead ancestors and it is Hyndla who 

pronounces the goddess’ own demise. Stanzas 42-44 and then stanza 49 show a similar 

knowledge to the völva in Völuspá. This poem will be discussed in depth in chapter 8, 

but for now it is worth bearing in mind that similarities and patterns regarding fate and 

women are already beginning to present themselves.  

 

6.6  Óðinn 

As previously mentioned, Óðinn is known to possess magical abilities and even have 

foreknowledge. These magical abilities and their origins are perhaps best exemplified in 

the Eddic poem entitled Hávamál. There are many instances of the god’s knowledge of 

charms in this poem, particularly the section referred to as Ljóðatal (stanzas 146-164), 

wherein Óðinn recounts various spells that he has learned. Stanzas 137 to 144 recount 

how the god hung himself on Yggdrasill as a sacrifice in order to gain access to runic 

knowledge. There is not much evidence that Óðinn is prophetic in the same way as the 

nornir or human völur. In Lokasenna st.23, however, Loki suggests that he has taken on 

the role of a völva, stressing that this is an act of perversion: 

 
Enn þik síða kóðo, Sámseyio í 
ok draptu á vétt sem völor, vitka líki  
fórtu verþióð yftir,  
ok hugða ek þat args aðal 

 

Here Loki states that Óðinn is apparently shaming himself by practicing a feminine form 

of magic and making himself appear more feminine.27 The link between femininity and 

magic here is obvious, but Óðinn is mentioned briefly in this chapter for another reason. 

Much like the women who are connected to prophetic magic like Hyndla, the nornir, and 

the völur, he is associated with the realm of the dead. To go back to Hávamál, not only 

does Óðinn hang himself in sacrifice, in stanza 157 he demonstrates knowledge of a 

 
27    For more information on this strophe and the concept of ergi in general see Preben Meulengracht  

      Sørensen’s The Unmanly Man: Concepts of Sexual Defamation in Early Northern Society (1983).  
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necromantic spell which allows him to talk with hanged corpses. As Neil Price points out, 

the god clearly has a “special relationship with the dead, and especially those who have 

died by hanging” (Price, 2002, 93).28  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28    For more information on this relationship, see Neil Price’s chapter (2002) entitled “Óðinn the Sorcerer”        

      (93-100).   
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Chapter 7: The Nornir 

7.1  Introduction 

The nornir have been mentioned several times already in this thesis and this chapter will 

present a deeper analysis of these beings in relation to foreknowledge and the feminine 

using Old Nordic literature. The sources this chapter will look at will primarily be 

Völuspa, Helgakviða Hundingsbana I and II, Fáfnismál, and Snorra Edda. While this is not 

an exhaustive list of every occurrence of the nornir in Nordic literature, however, these 

sources were chosen because they are most detailed and earliest, and best exemplify 

the nornir as a link between the female gender and foreknowledge. Other sources may 

mention the nornir more briefly, offer repetitive information, or in some cases, it is 

speculative whether the source is mentioning them at all. Overall, Old Norse sources 

feature several themes often associated with the nornir including bodies of water, 

thread spinning, writing, death, and the underground. The names of the nornir also bear 

importance here, though they are used sparingly in the literature, as previous scholars 

have stated that these names may allude to different modes of fate: the past, the 

present, and the future.  
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Figure 2. Reusch, Rudolf Friedrich (1865). From Die nordischen Göttersagen. (Berlin: 
Verlag von Heinrich Schindler) 
In this depiction, the traditional three nornir are seen at the root of Yggdrasill.  

 

7.2  Völuspá 

The first source to be examined is Völuspá. Stanzas 19 and 20 in the Codex Regius 

version of the poem include several important details about the nornir: 

 
Ask veit ek standa, 
heitir Yggdrasill 
hár baðmr,ausinn 
hvíta auri; 
þaðan koma döggvar 
þærs í dala falla; 
stendr æ yfir grœnn 
Urðarbrunni. 
 
Þaðan koma meyja 
margs vitandi 
þrjár ór þeim sæ 
er und þolli stendr; 
Urð hétu eina, 
aðra Verðandi 
- skáru á skíði - 
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Skuld ina þriðju. 
Þær lög lögðu, 
þær líf kuru 
alda  börnum, 
örlög seggja  
 

  
The poem states that the three meyjar (maidens or women) come from below the ash 

tree called Yggdrasill where they seem to dwell, and reside somewhere near 

Urðarbrunni, the well of Urðr, beneath Yggdrasill. The three nornir are named here also: 

Urð, Verðandi, and Skuld. The poem states that the job of the nornir is to ascribe destiny 

to mankind. More specifically it indicates that they are “scoring”, or writing, these fates 

onto wood: “skáru á skíði”. There is some discrepancy, however, between the Hauksbók 

(AM 544 4º) and Konungsbók (GKS 2365 4º) editions of the text. Where Hauksbók uses 

the term sal (hall) as the place where the nornir come from, Konungsbók uses the term 

sæ (water or lake) as seen above. Additionally, Hauksbók uses the phrase “örlög at 

segja” rather than “örlög seggja” as seen above and in the Konungsbók edition. The 

phrase “örlög at segja”, to speak men’s fate, is perhaps more interesting for this thesis, 

since it reiterates the idea that fate could possibly be spoken into existence. This 

sentiment also seems to echo the “skáru á skíði” line where the nornir are physically 

recording fate and manifesting their access to foreknowledge.  

 

7.3  Helgakviða Hundingsbana I and II 

In stanza 2 of Helgakviða Hundingsbana I is preserved in Konungsbók, the nornir are 

once again presented as beings which ascribe fate (Bellows, 1936, 290). This poem, 

though, makes it even clearer than Völuspá how their work can affect an individual: 

 
Nótt varð í bæ, 
nornir kómu, 
þær er öðlingi 
aldr of skópu; 
þann báðu fylki 
frægstan verða 
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ok buðlunga 
beztan þykkja 

 

It is clear from this stanza that the nornir take a more active role in this poem than they 

seem to do in Völuspá. Here they also seem to intentionally come to a residence rather 

than remain at Yggdrasill, which we will see in Chapter 7.2 is similar to the role of a 

human völva. Also reminiscent of that role is the fact that they arrive at night. Darkness 

is a theme which, as will be discussed in Chapter 7.7.4, is often associated with the 

nornir and völur. Perhaps more importantly, though, this peripatetic nature likens them 

to the human völur of the sagas, known for their annual procession from homestead to 

homestead. The poem continues in stanza 3 and 4: 

 
Sneru þær af afli 
örlögþáttu, 
þá er borgir braut 
í Bráluni; 
þær of greiddu 
gullin símu 
ok und mánasal 
miðjan festu. 
 
Þær austr ok vestr 
enda fálu, 
þar átti lofðungr 
land á milli; 
brá nift Nera 
á norðrvega 
einni festi, 
ey bað hon halda 

 
This is may be the first appearance in Nordic texts of another very important theme: 

weaving, which again suggests the nornir “make” fate rather than just read it. In this 

poem the Old Norse verb snúa is used to indicate the action of weaving.29 Here, the 

nornir are actively making Helgi’s fate and they hide the ends of the threads which 

 
29    “SNÚA, pres. […] II. to turn, twist, absol.” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1874, 576) 
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determine his life in the “austr ok vestr”. Perhaps these opposing fastenings are 

representative of parts of Helgi’s life, with all “threads” or festi joining in to make one 

whole future.  

The sentiment of the nornir actively deciding fate is repeated in stanza 26 of 

Helgakviða Hundingsbana II:  

 
Erat þér að öllu, 
alvitur, gefið, 
þó kveð eg nökkvi 
nornir valda 
féllu í morgun 
að Frekasteini 
Bragi og Högni, 
varð eg bani þeirra 

 

This section of the poem points out that not only are nornir deciding the events of a 

person’s life, but also that they may decide their death, thereby strengthening the 

evidence that the nornir are indeed tied to death and the underworld. It seems natural 

that beings which make up the life of a person upon their birth, may also decide their 

death. It also relieves some of the societal guilt or blame associated with murder since 

some people are simply meant to take the lives of others through no fault of their own. 

This displacement of blame also ties the nornir to the world of death, since it is they 

who are ultimately responsible. 

 

7.4  Reginsmál  

The next Eddic poem, Reginsmál, is also found in the Konungsbók manuscript. The first 

part of the poem features a dialogue between Loki and the dwarf Andvari, who has the 

ability to turn himself into a fish. Loki catches him and Andvari states the following in 

stanza 2: 

 
Andvari ek heiti, 
Óinn hét minn faðir, 
margan hef ek fors of farit; 
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aumlig norn 
skóp oss í árdaga, 
at ek skylda í vatni vað 

 

In short, many years ago a norn doomed him to live in the water. Andvari’s words add to 

the aforementioned theme in which the nornir are blamed for an ill fate, specifically a 

wretched or aumlig norn.30 This stanza, like we will see again in Snorra Edda, makes a 

statement concerning the power of the norn, which in turn, affects Andvari. Reginsmál 

is notable not only because it reinforces the idea that there are “good” and “bad” 

nornir, but also because it once again connects them indirectly to water.  

 

7.5  Fáfnismál  

The Eddic poem Fáfnismál is found in the Konungsbók manuscript following Reginsmál, 

and was probably linked to it in an earlier manuscript (Andersson, 1980,15). This poem 

features the legendary hero Sigurdr’s conversation with the serpent Fáfnir which 

includes the following statement in stanza 12:  

 
Sigurðr kvað: 
Segðu mér, Fáfnir, 
alls þik fróðan kveða 
ok vel margt vita, 
hverjar ro þær nornir, 
er nauðgönglar ro 
ok kjósa mæðr frá mögum  

 

Here Sigurdr asks Fáfnir about the aspects of the nornir. The first is about which of them 

“er nauðgönglar”, that is go to those in need. The second is about how they “kjósa 

mæðr frá mögum”, separate mothers and sons. The first statement is the fact that the 

nornir may actually be helpful beings capable of preserving life; in short they do not only 

doom people to unfortunate circumstances, and idea reflected in Helgakviða 

 
30     “Aumligr, adj. and -liga, adv. [A. S. earmlic] , poorly, wretched” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur  

       Vigfússon, 1874, 34). 
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Hundingsbana I st. 2 (see above). Karen Bek-Pedersen writes about this Fáfnismál 

stanza, stating that it exemplifies the fact that “the image of the nornir is not one-

dimensional” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 36). The second statement, in which they separate 

mothers and sons, is a more familiar sentiment. The manner of this separation is 

unclear, though given the fatalistic nature of the nornir, it could very well point to death. 

The implication is that they choose who lives and who dies, like the role of the valkyrjur 

(Murphy, 2013, 126). The next stanza of the poem, stanza 13, is Fáfnir’s reply: 

 
Fáfnir kvað: 
"Sundrbornar mjök 
segi ek nornir vera, 
eigu-t þær ætt saman; 
sumar eru áskunngar, 
sumar alfkunngar, 
sumar dætr Dvalins  

 

This reply definitely adds to the idea that the nornir are multiracial, and specifically that 

they can be related to æsir, elves, or dwarves. It does not make any statements on their 

behaviour, though, nor distinguish between “good” and “bad” nornir, as Snorri certainly 

does in Snorra Edda.  

 

7.6  Snorra Edda 

Snorri’s introduction to the nornir was largely based on the Eddic poems mentioned 

above, especially Völuspá. It follows a similar narrative and iterates some familiar 

themes. In Snorri’s Gylfaginning, Gangleri asks about the various structures on and 

around Yggdrasill. Hárr answers with the following: 

 
Margir staðir eru á himni fagrir ok er þar allt guðlig vörn fyrir. Þar stendr 
salr einn fagr undir askinum við brunninn, ok ór þeim sal koma þrjár 
meyjar þær er svá heita: Urðr, Verðandi, Skuld. Þessar meyjar skapa 
mönnum aldr. Þær köllum vér nornir (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 18). 
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This passage is slightly more descriptive than the poetry. It follows Háuksbók in saying 

that the nornir come from a hall at the root of Yggdrasill rather than a body of water. 

Gangleri calls them by their proper names, though he also describes them as nornir, 

meyjar, and as beings who decide the lives of men. He continues: 

 
Enn eru fleiri nornir, þær er koma til hvers manns er borinn er at skapa 
aldr, ok eru þessar goðkunnigar, en aðrar álfa ættar, en inar þriðju dverga 
ættar, svá sem hér segir: 

Sundrbornar mjök 
hygg ek at nornir sé, 

eigut þær ætt saman. 
Sumar eru Áskunnar, 
sumar eru álfkunnar, 
sumar dœtr Dvalins  

(Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 18) 
 

This stanza echoes the racial divide between the nornir seen above in some of the Eddic 

poems. Like those poems, Snorri’s Gangleri states that there are not only nornir beyond 

those at Yggdrasill, but that there are multiple kinds. However, the last line of the stanza 

does appear to indicate that they are all women, regardless of race, which is also 

consistent with the Eddic poems. Gangleri continues: 

 
Þá mælir Gangleri: ‘Ef nornir ráða ørlögum manna, þá skipta þær 
geysi ójafnt, er sumir hafa gott líf ok ríkuligt, en sumir hafa lítit lén eða 
lof, sumir langt líf, sumir skamt.’ Hár segir: ‘Góðar nornir ok vel 
ættaðar skapa góðan aldr, en þeir menn er fyrir ósköpum verða, þá 
valda því illar nornir (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 18). 

 

The above section, which underlines how the norns decide fate, stresses again that not 

only are there different kinds of nornir racially, but also different nornir with regard to 

morality too. Echoing Reginsmál, Snorri’s nornir also clearly decide fates rather than 

simply predict or record them, since the nornir’s intentions are influential on the events 

of said person’s life. When considering Snorri’s interpretation of the nornir and morality, 
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it is worth bearing in mind that Snorri was a Christian and fully integrated into Christian 

ideas of morality that would not have existed in a pre-Christian era. 

One more section of Gylfaginning nonetheless bears importance here. This part 

which is evidently influenced by stanza 19 in Völuspá nonetheless adds new ideas about 

the nornir:  

 
Enn er þat sagt at nornir þær er byggja við Urðar brunn taka hvern dag 
vatn í brunninum ok með aurinn þann er liggr um brunninn, ok ausa upp 
yfir askinn til þess at eigi skyli limar hans tréna eða fúna. En þ at vatn er 
svá heilagt at allir hlutir þeir sem þar koma í brunninn verða svá hvítir 
sem hinna sú er skjall heitir, er innan liggr við eggskurn […] (Snorri 
Sturluson, 2005, 19). 

 

This section stands out in tone from many of the others. Here, the nornir are actively 

tending to Yggdrasill. In this way the nornir are actually giving life to all beings rather 

than just shaping them. They water the tree, which is the host of all worlds, with holy 

water so that it will not wither nor die. This section also connects the nornir to water, 

which is itself life-giving.  

 

7.7.1  Associated Themes 

Considering the evidence in these sources, it is apparent that there are several 

overarching themes concerning the nornir. Broadly speaking, they are supernatural 

women who originate from underground, whether in a hall or by water, at the root of 

Yggdrasill, and shape the lives and deaths of men. There also may be other species or 

races of nornir and nornir may be either benevolent or evil, and the fate of an individual 

may depend on the morality or behavior of the nornir. The following sections will 

explore these themes, along with the question of the names, in an attempt to draw 

conclusions on these beings and their relation to prophecy.  
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7.7.2  Names 

The three nornir mentioned above are named Urðr, Verðandi, and Skuld in Old Nordic 

literature. Several scholars have pointed out that these names seem to translate to 

“past”, “present”, and “future” respectively, which certainly reiterates the idea that 

these women are in charge of fate, know the past, and can see the future. This idea fits 

the narrative so well that it has been widely popularized in modern culture. An Internet 

image search of the term “norn” will bring up dozens of photographs, drawings, and 

paintings of three women spinning. Sometimes these images feature one young woman, 

one middle-aged woman, and one old woman, almost certainly suggesting the three 

names have chronological names. As noted earlier, Jacob Grimm discusses these names 

in Deutsche Mythologie. This is probably the first close examination of the names of the 

individual nornir in scholarship: 

 
The three Fates are the subject of an independent and profound myth 
in the Edda. Collectively they are called the nornir, and singly, Urðr, 
Verðandi, Skuld. The term norn (parca) has not been discovered 
hitherto in any other dialect, though undoubtedly it belongs to a 
genuine Teutonic root, and is formed like thorn, corn, horn etc. and 
would have been in OHG. norn, pl. norni; but even Swedish and Danish 
know it no longer. In the three proper names it is impossible to mistake 
the forms of verbal nouns or adjectives: Urðr is taken from the pret. pl. 
of verða (varð, urðum), to become, Verðandi is the pres. part. of the 
same word, and Skuld the past part. of skula, shall, the auxiliary by 
which the future is formed. Hence we have what was, what is, and 
what shall be, and a Fate presiding over each (Grimm, 1882, 405). 31 

 

To Grimm, and many scholars after him, these names and their chronological 

implications seem almost obvious, Urðr being associated with the past and Skuld the 

 
31    The original German text reads: “In den drei eigennamen sind die formen abstracter verba 

       unmögluch zu verkennen: Urðr ist aus dem pluralablaut von verða (varð, urðum) entanommen,  

       Verðandi ist das fem.part, praes. Des nemlichen worts, Skuld das part. Praet. Von skula, d.h. Dem       

       wort, mit welchem die mangelden flexionen des futurums umschrieben werden. Es ist also sehr    

       passend das gewordne, werdende und werdensollende, oder vergangenheit, gegenwart und zukunft   

       bezeichnet und jede der drei parzen in einer dieser richtungen aufgestell” (Deutsche Mythologie,   

       1835, 377). 
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future. John Lindow even writes in Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, and 

Ritual Beliefs (2002) that “their names are apparent”, meaning that it should be 

apparent to anyone who sees the names that they refer to the past, present, and future 

(Lindow, 2002, 243). Neil Price writes in The Viking Way (2002) that the nornir are 

“embodiments of Past, Present and Future” and “the names of the nornir include an 

edge of necessity that alludes to their function as the mistresses of fate” (Price, 2002, 

56). It is very easy to see how this reading of the names makes sense and Snorri himself 

describes Skuld as the youngest norn (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 30).  

 Most scholars do seem to agree upon is that Urðr is of particular importance not 

least because her name is associated with the well itself. Jacob Grimm writes that “Urðr 

must have been of more consequence than the other two, for the fountain by the 

sacred ash is named after her, Urðarbrunnr” (Grimm, 1882, 407).32  He correctly points 

out that not only is this important well named after Urðr, but it also seems to belong to 

her. As discussed in Chapter 3, the word urðr is definitely used to describe fate 

elsewhere and is a cognate to the Anglo Saxon word wyrd.33 

 

7.7.3  Location 

Something else that most sources seem to agree upon for the nornir is that they sit at 

the foundation of Yggdrasill. As previously mentioned, Hauksbók’s version of Völuspá 

says they come from a hall while Konungsbók says they come from a body of water. 

Snorra Edda, inspired by Völuspá, places them here as well, though Snorri prefers, or 

perhaps only knew, the version in which they come from and dwell in a hall. The 

association with water, particularly the scene of the nornir caring for Yggdrasill with 

Urðarbrunnr’s water, paints a picture of these beings as nurturers. This location actually 

makes a great deal of sense for the nornir. The roots of a tree are the source of its life, 

 
32   The original German text reads: “Urðr bedeutsamer als die beiden andern gewesen sein, denn der  

       brunnen and der heiligen esche heifst nach ihr Urðarbrunnr” (Grimm, 1835, 379). 
33    For more on the etymological importance of the word Urðr, please refer to Chapter 4 of this  

       thesis, which discusses terminology. For an even more in-depth analysis of the word as it pertains  

       to the nornir, please see Karen Bek-Pedersen’s The Norns in Old Norse Mythology, Section 3.1.1  

       entitled “The Names” (2011, 73-82).  
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just as the roots of the world tree, the axis mundi of Old Nordic religion, are sources of 

life for all men, gods, alvar, dvergar, and presumably others. The beings that shape 

those lives would thus be well placed there at the foundation. Karen Bek-Pedersen 

writes in her chapter on the dyngja (Viking-age weaving houses) that the structure 

“corresponds to [...] the hall in or by Urðarbrunnr” which is a “space charged with 

feminine powers of a kind that have to do with creation, with transformation, and one 

expects to find only women inside that space” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 109).  

 

7.7.4  The Underworld 

As seen in the above section, the nornir are typically placed in close connection to the 

underground. While their connection through Urðarbrunnr to life-giving holy waters is 

enforced in Gylfaginning, their connection to death and the underworld seem more 

prevalent. As Catherine Raudvere states in her article “Trolldómr in Early Medieval 

Scandinavia” (2002), from their chthonic-related home “they seem to control the 

destiny of the whole universe, doomed to destruction” (Raudvere, 2002, 99). The 

following chapter on völur and the final conclusion will both touch upon the topic of 

darkness and the underworld a bit more and will discuss sources such as Baldrs draumar 

and Grógaldr. Suffice it to say, it does seem as though darkness is a prerequisite for 

prophetic magic in the Viking Age.  

 

7.7.5  Types of Fate 

Finally, it is worth noting that there seem to be three types of fate that are overseen, or 

“spun” by the nornir in Old Norse literature. When the nornir are mentioned in 

literature, even by name, is is noteworthy that they are never given real character nor 

personality nor identifying features outside of the fact that they are women, they are 

supernatural, and they read or decide the fates of men. While the nornir are clearly 

prophetic, they are perhaps one step beyond that. The above sources all point to the 

fact that these women are actively making the future and, vicariously, the present and 
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the past. Although the evidence for how this is done is brief in the literature, the 

following are three modes by which the nornir seem to make fate. 

 The first mode is associated with water, specifically the well Urðarbrunnr. It is 

mentioned in Völuspá, Snorra Edda, as seen above, and even Hávalmál st. 109. Of 

particular importance is Snorra Edda, which states that the nornir use the well to 

maintain Yggdrasill. While the well and water may not clearly be connected to prophecy, 

this well is obviously very important to their abilities to create a future for all of the 

beings dependent on Yggdrasill, as Völuspá suggests. Terry Gunnell writes, the “idea of 

the nornir emerging from the water seems to be inherited” from a cultural memory 

rather than a Christian addition (Gunnell, forthcoming, 6).  

 The next mode by which the nornir might determine or make fate is through 

spinning. This is a somewhat contentious topic, because the idea that the nornir are 

spinning literal threads of fate for people is very popular in modern culture but there is 

comparatively little evidence for this in medieval literature outside Helgakviða 

Hundingsbana I. The nornir are meant to be doing some sort of activity related to 

twisting or moving threads or fastenings. The verb snúa is important here to 

understanding what is actually happening. Snúa does not necessarily mean that they are 

“spinning” or “weaving”, but rather twisting. As Bek-Pedersen notes, another key term 

here is örlögþáttr, or threads of fate. This term, since it contains þáttr, the Old Norse 

word for thread, is more evocative of something to do with fibre arts, though it does not 

necessarily have anything to do with spinning or weaving.34 Even if the nornir can be 

said to be practising some sort of fibre art here, these are the only sources that connect 

them directly to these activities, unless we consider Darraðarljóð. 

 Darraðarljóð, contained in Njáls saga features weaving. In fact, this poem works 

very well when connecting the female gender, death, life, and prophecy. However, it 

does lack one crucial factor - the nornir. Catherine Raudvere writes about Darraðarljóð, 

 
34    “ÞÁTTR, m., gen. þáttar, dat. þætti, pl. þættir, þátta, acc. þáttu, mod. þætti; [Germ. docht; Dan. tot;  

       cp. Lat. texo, textum] :-- a single strand of a rope” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, 1835, 732) 

 



Lauren Hamm 
Kt. 290191-5219  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
  Autumn 2019 

 

75 

 

“the nornir take an active part in the core conflict of the text and in some way they are 

mastering fate” (Raudvere, 2002, 100). However, the nornir are not named in this poem. 

All in all, the popular idea of three women spinning fate at the foot of Yggdrasill was 

aided largely by romantic period efforts to elaborate on the Nordic past, connecting it 

with images known from Classical literature.  

 The final way in which the nornir may be shown to be determining fate is by 

writing. There is just one reference to this in literature and is found in the poem 

Völuspá. As mentioned before, the nornir are said here to “skáru á skiði”, to write on 

wood. This idea is popular as well, and Catherine Raudvere also writes that the nornir 

“are spoken of as carving runes or weaving destinies and fortunes” (see Raudvere, 2002, 

99).  However, if writing or text is seen as an extension of speech or verbalization, it may 

be easier to see the weight that this stanza carries. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter on the goddesses, just speaking fate carries with it a certain stigma, something 

that will be explored even further in the next chapter on the völur. Most importantly for 

this chapter is that this stanza reinforces the idea that not only are the nornir actively 

deciding men’s fate, but also that they may be making them a concrete and inescapable 

reality by writing them down.  

 

7.8  Conclusions  

The above sources and themes underline several key factors about the nornir in Old 

Norse literature. The most basic among them is that their word is essentially law. One 

cannot escape the fate of a norn whether it is good or bad. If one has an ill fate, then 

that fate was probably decided by an “aumlig norn”. Even the aesir, álfar, and dvergar 

are at the mercy of the nornir. In fact, they have their own nornir that decide their fates 

according to Snorri and Fáfnismál. As Folke Ström writes in Diser, nornor, valkyrjor, 

fruktbarhetskult och sakralt kungadöme i Norden, the nornir are beings who control 

“livsfruktens liv och död”, (the lives of the living and dead), and that they “makter som 

håller människans hela livsöde i sina händer”, (have power which holds all life in their 

hands) (Ström, 1954, 85). The only consistent conclusion seems to be that the nornir are 
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something like primordial mothers, crafting and foreseeing the fates of all beings, for 

better or worse, working among the wet roots of Yggdrasill.   
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Chapter 8: The Völur  

8.1  Introduction 

The following chapter will focus primarily on Icelandic saga material, though some 

poetic material will be examined. The first section, however, will explore important 

earlier relevant accounts, which are typically given from an outsider’s perspective, 

namely Greek or Roman, or Arabic accounts. The subsequent section on Eddic poetry 

will examine non-human völur, as this material typically presents the völva as a 

supernatural entity rather than one that is strictly human. This will create a bridge 

between the world of the entirely supernatural and esoteric norn and the world of the 

human seeress of the sagas. Those women of the sagas will be discussed next, and will 

be taken in order from most descriptive to least descriptive. After examining the early, 

poetic, and then saga accounts, I will proceed to draw a conclusion that will break down 

the various themes and tropes seen in association with the völur. All in all, this chapter 

will attempt to further analyze the clandestine role of the völva and how it serves as an 

example of the connection between female gender and prophetic magic in the Viking 

age.  

 

8.2.1  Early Historical Accounts Relating to Women and Prophecy  

As noted in chapter 3, there are several Classical sources that should be taken into 

account when considering the relationship between women, Old Norse literature and 

prophetic magic. These provide evidence that, as far back as the Iron Age, prophetic 

magic was seen as being a part of the domain of the female gender among the 

Germanic tribes. It is important to remember that these sources are not describing 

Icelandic or even Nordic religion. They focus especially on a period much earlier than 

the Viking Age. They are nonetheless important, as these peoples were close culturally, 

linguistically, and geographically to those living in the Nordic areas . 
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8.2.2  The Conquest of Gaul  

The earliest classical account to report on Germanic prophetic women is Julius Caesar’s 

account on the conquest of Gaul, Commentarii de Bello Gallico. The events of the text 

take place around 50 BC, and the work was written shortly after, during the Gallic wars. 

It describes battles against Germanic and Celtic peoples (Gardner, 1983, 5). Caesar’s 

work states that one way the Germanic people had of foreseeing the outcome of a 

battle, was by casting lots:  

 

On Inquiring from prisoners why he would not fight in a general 
engagement, Caesar was told that the German matrons, who used to 
draw lots and employ other methods of divination to decide whether it 
was advisable to join battle, had pronounced that the Germans were not 
destined to win if they fought before the new moon (Caesar, 1983, 200). 

 

It is noteworthy that it is specifically women who were tasked with casting these lots 

and deciding if the battle would be successful or not.  

 

8.2.3  Tacitus  

The next sources chronologically are the Histories and Germania, written by the Roman 

senator Cornelius Tacitus around the mid-first century AD. In Histories book IV chapter 

LXI he writes: 

 

Munius Lupercus, legate of one of the legions, was sent along with 
other gifts to Veleda, a maiden of the tribe of the Bructeri, who 
possessed extensive dominion; for by ancient usage the Germans 
attributed to many of their women prophetic powers and, as the 
superstition grew in strength, even actual divinity (Tacitus, 1926, 262).  

 

The seeress Veleda appears again in Germania chapter VIII: 

 

To a German mind the idea of a woman led into captivity is 
insupportable. In consequence of this prevailing sentiment, the states 
which deliver as hostages the daughters of illustrious families, are bound 
by the most effectual obligation. There is, in their opinion, something 
sacred in the female sex, and even the power of foreseeing future events. 
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Their advice is, therefore, always heard; they are frequently consulted, 
and their responses are deemed oracular. We have seen, in the reign of 
Vespasian, the famous Veleda revered as a divinity by her countrymen. 
Before her time, Aurinia and others were held in equal veneration; but 
veneration founded on sentiment and superstition, free from that servile 
adulation which pretends to people heaven with human deities (Tacitus, 
1926, 317). 

 

The connection stressed here between women and prophecy in both accounts is 

obvious, though no real answer is given as to why this should be so. Given the tone of 

the text, it seems as though this was an attitude Tacitus classified as uniquely Germanic. 

Both Histories and Germania appear to be saying essentially the same thing, that 

women alone were known to be oracular and that particular women were especially 

revered for their knowledge. Among them was Veleda, to Tacitus’ mind was probably 

the most famous seeress of the Germanic tribes. The connection between her name and 

the word völva are obvious.  

 

8.2.4  Jordanes  

The historian Jordanes wrote his treatise on the Gothic peoples in the year 551. In 

Chapter XXIV, he briefly mentions a type of person referred to as haliurunnae. These are 

“certain witches” who were always women and were expelled from Scythia (Jordanes, 

1973, 70). While not much else is written about them and they are never mentioned 

anywhere else, they are naturally worth mentioning since they were allegedly female 

magicians living in the Germanic realm.  

 

8.3 Völuspá 

Moving on the Old Norse literature, the first Norse poem to be discussed in this context 

is Völuspá. It exists in both the Codex Regius (GKS 2365 4º) manuscript and Hauksbók 

(AM 544 4to) (Larrington, 1996, 3). As the poem seems to have had a long history of 

anonymous oral poetry, it is impossible to pin down exactly when the poem was crafted 

or by whom, though it is certainly older than the extant manuscripts. The poem comes 
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first in the Codex Regius manuscript and is probably first in the minds of many readers 

and scholars when it comes to the Nordic mythology as a whole. Indeed, Pétur 

Pétursson describes it in the introduction of The Nordic Apocalypse (2013) as “probably 

the most internationally famous poem in the Old Icelandic corpus” (Pétur Pétursson, 

2013, 1). It is a rather revealing poem, describing an overarching narrative from before 

the beginning, through the end, and to yet another beginning of the mythological world. 

While the poem may present a complete narrative, it is worth bearing in mind that this 

poem is most likely “governed by the image of pre-Christian life that learned Christians 

wished to portray in their narratives about the past” (Raudvere, 2002, 3). The poem is 

also interesting because it operates on both “’big time’ and ‘small time’” according to 

Pétur Pétursson, that it “contains a wider cosmological aspect while at the same time 

being the personal story of the völva” (Pétur Pétursson, 1, 2013). The most important 

pieces of the poem for this thesis focus on this völva. This section will use the poem to 

introduce and analyze the role of the völva and how that role sheds light on the 

connection between the feminine and foreknowledge in Old Nordic religion.  

The völva in question is the narrator of the poem. Primordial and nameless, she 

is a bridge between the world of the mythological nornir and the human völur of the 

sagas, whom will be analyzed later in this chapter. In the poem, Óðinn has come to her 

to gain knowledge about the past, present, and future of all the worlds. The poem itself, 

one of the most important and revealing in all of Norse literature, relies on the fact that 

a woman, this völva, has access to knowledge which even Óðinn does not. While it is 

true that the poem itself does not have a “specifically female voice”, it does include 

some telling information about this völva herself, hence the name of the poem 

(Raudvere, 2012, 2).  Stanza 2 of the poem states:  

 
Ek man jötna 
ár um borna,  
þá er forðum mik 
fædda höfðu;  
níu íviðjur, 
mjötvið mæran 
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fyr mold neðan 
 

The seeress was raised by jötnar, or is at least “closely associated with them” as noted 

by Karen Bek-Pedersen. She also notes that later in the poem, the seeress’ tone can 

easily be read as “hostile” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 99). As will be seen throughout this 

chapter, the archetypal völva is always an outsider. It does not matter if she appears in a 

poetic source and exists in between the supernatural and human or if she is herself 

human. She is always markedly different than those around her. With the Völuspá-

völva, there is also a “chthonic aspect” which is immediately introduced in the line 

“mjötvið mæran /fyr mold neðan”.  As mentioned in chapter 7.7.4, the underground is 

definitely a recurring theme for the nornir. This association will appear again, not least 

in that she references the underground hall or well of the nornir in stanzas 19 and 20, 

but in an even stranger line at the end of the poem.  

In stanza 21, the number three appears yet again, another theme mentioned in 

Chapter 7. Here it appears slightly obscurely in the statement tha the first war in the 

world resulted in a woman named Gullveig being burned and reborn three times. In 

stanza 22, the seeress mentions that Gullveig is also a known völva, going by the name 

Heiðr, who some people see as having been Gullveig reborn: 

 
Heiði hana hétu 
hvars til húsa kom, 
völu velspá,  
vitti hon ganda, 
seið hon kunni, 
seið hon leikinn, 
æ var hon angan 
illrar þjóðar 

 

This section establishs yet another extremely common trope for the völur. Heiðr, and 

many other völur, are peripatetic wanderers travelling from house to house for a living 

so that they can perform their services as diviners.35 Neil Price points out that this is the 

 
35   For more on the name Heiðr, see Price, 2002, 117. Here he explains that the name “occurs some  
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“most seminal” instance of this practice and that it is seen over and over again in places 

like Örvar-Odds saga and Eiríks saga rauða (Price, 2002, 112). This not only marks them 

as respected professionals, but also reiterates the ideas that they are always “others” 

from outside of the community. The above stanza also highlights another fact that is 

interwoven throughout any mention of women and foreknowledge, whether 

supernatural or human: they carry a certain stigma. The reasons for this will be 

thoroughly discussed later in Chapters 8.7 and 8.8, though they were discussed initially 

in Chapter 6’s analysis of Lokasenna, while no direct statement is given here about what 

causes this stigma. Essentially, the ability to see or create the future creates possibilities 

for blame and burden when things do not go well.  

 The burden of omniscience brings us to stanzas 28-29 wherein the seeress 

indicates that she knows things about Óðinn that nobody else does and also that she 

has received payment for her knowledge:  

 
Ein sat hon úti,  
þá er inn aldni kom 
yggjungr ása  
ok í augu leit.  
Hvers fregnið mik? 
Hví freistið mín?  
Allt veit ek, Óðinn,  
hvar þú auga falt,  
í inum mæra  
Mímisbrunni. 
 
Drekkr mjöð Mímir  
morgun hverjan  
af veði Valföðrs. 
Vituð ér enn - eða hvat? 
 
Valði henni Herföðr  
hringa ok men, 
fekk spjöll spaklig  
ok spá ganda, 

 
       66 times in the prose sources” and could possibly carry the meaning of “heath” or “heathen”.  
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sá hon vítt ok of vítt  
of veröld hverja 

 

There are a few important things here. These lines make it appear as though the seeress 

is actually omniscient, not just about the overall future or past, but about particular 

scenes from memories and personal lives. She has the ability to see either memories or 

the ability to ascertain anything she wants about any period of time. We also see in this 

text that she is perhaps “sitting out” alone. Neil Price notes that this “practice of útiseta, 

‘ sitting out’ [...] does not seem to have been a specific ritual so much as a technique to 

put other rituals into effect” and is “clearly related to Óðinnic communications with the 

dead” (Price, 2002, 66).  

More specifically related to the völur, however, is the indication of payment. 

Being paid is one of the traits that the völur all seem to share, besides the ability to 

access foreknowledge, being female, and typically being reluctant to speak. About this, 

Judy Quinn writes that this is a “mysterious transaction” and that “we must assume 

from it that jewellery and valuables were coveted from the world of the dead” (Quinn, 

2016, 115). Karen Bek-Pedersen notes that these stanzas demonstrate “familiar 

wrestling over and reluctance to part with otherworldly knowledge, as Frigg, in 

Lokasenna 29, keeps silent about fate” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 99).  

While stanzas 55 and 56 do not necessarily tell us anything new about the 

seeress herself, they are interesting because they do insinuate some underlying themes 

of renewal and cycles being completed and restarted:  

 
Geyr nú Garmr mjök  
fyr Gnipahelli, 
festr mun slitna  
en freki renna; 
fjölð veit ek fræða  
fram sé ek lengra 
um ragna rök  
römm sigtíva  
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These lines clearly state that she knows the fates of the gods themselves, reinforcing her 

omniscience. Bek-Pedersen states that “the fact that the nornir, and most of the beings 

they compare to, are conceived of as feminine seems ultimately to be rooted in the 

biological fact that it is the female who gives birth to life” and that Völuspá is really the 

only poem to refer to them as “representatives of the past, present, and future” (Bek-

Pedersen, 2011, 200).  

The last line of the poem, “Nú mun hon sökkvask” is a curious one. It may be 

implying that the völva herself must sink. This makes sense given the association 

between the nornir and the underground. Although she herself is not a norn, she does 

have knowledge of the past, present, and future which the nornir also do in this poem, 

and also of Urðarbrunnr. Bek-Pedersen further notes that this indication of sinking could 

refer to her being “made to rise from the dead to part with her knowledge” (Bek-

Pedersen, 2011, 99). Price, meanwhile, relates this line to the events of Baldrs draumar, 

the subject of the following section, wherein a völva is made to rise from the dead in 

order to answer questions about the dead god Baldr. He states that this final line 

underlines that “the ritual ends when the spirit that has provided information decides 

that it no longer wishes to continue” (Price, 2002, 229). While this singular line is rather 

enigmatic, it certainly does seem to reinforce the idea that women with access to 

foreknowledge, whether nornir or völur, were somehow associated with the 

underground or the dead and perhaps it even reinforces the idea that these women 

were reluctant to speak. If it is indeed herself that is doing the sinking, this line implies a 

desire or need to return to the underworld after completing her task. Themes regarding 

returning to the earth, renewal, death, and cyclicality will be discussed further in 

Chapter 9. This line in particular is worth bearing in mind, as it is representative of the 

culmination of those aforementioned themes.  

While the völva of the poem Völuspá is not a personable one, she demonstrates 

well what will be seen over the course of this chapter. Regardless of whether they 

appear in a mythological or human context, the völur are paid professionals, they are 

outsiders, they are always female, they typically are either reluctant to speak or are 



Lauren Hamm 
Kt. 290191-5219  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
  Autumn 2019 

 

85 

 

interacting with someone who does not want them to verbalize their prophecies, and 

they possess knowledge which is impossible for anyone else to have access to. The 

Völuspá-völva is also very clearly somehow associated with the underground and 

demonstrates a breadth of knowledge that is matched only by other female dwellers of 

the underground - the nornir. As such, the Völuspá-völva, speaking to Óðinn in the 

mythological world, may be seen as a bridge between the world of the supernatural 

norn and that of the human seeresses that will be discussed in the following sections. 

 

8.4  Baldrs draumar 

The poem Baldrs draumar can be found in the manuscript fragment AM 748 I 4to, which 

contains only 6 leaves. This is also the only place in which this poem exists in manuscript 

form (Clunies Ross, 2016, 50). Henry Bellows writes that it is highly likely that the author 

of Baldrs Draumar was drawing from the poem Völuspá, stating that “four of the five 

lines of stanza 11 appear, almost without change, in the Völuspá, 32 - 33” and that the 

“entire poem is simply an elaboration of the episode outlined in those and the 

preceding stanzas” (Bellows, 1936, 195). For this reason, scholars have traditionally 

compared the two völur. They do share other similarities as well. For example, the völva 

characters of both poems seem to have been called from the dead to dispense 

information that only they have access to. Just like in Völuspá, the völva in this poem 

has access to information which not even Óðinn has access to. Judy Quinn, however, 

points out that a major difference between the two seeresses is that the Völuspá-völva 

is only implied through the last line of the poem to be dead (...nú mun hon sökkvask), 

whereas the Baldrs draumar-völva is literally dead (Quinn, 2016, 113). In stanza 4 of the 

poem, Óðinn comes to the dead völva’s dwelling:  

 
 Þá reið Óðinn fyrir austan dyrr, 
þar er hann vissi völu leiði; 
nam hann vittugri valgaldr kveða, 
unz nauðig reis, nás orð of kvað: 
 
 Hvat er manna þat mér ókunnra, 
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er mér hefir aukit erfitt sinni? 
Var ek snivin snævi ok slegin regni 
ok drifin döggu, dauð var ek lengi 

 

Here, the völva and Óðinn have their first exchange. It is interesting that Óðinn is said to 

be going towards an eastern door. This line potentially highlights the “otherness” of the 

seeress, especially considering the fact that these seeresses are known to be not only 

foriegn, but sometimes specifically Sámi (see chapter 8.8 for more on this topic). Óðinn 

is then able to speak magical words that bring her back from the dead. Although his 

words are not prophetic themselves, they do still underline the power of verbalization 

seen throughout Old Norse literature and this thesis. Further, these stanzas underline 

another familiar topic: reluctance to speak. She does not necessarily come to him of her 

own free will and even iterates how thoroughly dead she is and that he is disturbing her. 

Bek-Pedersen writes that “she is in some underworld realm of the dead and even there, 

among the dead, she is buried. As such, she is doubly dead” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 98). 

Her “dead-ness” also demonstrates the fact that she herself embodies a gray area. 

While she may be supernatural in the fact that she is an undead seeress with special 

access to foreknowledge, the poem does seem to imply that she was once a living 

human, or a least a female being of some kind. Thus, she is another example of the 

bridge between the world of the supernatural and the human in regard to 

foreknoweldge.  

 When questioned about Baldr and the future, the völva only answers “with the 

greatest reluctance” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 98). In the middle stanzas Óðinn repeatedly 

asks her to not stop talking and giving information (stanzas 6, 8, 10, 12) and she 

continues to say that she does not want to and does not want to be bothered anymore 

(stanzas 7, 9, 11). This is somewhat reminiscent of the last line of Völuspá, which might 

be said to indicate a longing to return to the underworld. Perhaps it is uncomfortable for 

the dead to be brought to life or perhaps, like in Lokasenna or the following sagas, 

speaking about the future itself can be uncomfortable or even dangerous. 
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After the back-and-forth between the two, the seeress becomes aware of who 

exactly she is speaking to. Until the end of the poem, Óðinn has assumed the name of 

Vegtamr. When she learns his real name, he “loses power over her” (Bek-Pedersen, 

2011, 98).  When this happens and he realizes that he can no longer question her, he 

tells her in stanza 13: "Ert-at-tu völva né vís kona, heldr ertu þriggja þursa móðir” (Baldrs 

draumar, 2014, 448). This is interesting not least because it brings up, again, the number 

three, but also because it associates this völva with the þursar, or jötnar. This 

association was also seen in the previous chapter on Völuspá. That völva also had a 

familial relationship with the jötnar. This also serves as an additional layer of 

“otherness”, marking her further as an outsider or someone on the periphery of society. 

This line does seem to read as an insult in this poem, especially since there is no other 

indication that this seeress was anything other than human while she was alive. 

However, the idea that she is so similar to the Völuspá-völva does seem to call into 

question the veracity of the statement since the Völuspá-völva freely states that she has 

a relationship with the jötnar. As will be seen in the following chapters on the human 

völur of the sagas, it might not be surprising that someone would insult a völva, 

especially one not inclined to listen to requests. The poem ends with the seeress 

reminding Óðinn of the events of ragnarök in an almost threatening manner. 

 The poem Baldrs draumar, though short and found only in a single fragmentary 

manuscript is important nonetheless to this thesis. It reiterates the narrative that is 

presented in Völuspá, that the god Óðinn would need to seek a dead völva in order to 

ascertain present knowledge and foreknowledge. She has a very distinct relationship 

with the world of the dead, the underground, and possibly that of the jötnar. There is 

one more poem, Grógaldr, which repeats this narrative almost exactly, and will be the 

subject of the next chapter.  
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8.5  Grógaldr  

The poem Grógaldr is very similar in many ways to both Völuspá and Baldrs draumar. In 

all three poems, a dead seeress is summoned from the underworld in order to answer 

questions. However, Grógaldr is a bit different for a few reasons. The manuscript itself is 

relatively new and is dated to the seventeenth century. Collectively, Grógaldr and the 

poem Fjölsvinnsmál are referred to as Svipdagsmál (McKinnell, 2005, 202). The oldest 

surviving version dates back to the 1680’s, though both poems almost certainly existed 

in oral tradition long before the manuscript was produced (Harris, 2014, 43). In the 

poem, the character Svipdagr summons his mother, supposedly a völva, from the grave 

in order to learn nine secret charms. Grógaldr also differs from Völuspá and Baldrs 

draumar in that the völva, Gróa, actually wants to be summoned from the dead in order 

to help her son.  

It is important to note two more things immediately. The first is that Gróa is not 

actually called a völva in the poem. The second is that she does not access 

foreknowledge in the poem, but rather gives advice to her son. However, she is still 

considered a völva by scholars, presumably because she fits the trope of being a dead 

female being summoned up from the underworld for esoteric advice.  This is the reason 

she is included here, along with the fact that she is another magical female who is able 

to access information (from the world of death) that others are not. She is also, as 

previously stated, still comparable to the Völuspá and Baldrs draumar-völur. In fact, 

both she and the Baldrs draumar-völur are said to live beyond different doors to other 

realms. Where the Baldrs draumar-völur lies beyond the austan dyrr (Baldrs draumar, 

st.4), Gróa lies beyond dauðra dura (Grógaldr, 2014, 436).  

This poem stands out in another way, in that Gróa, in addition to wanting to be 

summoned from the underworld, also seems to be a guardian of her progeny, a kind of 

fore-mother raising the possibility that the same could apply to other women. This is 

important because it highlights the fact that these women with foreknowledge were not 

just feared for their knowledge, but also relied upon and that they could share their 

knowledge.  
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 As will become apparent, Grógaldr also has a connection to the topic of the 

following section on Eiríks saga rauða. In this context, it is worth bearing in mind the use 

of the term lokur in stanza 7: 

 
Þann gel ek þér annan, ef þú árna skalt 
viljalauss á vegum, Urðar lokur 
haldi þér öllum megum, er þú á sinnum sér 

 

As Price points out, the use of lokur here reinforces the idea that specific nornir could 

have been bound to specific individuals (Price, 2002, 207).36 It worth nothing, however, 

that the term lokur or lokkur does not seem to appear anywhere else in Old Norse 

literature in this context outside of this poem and Eiríks saga rauða.  

 

8.6  Eiríks saga rauða 

Eiríks saga rauða, as stated in Chapter 3, the introduction to primary source materials, 

exists in two manuscripts: the fifteenth-century Skálholtsbók (AM 557 4to) and the 

fourteenth-century Hauksbók (AM 371 4to, AM 544 4to and AM 675 4to). The saga itself 

refers to events taking place between the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. This 

saga features the most complete and detailed image of a völva in known literature. The 

character Þorbjörg lítilvölva is the epitome of a völva in the minds of many scholars, the 

archetypal Old Norse female seeress. The scene in question deals with Þorbjörg’s 

interaction with Þorkell’s homestead in Greenland and is the only source that contains 

perhaps all of the “traditional” hallmarks of a völva’s performance: twilight or early 

winter, a female practitioner (sometimes foreign), chanting, special garments, special 

foods, a platform, and a seiðr staff. This section will introduce these topics, all of which 

will be discussed further in connection with other primary source material throughout 

the remainder of this chapter.  

 
36   However, only a single norn is mentioned here as a key figure, like wyrd. This could indicate a  

       possibility that the names of the nornir as they are classically interpreted are not necessarily  

       correct. Here, Urðr could just as easily be interpreted as representing the future, not Skuld. 

       Reference pertains to email and conversations with Terry Gunnell.  



Lauren Hamm 
Kt. 290191-5219  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
  Autumn 2019 

 

90 

 

           The fourth chapter of the saga begins with a famine in a Greenlandic settlement. 

Visiting the settlement is a spákona named Þorbjörg who has been given the nickname 

of lítilvölva, or little seeress. Regarding her background, the chapter states that she “[...] 

hafði átt sér níu systr, ok váru allar spákonur, en hon ein var þá á lífi” (Eiríks saga rauða, 

2014, 206). Already there is an apparent connection to the number three (much like the 

nornir) since the number nine is three multiplied by three. It is not clear whether or not 

the sisters being dead means that Þorbjörg is old and has outlived them, although that 

would be a logical conclusion. The closeness of this character to death is nonetheless 

reinforced by this description which also implies the wisdom of old age. This statement 

underlines the strong connection between the feminine and magic, since the völva’s 

deceased prophetic siblings are said to have been female. It is clearly not a skill open to 

everybody. 

           According to the account, it was Þorbjörg’s custom at the start of winter to make 

rounds to homes and foretell what the next year would bring. What follows her 

invitation to visit Þorkell’s farm is a detailed description of Þorbjörg’s dress and 

accessories as well as the preparations that must be made for her. It is clear from this 

description that her visit was a rather formal event but that visits from völur were at 

least semi-normal since those present seem aware that an established decorum needed 

to be followed. 

          The source states that Þorbjörg wears a blue or black cloak, gems on her skirt, and 

glass beads around her neck. Her hood, shoes, and gloves are made of lavish furs made 

of lamb, calf, and cat skins. This connection to animals will become important later in 

the narrative, as she seems to have a communicative, almost shamanistic, relationship 

with the natural world. However, her most important accessories appear to be her seiðr 

staff, which underlines her role as a völva and the contents of a large bag around her 

waist:  

 
Ok hon hafði staf í hendi, ok var á hnappr; hann var búinn með 
messingu ok settr steinum ofan um hnappinn; hon hafði um sik 
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hnjóskulinda ok var þar á skjóðupungur mikill, okarðveitti hún þar í töfr 
sín, þau er hon þurfti til fróðleiks at hafa (Eiríks saga rauða, 2014, 206). 

  

The seiðstafr alone has been a subject of scholarly contention and will be a primary 

focus of Chapter 8.9.3, which is concerned with the accessories of the völur and the role 

that they play in prophecy. In this saga, the staff clearly seems to be an expected part of 

a völva’s garb, and Þorbjörg herself is exquisitely ornamented and bejeweled. As will be 

shown in Chapter 8.9.3, staffs of this kind have actually been discovered in several 

Viking-age women’s graves and appear in other sources such as Laxdæla saga. The 

second part of the description is more unique to this saga, which is the fact that she 

carries a bag of töfr or talismans, which are apparently necessary for her wisdom.37 It is 

noteworthy that the description of this bag of tokens or items is so vague that it is 

impossible to come to any hard conclusions on what exactly is supposed to be inside, 

though this somehow adds to the mysterious image. 

          The saga continues by telling how Þorbjörg enters Þorkell’s home and is served a 

special meal of “[...] kiðjamjólk, ok matbúin hjörtu ör öllum kykvendum [...]”, something 

that, like her clothes, clearly has significance (Eiríks saga rauða, 2014, 207). After the 

meal, Þorkell asks her how she found everything and when she would be able to tell 

them more about the future. However, “hon kallask ekki munu segja fyrr en um 

morgininn, er hon hafði áðr sofit um nóttina,” (Eiríks saga rauða, 2014, 207). The 

mention of her eating animal hearts echoes the idea of her wearing animal skins, 

implying a shamanistic association with animals. The need for sleep underlines the need 

for special preparation and a connection to darkness. Both features add to the 

mysterious narrative of the ritual. 

          The next part of the scene is even more explicit in its reference to the connection 

between women and prophetic magic. The seeress insists that she specifically needs 

women from the settlement who know certain songs called varðlokur: “hon bað ok fá 

 
37     “TAUFR, n., the mod. form is töfrar, m. pl., Fas. iii. 608; [O.H.G. zoubar; Germ. zauber]:--  

       sorcery, also, charms, talismans; hann hefir með sér leynd taufr” (Cleasby and Guðbrandur  

       Vigfússon, 1874, 626). 
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sér konur þær, er kynni fræði þat, sem til seiðsins þarf ok Varðlokur hétu” (Eiríks saga 

rauða, 2014, 207).38 While no woman is willing to speak up at first, eventually one 

named Guðríðr does. She tells the seeress "hvárki em ek fjölkunnig né vísindakona, en 

þó kenndi Halldís, fóstra mín, mér á Íslandi þat kvæði, er hon kallaði Varðlokur” (Eiríks 

saga rauða, 2014, 207). Guðríðr is reluctant at first to participate since she is a Christian 

but both Þorkell and Þorbjörg insist that she should, since her role is apparently 

necessary for the ritual. Eventually the women present for the ceremony form a circle 

around Þorbjörg, who sits on the seiðr platform prepared for her as Guðríðr proceeds to 

sing the Varðlokur, which is said to be beautiful. Beyond this, there is not much detail 

given on what exactly happens during the ritual. After it is done, Þorbjörg announces 

that she now knows the future of the homestead and of Guðríðr herself and that both 

will have a bright future after the famine ends: 

 
Spákonan þakkar henni kvæðit ok kvað margar þær náttúrur nú til hafa 
sótt ok þykkja fagrt at heyra, er kvæðit var svá vel flutt – er áðr vildu við 
oss skiljask ok enga hlýðni oss veita. En mér eru nú margir þeir hlutir 
auðsýnir, er áðr var ek dulið, ok margir aðrir. En ek kann þér þat at segja, 
Þorkell, at hallæri þetta mun ekki haldask lengr en í vetr, ok mun batna 
árangr sem várar. Sóttarfar þat, sem á hefir legit, man ok batna vánu 
bráðara. En þér, Guðríðr, skal ek launa í hönd liðsinni þat, er oss hefir at 
þér staðit, því at vegar þínir liggja út til Íslands, ok yfr þínum kynkvíslum 
skína bjartari geislar en ek hafa megin til at geta slíkt vandliga sét; enda 
far þú nú heil ok vel, dóttir (Eiríks saga rauða, 2014, 208).39 

 
38   The term Varðlokur is the central focus of Stephen Mitchell’s 2001 paper entitled Warlocks,  

     Valkyries, and Varlets: A Prologmenon to the Study of North Sea Witchcraft Terminology. Here he  

      writes that the “tricky phrase varðlokkur” has an “apparent similarity to English warlock” and has been          

      “the subject of much discussion, notwithstanding the rarity of the term in Icelandic literature” (Mitchell,           

      2001, 61). See this paper for an in-depth discussion of the term. It is especially noteworthy for  

      the present thesis that the term is written differently in Skálholtsbók than it is in Hauksbók. Where the   

      former shows “uardlokr and vard lokr”, the latter has “vardlokkvur and vardlokkvr” (Mitchell, 2001,  

      65). Mitchell demonstrates the history of the meaning scholars have given to the term and how the  

      current meaning is usually taken to indicate a type of luring song which works on the nature spirits  

      mentioned above. 
39    It is noteworthy that the scribe of Hauksbók has the verb sœkja at instead of sœkja til, which could  

      change the interpretation of the sentence. This difference is demonstrated in Shamanism in Norse  

      Myth and Magic (2009). Tolley argues that it is perhaps not the náttúrúr at all to which sœkja til  

      refers, which would also change the role of the dialogue between the seeress and these dubious  

      spirits in such a way that it would not indicate interaction between the two parties (Tolley, 2009,  

      472). 
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The above quote may be the closest any piece of Old Norse literature comes to 

describing how the process of how prophecy works. It is given in full to demonstrate the 

extent of Þorbjörg’s knowledge as well as the very curious statement about spirits, 

náttúrur. In short, she says that many náttúrur appeared due to the song, and that they 

were pleased with it, so much that they will not skiljask, “turn away”, from the 

settlement any longer. It is not clear as to why these nature spirits, if that is what they 

are, should have turned away from the settlement in the first place, but it does seem as 

though the act of having the Varðlokur sung correctly by a woman attracted their good 

favours.  

In short, while this account underlines prophecy, it also underlines the potential 

for changing the future. As noted above, the same idea is reflected when Þorbjörg 

pronounces a good marriage and excellent lineage for Guðríðr, which almost reads as 

though this good future is a reward for the excellent performance. Indeed, it also begs 

the question of whether the elaborate and respectful preparations were in part carried 

out to bring favour to the settlement from Þorbjörg herself with the help of the 

náttúrur. This is something that suggests she was seen as having power, which possibly 

explains the implications of fear associated being with völur. This is a point worth 

bearing in mind. It will appear again, and will be further analyzed in Chapter 8.9.5, which 

concerns the verbalization of prophecy. The attitude is reminiscent of the fear and 

blame that seems to have been associated with the nornir (see Chapter 7) and the 

distress that certain goddesses have of pronouncing foreknowledge (see Chapter 6). 

That Þorbjörg refers to Guðríðr as “dóttir” in the above quote is also curious, but 

highly relevant for the present thesis since it heightens the overall sense of shared 

femininity and links between generations. Perhaps Þorbjörg saw Guðríðr here as a 

metaphorical daughter since it was she who sings the song required, thus allowing for 

the prophecy to take place and to make a profitable future for the farmstead. It is also 

worth mentioning that it was from her foster mother that Guðríðr learned the 
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Varðlokur, stressing yet another link in the chain of women who have access to the 

world of foreknowledge.  

           Despite the great lengths the author of the saga goes to to describe Þorbjörg’s 

attire and the preparations made for her ritual, no real explanation is given of what 

takes place during the actual ritual apart from the fact that nature spirits of some kind 

seem to be involved. The character of Þorbjörg is as enigmatic as she is vivid, and while 

this may be in many ways the clearest image of a völva in Old Norse material, it is 

nonetheless a mysterious one. To return once more to Tolley, he argues that this 

mysterious image may actually be a literary device, stressing the fact that “the narrator 

is keen to emphasize that this took place in another world, when ‘the old beliefs were 

alive’,” and that this is the cause of the lengthy reason for the völva’s activity and dress 

(Tolley, 2009, 496). To his mind, the völva Þorbjörg is “a character with a multifaceted 

set of allusions behind her,” meaning that her character is predicated on references to 

other sources which the author is using to create a sense of otherness. The author of 

the saga, according to Tolley, is essentially using a “stock set of motifs” to build a 

character which is supposed to appear magical, but does not reflect historical reality 

(Tolley, 2009, 490).  

While Tolley’s work on shamanism is probably the most critical and in-depth 

piece of scholarship on this particular account, other scholars have used it to back up 

differing opinions on Old Nordic religion. Neil Price, for example, uses it to show not 

only that seiðr very much a part of the Viking-age culture, but that it may well may have 

included elements of shamanism.40 This is something that could well be supported by 

what has been said above about Þorbjörg’s possible ability to change the future as well 

as her very evident tie to animals and nature spirits. Karen Bek-Pedersen writes in The 

 
40    For more on the contentious topic of shamanism in Old Nordic religion, see the totality of       

     Tolley (2009) as well as Chapter 5 of Price (2002) entitled “Circumpolar Religion and the Question  

      of Old Norse Shamanism” (279-329). Both scholars present theories that utilize not only the character    

      of Þorbjörg, but the völur in other sagas as well as circumpolar sources that are well beyond the  

      scope of this thesis. These sources seek to answer the question of whether or not shamanism was  

      ever present in the Viking-age and use the völur as a basis of speculation and comparison with  

      other cultures. 
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Norns in Old Norse Mythology that this account definitely “has impact on our 

understanding of prophecies” in Old Nordic religion since it “touches on the semantic 

association of orð with urðr, ‘word’ with ‘weird’, and the notion of fate-as-speech”(Bek-

Pedersen, 2011, 193). Bek-Pedersen adds that it is important to note that Þorbjörg is 

very clearly not part of the community, “but a visitor”, something which is highlighted  

by the way that she is seen in this account as both powerful and dangerous. She 

possesses “an otherworldly knowledge that must be treated with respect and 

consequence” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 63). Meanwhile, Stephen Mitchell’s work entitled 

“Warlocks, Valkyries, and Varlets: A Prologmenon to the Study of North Sea Witchcraft 

Terminology” (2001) focuses specifically on the use of the term Varðlokur and the idea 

that this term may be “much more wide-spread and influential than its sparse tracks in 

the literature suggest” (Mitchell, 2001, 72). To his mind, however, the word “appears of 

obvious relevance but has been largely deemed irrelevant because of its uncertain 

meaning and relative rarity” (Mitchell, 2001, 75). However, he posits that the word 

“derives from the terms meaning ‘women’s call’ or ‘women’s herding song’, specialised 

to mean a kind of ceremonial song, a view that compliments, rather than competes 

with, the understanding that the term implies a beckoning of spirits in a ritual context” 

(Mitchell, 2001, 75). This point supports the earlier-noted idea that Þorbjörg is indeed 

calling on the náttúrúr, interacting with them, and perhaps using this to change the 

future of the farmstead.  

  Whatever the case, this perplexing scene is critically important to understanding 

the role of the völva as it was understood in the thirteenth century and not least, for 

what it implies about the feminine and prophecy in Old Nordic religion. The seeress, 

according to this saga, was seen as an established professional, meaning that there were 

protocols that had to be followed when she visited one’s home. These seems to have 

worked like a payment, the hope being that the seeress would pronounce a good future. 

This, of course, echoes the mention of payment seen in Völuspá (see Chapter 8.3) and, 

as will be seen in the next section of this chapter, Örvar-Odds saga.   
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8.7  Örvar-Odds saga 

The fornaldarsaga, Örvar-Odds saga is found in three main manuscripts. The first is from 

the early fourteenth century (Holmperg 7 4to), the second (AM 344 a 4to), from the late 

fourteenth century, is the basis of the following quotations. A third dates from the 

fifteenth century (Clunies Ross, 2010, 118). Chapter 2 of Örvar-Odds saga focuses 

heavily on a völva named Heiðr. Her character echoes that of Þorbjörg, the völva from 

Eiríks saga rauða and the previous section of this thesis. Her scene in the saga begins 

with the central characters Ingjaldr, his son Asmundr, and his foster son Oddr who all 

live together in Norway. Like Eiríks saga rauða, the head of the household wishes to 

consult the seeress about the future. The author writes of Heiðr that “hún var völva ok 

seiðkona ok vissi fyrir óorðna hluti af fróðleik sínum. Hún fór á veizlur ok sagði mönnum 

fyrir um vetrarfar ok forlög sín” (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 287). This is immediately 

similar to Þorbjörg, who also had this custom. Heiðr nonetheless has a party of fifteen 

young men and fifteen young women, an element not present in Eiríks saga rauða, but 

possibly reminiscent of Þorbjörg’s request for a circle of women. Ingjaldr requests the 

seeress’ presence in his own household and while Asmundr agrees to it, Oddr is 

extremely reluctant as this was a thoroughly pagan custom. Ingjald makes it clear that 

he expects Asmundr to ask the seeress for a visit, and Asmundr obliges.  

The seeress comes back with him and they prepare for the ritual. As in Eiríks 

saga rauða, a special meal is made, though the author of this saga is not quite as 

detailed about the festivities. However, the author does state that there are specific 

preparations made for some sort of nocturnal magical performance: “Þau bjuggusk svá 

við, at seiðr skyldi fram fara um nóttina eptir. Ok er menn váru mettir, fóru þeir at sofa, 

en völva fór til náttfarsseiðs með sitt lið” (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 287). This quote 

seems to indicate that the seiðr itself must happen during the night while everyone else 

is sleeping. This adds to the mysterious tone of the scene, though it is not clear as to 

why this timing is important and no further details are given about the actual ritual. 

            When the náttfarsseiðr is finished, Heiðr claims to have the knowledge that they 

were seeking. She says that it is good that they have asked her there and she has some 
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good news to offer both Ingjaldr and Asmundr. She prescribes for Ingjaldr a future in 

which he lives to be old and is surrounded by friends in death, and prescribes for 

Asmundr a future in which he will be a great warrior and well-liked by everyone. She 

predicts the futures of others and even “[...] sagði hún um vetrarfar ok magra aðra þá 

hluti, er menn vissu eigi áðr” (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 288). The author is very clear to 

state that she knows things that other people do not and cannot. Again, as in Eiríks saga 

rauða, she also specifically tells them how the winter will go, this presumably being part 

of why she was asked to visit in the first place.  

The household seems to be enjoying the evening and learning about the future, 

when things take a sharp turn for the worse. Oddr has been sleeping on a bench and 

wakes up. He is so angry to see the prophetess that he threatens to hit her if she should 

recount his future. Her poetic reaction to being threatened is quite interesting and even 

more telling than the ritual itself:  

 
Egðu eigi mér, 
Oddr á Jarði, 
elda skíðum, 
Þótt ýmist geiþum. 
Saga mun sannast, 
sú er segir völva. 
öll veit hún manna 
örlög fyrir  
(Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 288) 

 

She states that even if Oddr does strike her (with a rod), it will not matter because what 

is said by a völva will still happen because she alone knows the fate of all men. While 

these lines might not literally mention the power of the verbalization of prophecy, they 

do seem to indicate that Heiðr is self-aware of the fact that what she says will indeed 

happen, thus implying that she is more of a creator than a predictor. Like the others 

before Oddr, she prescribes him a fate and manner of death. However, his fate is 

different. He too will die, though it will not be through glorious means nor will he be 

surrounded by friends and family. She tells him he cannot escape this fate since, as 
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stated above, what she says will always happen. After the poem she tells Oddr that he 

will live to the age of three hundred, which he does, and despite the fact that he will 

travel much, he will die at his home and that his death will be related to his horse, which 

it ultimately is. The only person who opposes Heiðr is perhaps the only person who 

receives such an ill fate, implying that it may be because Oddr does not respect the 

seeress that it even happens at all. 

The scene ends with Oddr striking the seeress and admonishing her for the ill 

fate. He tells her “Spá þú allra kerlinga örmusk um mitt ráð” (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 

289). It is noteworthy that he calls her kerlinga, or old woman, here echoing the idea 

that Þorbjörg from Eiríks saga rauða may have been an old woman. This insult raises the 

question of whether these völur in general are actually old women. This is interesting 

not only because if it is so, it supports the ideas that they may have been closer to death 

or that they were wise with age. However, it also begs the question of whether or not 

these old women were fulfilling the perceived stereotypical role for all women, that of 

being life givers, albeit via means of prophecy.  

Following the episode with Oddr Ingjaldr insists that Heiðr stays for three (worth 

noting again as a number brought up now several times in this thesis) more nights and 

that she accepts presents in terms of recompense and payment. She, however, chooses 

to leave the feast. Heiðr appears one final time in the poem. After most of the events of 

the saga, Oddr does indeed come to meet his fate as Heiðr said that he would. He 

recites a death poem in which he recounts the seeress pronouncing the fate that he has 

now come to fulfil.  

Given the above information, it is not difficult to see why Heiðr is often 

compared to Þorbjörg in scholarship. Both völur are professional seeresses whose 

talents are sought out, both are paid well with feasts and gifts and formalities (as also 

happens in Völuspá, where the seeress is given jewelry). Both perform a nocturnal 

ritual, both speak prophecies, and both face individuals who do not want to participate. 

However, there is a remarkable difference in this last point. The opposition which Heiðr 

faces in Oddr, is quite different that that which Þorbjörg faces with Guðríðr. Where 
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Oddr strikes and insults Heiðr, Guðríðr complies with Þorbjörg. This seems like an almost 

logical consequence given what we now know about the völur that this would end in 

two very different futures for these oppositional characters. In short, the scenes in 

Örvar-Odds saga back up the idea that Guðríðr’s good fate came from her performance 

and obedience since Oddr’s opposite actions lead to an opposite fate.  

As Neil Price points out that there are additional differences between the völur 

in these sagas. One difference is the nature of the seiðr ritual itself. It is performed 

privately in Örvar-Odds saga where in Eiríks saga rauða, it is performed for the entire 

household to view and for the women to participate in. In Örvar-Odds saga, Heiðr is said 

to have travelled with a group of fifteen young women and fifteen young boys (Price, 

2002, 124). In short, both instances do seem to imply the need for assistants in order for 

the seeress to have access to foreknowledge, though only Eiríks saga rauða states why 

that should be so. 

Another difference is the presence of the seiðstafr in Eiríks saga. It is very 

tempting to say that in the case of Örvar-Odds saga, such staff is completely missing. 

However, as Price points out, a staff is actually present, although it is “used - by a man -

as a weapon against the sorceress herself” (Price, 2002, 176). While it may not be the 

same as the staff Þorbjörg carries, the motif is nonetheless present in Örvar-Odds saga. 

The fact that the rod is used by a man to try to violently escape fate and ancient 

(feminine) tradition would be a worthwhile topic for future gender studies scholarship.  

While most scholarly notes on Heiðr seem to be based on a comparison between 

her and Þorbjörg, John McKinnell compares her to the völva in Völuspá, writing that a 

“völva might raise the spirits of the dead by ‘sitting out’ at night”, thus being involved in 

possible shamanic activities (McKinnell, 2005, 98). He uses both the völva in Völuspá 

and Heiðr to back up this claim, stating that this may be what they both may be doing 

since they insist on practising their seiðr at night (McKinnell, 2005, 98). He also notes 

this is just one of three sources in which a character’s attempts to avoid fate actually 
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make it happen.41 As seen above, Heiðr states that Oddr is foolish to not listen to her, 

since she has access to information and he does not.  

Regardless of the degree to which scholars are in agreement about these 

prophetic women, it is evident that the accounts noted above definitely create a sense 

of otherness and allude to a more ancient pre-christian past. Whether this mystique is a 

literary device used by the sagas’ authors or an attempt on their parts to be factual 

about the past is a matter of debate which will probably never be solved. Most scholars 

contend that the description of Heiðr reinforces the idea of the völva – that she is a 

wondering seeress who comes from another place, demands payment and respect, and 

has a clear and special relationship with the future. It also once again underlines the 

evident connection between foreknowledge and the feminine in the Viking Age.  

 

8.8  Vatnsdæla saga 

The events of Vatnsdæla saga take place during the ninth through eleventh centuries,  

the oldest manuscript being dated to the late fourteenth century (AM 445b 4to). There 

are two scenes in this saga involving two different völur. While the first is only briefly 

featured, she does play a pivotal role in the narrative, as it is she who predicts 

Ingimundr will leave Norway and go to Iceland. The second völva is mentioned even 

more briefly, though she too also plays an important role in the narrative in that she 

advises in a legal case, creating a favourable outcome. Despite the brevity of narrative in 

both instances, the prominence of these völur and the expectations of them from the 

community are rather telling. The following section will examine their roles as a 

seeresses and their relationships with foreknowledge, noting the similarities and 

differences to Þorbjörg of Eiríks saga rauða and Heiðr of Örvar-Odds saga in order to 

attain a more complete picture of a Viking Age prophetess.   

 
41   According to McKinnell, the other two occur in Orms þáttr and Vatnsdœla saga (McKinnell, 2005, 98).  

      Vatnsdœla saga will be the subject of the next section of this chapter, and more information on  

      Orms þáttr and its similarities to Örvar-odds saga can be found in Faulkes (1978).  
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 After success at a great battle, the battle of Hafrsfjördr, Ingjaldr prepares a feast 

for his foster son Ingimundr. The author of the saga writes that along with the feast, a 

magical ritual is taking place: “Þeir Ingjaldr efna þar seið eptir fornum sið, till þess at 

menn leitaði eptir forlögum sínum. Þar var komin Finna ein fjölkunnig” (Vatnsdæla saga, 

1958, 28-29). This is already similar to the ritual scenes in Eiríks saga rauða and Örvar-

odds saga.  Both of those völur also required some sort of feast as part of the overall 

seiðr ritual, or at least the community thought it necessary to provide one. Another 

similarity is that the völva here is once again not a normal member of society – once 

again, she is an outsider. In this saga, the author takes the extra steps to include that the 

seeress is foreign and specifically Finnish or Sámi. This may have served to create a 

sense of exotic “otherness” for the medieval reader, or may have really been a common 

cultural background for female diviners. Neil Price points out this account is just one of  

“numerous instances of Sámi women either advising Nordic people about sorcerous 

matters, or actively performing magic” (Price, 2002, 257).42 Either way, she is markedly 

different from those around her. At the feast, “Finnan var sett hátt ok búit um hana 

vegliga; þangat gengu menn til frétta, hverr ór sínu rúmi, ok spurðu at örlögum sínum” 

(Vatnsdæla saga, 1958, 29). The fact that she seems to be sitting above the people who 

are coming to her for advice is reminiscent of Þorbjörg who also sat on a platform. This, 

even if it does not expressly serve an esoteric purpose, at least sets her both literally 

and spiritually above everyone else.   

 The seeress then notices that two brothers do not approach her. When asked 

why, they insist that they place no credence in her prophecy. Ingimundr even replies 

“mér er eigi annara at vita mín forlög fyrr en fram koma, ok ætla ek mitt ráð eigi komit 

undir þínum tungurótum” (Vatnsdæla saga, 1958, 29). This is particularly interesting 

because while Ingimundr may not find her prophecy credible, he does highlight the 

recurring theme of verbalization of prophecy. He quite literally points to the root of her 

tongue as the source of her supposed foreknowledge. She goes on to tell him his future 

 
42    See Price’s section entitled “Women and noaidevuohta” for a detailed analysis of the role women  

       played in Sámi shamanism and magical practices (Price, 2002, 257-265). 
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regardless of his wishes, stating that he will find a Freyr amulet missing from his 

possessions and that he will rediscover it in Iceland, where he will eventually settle.43 

When he finds it, it will be a sign that her prophecy is fulfilled. She also tells him that it 

does not matter whether or not he believes her or wants to go to Iceland, that the 

prophecy will come true either way.  

 Karen Bek-Pedersen points out several things about this scene with the Sámi 

völva. Firstly, that it is reminiscent of both Lokasenna (discussed in this thesis in Chapter 

6), and Baldrs draumar (see Chapter 8.4) in that there is emphasis on whether or not the 

seeress will remain silent or speak (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 57). I suggest that this is also 

very similar to the scene with Heiðr of Örvar-Odds saga, as her own vocalization 

resulted in her being struck in the face because Oddr was so angry at the fact that she 

would not be silent. As in Örvar-Odds saga, there is an argumentative nature to the 

dialogue here. The seeress refuses to not speak the prophecy, and insists that the 

desires of the main character are meaningless in the face of fate while the main 

character becomes agitated at them. This can be seen as an attestation to the “binding 

powers of spoken prophecies” as Bek-Pedersen phrases it. A völva’s profession may also 

become dangerous at times if she does not “choose her words carefully” since it seems 

that she almost takes on the responsibility or burden of the prophecy’s ramifications 

(Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 187). Although no physical harm comes to the Sámi völva in 

Vatnsdæla saga like it does to Heiðr, Ingimundr does threaten to hit her if it were not 

for the fact that it would offend his foster father.  

 As previously mentioned, there is another völva much later in the saga. Her 

name is Þordís and she is regarded as a particularly important member of society in 

 
43    Price also points out the fact that the amulet that has gone missing is in the image of Freyr and that  

       this may highlight an underlying connection between the god and seiðr. He notes that the Finnish or      

       Sámi völva in this saga “characterizes her prophecies as representing the will of Freyr” (Price, 2002,  

       108). He goes on to note that in Skirnirsmál 26, “an agent of Freyr makes used of a staff of sorcery”  

       and that the shamefulness often associated with magical acts (ergi) is not unlike the “obviously carnal  

       rituals that Christian authors associated with the cult of Freyr” (Price, 2002, 108). For more on the  

       underlying connection between the Vanir and seiðr, see page 108 of The Viking Way (2002).  
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Vatnsdalur. She does not exactly practice divination in this saga, though it is noted that 

she can indeed see into the future in Chapter 44 of the saga. She is worth mentioning 

for several reasons. Firstly, she is important for the simple fact that she is so well 

regarded in the community. This speaks to the dual nature of the völva’s place in 

society. While some people such as Ingimundr or Oddr may dislike what they do, there 

clearly were people who understood that they were necessary and helpful. She even 

lives at a mountain named after her job – Spákonufell. Next, she does what the other 

völur mentioned have done – she accepts monetary compensation for performing her 

services. Here, however, instead of compensation for a good fortune, she accepts 

money for advice in a legal case. In a way, she is still being paid for her access to 

foreknowledge, though, because the fact that she can see the future is why she is able 

to arbitrate so well. She also lends her staff and cloak, black like that of Þorbjörg’s cloak, 

to a man named Þorkell so that he can strike another man named Guðmundr. This 

causes him to forget and remember certain things so that the legal case turns out in 

Þorkell’s favour. It is worth briefly mentioning that the number three appears here 

again, as she recommends that Þorkell strike Guðmundr three times on the cheek with 

the staff. The staff itself will reappear in the subsequent section on staffs, Chapter 8.9.3. 

It is definitely worth remembering for now that this is a recurring accessory for the 

völur, and certainly a “symbol of power” (Price, 2002, 176).  

 Although the two völur of this saga are not main actors in the narrative, they are 

nonetheless important actors. Not only do they serve as catalysts for certain events, 

they underline previously discussed roles that the völur fulfilled. More importantly for 

this thesis, the seeresses of this saga demonstrate certain things about the connection 

between the feminine and prophecy. The völur’s job carried with it great responsibility 

because it is they who have the power to speak the future into existence. Because of 

that fact, their job could be both treacherous and rewarding as they were both admired 

and feared.  
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8.9  Conclusions and Recurring Themes Associated with Völur  

8.9.1 Introduction 

This chapter has attempted to paint a picture, however vague, of what a völva might 

have looked like, how she might have been seen by others, what her job was, and what 

her connection to foreknowledge was supposed to have been in the Viking Age. Taking 

all of the above sources, both poetic and from saga material, it becomes apparent that 

the völva seems to have had a similar role and societal responsibilities to other female 

beings with foreknowledge. They are revered but must walk a careful line as they bear a 

great burden.  This responsibility and the expectations that come along with it may have 

even been heightened when it comes to the seeress. Where the goddesses and nornir 

are associated with fate and the creation and direction thereof (especially the nornir), 

the völva directly communicates with people who are consulting her. She is physically 

present where the goddesses and nornir are not.  

In short, the accounts explained above suggest that the völva is a paid 

professional who is performing a service. Whether she is primordial and related to the 

jötnar or a Sámi woman visiting a homestead, she tends to be foreign in some way and 

sometimes even said to be dead. Occasionally she will carry with her certain 

accoutrements or tools such as the elusive seiðstafr. She does her work in the winter 

time, often in the darkness, and she is respected and even feared. The most important 

facet of the völva’s profession is that she was seen as having control of the future, like 

the nornir. It is impossible to say for sure whether or not the völva is actively and 

knowingly creating the future, but it is readily apparent that the people paying her think 

that she very well could be. Even those characters that oppose them due to their 

religious associations believe that the völva’s spoken words can affect the future. For 

example, in Örvar-Odds saga, Oddr does not want Heiðr to speak so much that he hits 

her with a rod and insults her when she does (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 289). In Eiríks 

saga rauða especially, there is the indication that one must respect the seeress 

deserved respect and that the process of the ritual. She is dressed elaborately, receives 

a special feast, and the entire household makes special arrangements for her.  
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In the following pages, a brief explanation will be made of the main recurring 

themes that have come up in the above sources that pertain to the semi-human and 

human völur. It is, of course, worth bearing in mind the various biases that these 

sources carry.  

 

8.9.2  Seiðr 

Some discussion of the art of seiðr is unavoidable when analysing the völur as they are 

repeatedly said to be practicing seiðr in order to gain access to foreknowledge. Chapter 

2.4 of this thesis has given a detailed breakdown of the history of scholarship of seiðr 

overall. It is evidentally a complicated topic in scholarship due to the esoteric and 

seemingly fluid nature of ritual as described in Old Norse literature. Sometimes 

reference is made to strange music that entices its victim to a deadly trap (Laxdæla 

saga) and sometimes emphasis is placed on the nocturnal rituals that result in the 

practitioner attaining foreknowledge (Eiríks saga rauða and Örvar-Odds saga especially). 

What exactly the term refers to will probably always be hotly debated in academia. This 

does not necessarily mean, however, that there is no appropriate and workable 

definition that approaches what seiðr might have meant to a Viking-Age person. For a 

history of this term specifically, see Chapter 2.4: more specifically, see Neil Price’s quote 

on the role of seiðr in the Viking age world (See Chapter 2.4.4 and Price, 2002, 333 for 

complete references).Völuspá introduces seiðr in stanza 22: 

 

Heiði hana hétu,  
hvars til húsa kom, 
völu velspá,  
vitti hon ganda, 
seið hon hvars hon kunni,  
seið hon hugleikin, 
æ var hon angan  
illrar brúðar 
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This stanza is interesting because while it is a bit unclear about Heiðr’s abilities, though 

it does seem to indicate that she is prophetic, and certainly that she is evil. Here, seiðr 

seems to indicate some sort of practice that can beguile others against their will. The 

focus here is not necessarily on violence, however, but rather on the fact that her magic 

could shift people’s minds to her will.   

In Eiríks saga rauða, the seeress Þorbjörg clearly practices the art of seiðr. The 

saga states that when she first arrives that she needs special objects in order to carry 

out the ritual and a song sung specifically by a woman – a seiðhjallr and a seiðstafr, and 

the various formalities made by the members of the household. The entire process of 

what Þorbjörg is doing seems to be considered seiðr. Here it seems to mean something 

different from what it does in the poem Völuspá and refers to the actual ritual 

surrounding the act of ascertaining foreknowledge rather than an ability. The term is 

actually used more in Örvar-Odds saga, though it is used in a very similar fashion to that 

of Eiríks saga rauða. This saga however includes mention of náttfarsseiðs, which gives 

credence to the idea that these rituals needed to happen at night. Vatnsdæla saga again 

reinforces the idea that the seeress needed special preparations for the seiðr to occur. It 

also suggests that this art was quite old, and while not an unusual practice, definitely a 

special one (“Þeir Ingjaldur efna þar seið eptir fornum sið til þess at menn leituðu eptir 

forlögum sínum”) (Vatnsdæla saga, 1958, 28-29). 

 Evidentally, the term seiðr could refer to a range of different types of esoteric 

acts and phenomena, including accessing foreknowledge. As Karen Bek-Pedersen notes, 

when it comes to seiðr as it pertains to women with foreknowledge, such as the völur or 

the nornir, the “confusion between fate and magic seems to go back a long time” and 

that while it “is possible for fate and witchcraft to exist side by side (as they do so in Old 

Norse) [...] fate and witchcraft are essentially different” (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 1-2).  

The art of seiðr also seems to be fairly ambiguous in nature and purpose, not 

least when it comes to who is practicing it. The question of what exactly terms like ergi, 

argr, and nið refer to when describing a seiðr practitioner has been up for debate for 

over a century. It is important for this thesis because it is possible that some sources use 
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these terms as a correlation between the art of prophetic seiðr and the feminine. For 

example, as stated in Chapter 5.5, in Lokasenna Loki calls Óðinn argr. The most popular 

scholarly interpretation of this stanza is that Loki insults Óðinn by saying that he beat on 

a drum like a witch, and that that made him look argr, or unmanly.44 In Chapter 7 of 

Ynglinga saga, this idea comes up again in the following statement: 

 
Óðinn kunni þá íþrótt svá at mestr máttr fylgdi ok framdi sjálfr, er seiðr 
heitir, en af því mátti hann vita örlög manna ok óorðna hluti, svá ok at 
gera mönnum bana eða óhamingju eða vanheilindi, svá ok at taka frá 
mönnum vit eða afl ok gefa öðrum. En þessi fjölkynngi, er framið er, 
fylgir svaá mikil ergi at eigi þótti karlmönnum skammlaust við at fara ok 
var gyðjunum kennd sú íþrótt (Ynglinga saga, 1941, 19).  

 

This passage is quite telling, as it directly connects the practice of seiðr and especially 

prophetic seiðr, to unmanliness and insists that women, for whatever reason, are more 

suited to the task. Concerning Lokasenna and Ynglinga saga, Clive Tolley writes that 

“the clear implication of Snorri’s statement is that seidr was acceptable for goddesses/ 

priestesses; yet his statement associates ergi with seiðr in an absolute way” (Tolley, 

2009, 156). He goes on to point out that “there is support for the idea of a general 

association of ergi with seiðr and völur” specifically in that “as ergi was shameful, to 

accuse someone of it was an act of insulting contumely, or níð” (Tolley, 2009, 156). He 

points out that this is especially demonstrated in Helgakviða Hundingsbana I, stanza 37:  

 
Þú vart völva 
Í Varinseyio, 
skollvís kona, 
bartu skrök saman; 
kvaztu engi mann 
eiga vilia, 
segg bryniaðan, 
nema Sinfiötla!  

 

 
44   For a more detailed analysis of this stanza in particular as it relates to ergi and the potential  

       connection between ergi and shamanism or shamanistic activity, see Clive Tolley’s 2016 essay  

       entitled “The hunting of the vétt: in search of the Old Norse shamanic drum”.  
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The beginning of the above stanza seems quite similar to stanza 24 of Lokasenna in that 

someone is being accused of acting like a völva or magically abled female in an insult 

that is clearly sexually derived. Although it would be well beyond the scope of this thesis 

to delve deeply into this question, the above examples demonstrate that links between 

seiðr and ergi were iterated repeatedly in the literature. What is missing, however, is an 

outright explanation of why this should be. It is nonetheless clear that seiðr overall 

could operate in the periphery of gender, though it is made thoroughly clear that 

prophetic seiðr does not. That belongs decidedly in the realm of the feminine, it 

nonetheless involved even more peripheries and liminal spaces.  

 

8.9.3  Darkness and Peripheries  

As noted above, the völur tend to perform their services in darkness. In Eiríks saga 

rauða, Örvar-Odds saga, and Vatnsdæla saga, the author makes a point of stating that 

these rituals were performed at night. In Örvar-Odds saga, the author even goes as far 

as to specifically refer to the ritual as náttfarsseið (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 287). It is also 

worth reiterating here that these human völur not only tend to practice their art at 

night, but seemingly exclusively during winter - the darkest time of year in any area of 

the world, but especially in Nordic countries. Although no author or saga character 

outright states why darkness is necessary for prophetic magical rituals, it does seem as 

though it may have something to do with the need for a liminal space or a periphery. 

Perhaps the answer lies very simply in the fact that these rituals are secret and 

therefore need to take place at a time when they cannot be seen as easily. However, it 

is more likely due to a phenomenon that Terry Gunnell describes in his 2006 article 

entititled “Ritual Space. Ritual Year. Ritual Gender”. Here, Gunnell explains that “as the 

Icelandic year moves from daylight to darkness, so too do festivals focus on the home 

environment and the immediated family”. Further, “the old Nordic year was also seen as 

being divided into two halves rather than four seasonal quarters,” with the year starting 

at the beginning of winter (Gunnell, 2006, 291). This may have produced a phenomenon 

that split the year into a darker domestic half and an “external male sphere” (Gunnell, 
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2006, 293). As Gunnell argues, the movement from darkness and domesticity and the 

feminine to the brighter more external male-influenced world also echoes a cycle of 

birth, gestation, life, and then a return to the earth in death. In this context, it is evident 

that women’s seiðr rituals occur at the start of not only the year as a whole, but also the 

the female half, at around the time of the so-called dísablót.  

The physical setting is also important. John McKinnell writes that in order to 

achieve foreknowledge, a völva might, “carry out a partially communal but exclusively 

female ritual called seiðr, or ‘sit out’ (sitja úti) at night in order to raise and control the 

spirits of the dead” (McKinnell, 2005, 97).45 Something echoed in some degree in Baldrs 

Draumar (See Chapter 8.4). In the case of Völuspá, the poem “reverses this: here it is 

the probably dead völva who ‘sits out’ in order to contact the living Óðinn (McKinnell, 

2005, 98). Even in these spaces, the völva is sometimes placed on a platform or 

seiðhjallr (Eiríks saga rauða, Örvar-Odds saga) away from the rest of the people in the 

same space. Parallels can perhaps be seen in the nornir who also sit outside. Even the 

völur of the poetic sources seem to be situated in spaces that belong to neither the 

human world not that of the gods. They are betwixt and between.  

The idea that prophetic magic involved liminality is further reiterated by the 

nature of the völur. As noted above, they are not normal members of society, but not 

necessarily full outsiders. Besides the fact that the aforementioned poetic völur exist in 

a sort of underworld, they are further marked as outsiders by the fact that they seem to 

have some sort of connection to the jötnar as seen with both the Völuspá and Baldrs 

draumar-völur. Like the connection between ergi with seiðr and völur, however, this 

connection seems to be lacking a real explanation in the sources themselves. McKinnell 

does make the argument, however, that these völur are often put in positions of 

opposition against other powerful people in the literature. For example, there is the 

trope of the völva who stands against the “unjust patriarch” as seen in Baldrs draumar 

 
45   Clive Tolley discusses this as well, stating that this was “practised by both men and women  

       (unlike divinatory seiðr, practiced only by women); the aim was to get information from spirits  

       […]” (Tolley, 2009, 136).  
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(McKinnell, 2005, 101) and the trope of the völva who opposes the “angry young man” 

as seen in Örvar-Odds saga (McKinnell, 2005, 104). They thus become necessary but 

mysterious antagonists. Perhaps the feminine mystique of the völva and the desire to 

place them in such positions in narrative go hand in hand.  

 

8.9.4 The Seiðstafr 

The image of the seiðstafr has appeared several times in this chapter, and is featured 

prominently in Eiríks saga rauða especially. In recent years these staves have become 

synonymous with the völur for many modern readers, partly because of the striking 

image the author of this saga paints of Þorbjörg but also because of the appearance of 

these items in female grave sites in recent years. However, the connection between the 

völur and seiðstafr is much deeper and more corporeal than its mere appearance in 

Eiríks saga rauða. As Neil Price writes:  

 
A probable analogue for the (seið)stafr is a term not found in the Old 
Norse literature in connection with sorcery, but which can be inferred 
from the very name of the sorcerers themselves: völva means simply 
‘staff-bearer’, and derives from völr, ‘staff’. Presumably therefore, in 
some circumstances völr could also be used to denote a seeress’s staff 
(Price, 2002, 177). 

 
 

Of equal importance is the fact that these staffs might be the only tangible piece of 

“evidence” for the existence of the völva in Viking age world. As Price notes, “it cannot 

be emphasised too strongly that these descriptions are unlikely to be exact[...]” 

however “we can use these descriptions to isolate archaeological finds which might 

reasonably be placed within the general category of staffs of sorcery” (Price, 2002, 179). 

In fact, this is the subject of a large section of Chapter 3 of The Viking Way (Price, 2002, 

175-203). This section features a catalogue of staffs, describing where they come from, 

what they look like, and mapping out their locations. Most importantly for this thesis, 

though, is his section on interpreting the staffs, which have earlier been interpreted as 

having practical uses such as measuring rods or cooking spits (Price, 2002, 186 - 
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191). Price, however, sees many of them as having been associated with the völur, 

especially given the fact that many of the staffs have been found in specifically high 

status female graves and are occasionally found alongside “narcotics” or other items 

which could be considered esoteric in nature (Price, 2002, 187).  

Various scholars have discussed this question past and present. Jenny Jochens, 

for example, presents a unique perspective on the staffs, writing that they could 

possibly have been used by the völur to perform sexual acts as part of the seiðr ritual 

(Jochens, 1996, 74). Clive Tolley nonetheless writes fairly explicitly that Þorbjörg’s 

episode is very nearly literary fantasy, and that there is “little to indicate any coherent 

genuine tradition behind the description” (Tolley, 2009, 472). As Leszek Gardeła writes 

in his 2016 book, however, it seems possible that Tolley may have overlooked “the 

accouterments of the seeress in the light of the Viking Age archaeological material” and 

therefore missing evidence which could have “added another angle to his discussion” 

(Gardeła, 2016, 24). While Tolley admits that this is because he believes “archaeological 

finds can rarely suggest non-utilitarian meanings,” Gardeła and many others disagree 

and have taken such finds into account (Gardeła, 2016, 25). All in all, it is impossible to 

say what exactly the staffs were supposed to have been, and it makes sense that they 

would have varying uses. It is, as Price states, extremely telling that these items have 

been found in high status female graves that appear in literature they are associated 

with völur, whose names are connected with the staffs. We also have the episode in 

Laxdæla saga, as noted in Chapter 5.3, which tells directly of a seeress being buried with 

her staff.  
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Figure 3. Statuette found in Sjælland. Image sent to Terry Gunnell by Torun 
Zachrisson.  
 

Above is a rare example of a Viking age statuette, found at Gudumin Sjælland. 

The female figure in the statue appears to have an open mouth, possibly indicating that 

she is singing or chanting. Not only does this statuette reinforce the idea that it is 

possible to implement archaeological finds into studies on this topic, but also reinforces 

the issue of the following chapter – the idea that Viking Age magic could have been 

conducted by means of song.  

 

8.9.5  Chanting and Singing 

Another key feature ofof seiðr seems to have been the act of singing or chanting, 

something stressed in Eiríks saga rauða, where, as noted in Chapter 7.6, the völva 

Þorbjörg insists that she needs a young woman who knows an old song called Varðlokur. 

Eventually she convinces a young Christian woman named Guðríðr to perform it, as she 

learned it from her foster mother in Iceland (Eiríks saga rauða, 207). As noted earlier, 
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there is some scholarly debate on the term Varðlokur. Price states in The Viking Way, 

that since the word appears both with a singular medial “k” and a double “kk” in either 

manuscript, that two separate meaning. As Price writes: 

 
- varðlokur. ‘Guardian spirit fastenings’, i.e. what ‘locks the spirits in’ 
under the power of the summoner 
- varðlokkur. ‘Guardian spirit enticements’, i.e what lures the spirits to 
be present (Price, 2002, 207) 

 

In either case, as Tolley notes “The focus of attention… is in fact on the song,” rather 

than “the náttúrúr” (Tolley, 2009, 499). It is unclear as to why exactly the song is so 

highly featured in the chapter, and is in fact the vehicle through which the seeress is 

able to do whatever she needs to do in order to ascertain foreknowledge. Whatever 

varðlokur means exactly, it still reinforces the connection between singing and seiðr. 

Whether this episode is meant to “seduce” the audience into “clearly learned 

fantasies”, whether it shows some semblance of a true Nordic divinatory ritual, or any 

shade of nuance in between, it does serve to exemplify a precedent of the intermarriage 

of medieval Nordic magic and musicality (Tolley, 2002, 487).  

The term lok(k)ur can also be found again in Grógaldr, as stated in Chapter 8.5. 

Here it seems to be connected to the norn Urðr. Price writes that this “adds support to 

the notion of these being entities that were in some way bound to a particular 

individual”, a notion which was introduced in Chapter 6. Otherwise, it simply reinforces 

the idea that varðlokur was a spoken or sung incantation. 

There are other examples of singing or chanting which do not mention the 

varðlokur. McKinnell writes that trances could be induced by singing or doing something 

which involved breathing rapidly: 

 
 The trance involves a seizure in which the völva opens her mouth wide 
and gasps for breath (Hrólfs saga kraka, Hauks þáttr hábrókar). She may 
deliver her prophecies within the trance, in which case it is sometimes 
said that ‘a song came into her mouth’ from elsewhere’ (McKinnell, 
2005, 97). 



Lauren Hamm 
Kt. 290191-5219  MA in Old Nordic Religions: Thesis 
  Autumn 2019 

 

114 

 

 

The line in Hrólfs saga being referred to here is “Hún slær þá í sundr kjöptunum ok 

geispar mjök[...]” with geispar being the key word here (Hrólfs saga kraka ok kappa 

hans, 1944, 9).This action is most often translated as yawning. However, the author 

does indicate that a song of some sort is produced from this breathing or yawning. This 

breathing and singing is also apparently necessary in order for her to access 

foreknowledge.  

Essentially, singing and chanting do play a role in the seiðr rituals, but the real 

power lies in the fact that singing is a mode of verbalization. Repetitive chanting or 

singing or drumming may lead to a sense of ego loss, enabling the actor to perform 

shamantic or magical tasks, but the verbalization of the actual prophecy seems to be 

what is making other characters respond and react both positively and negatively to the 

völva.  

 

8.9.6  Verbalization and Fear of Prophecy 

“The role of spoken or chanted spells in the magic of the sagas can scarcely be 

exaggerated” writes Kieckhefer (Kiechhefer, 1989, 51). Although he is referring to an 

episode in Laxdæla saga in which a young boy is lured to his death through a song, the 

point could just as easily refer to the spoken prophecies or advice of the völur. Out of all 

the recurring themes discussed in this conclusion, probably the most important for this 

thesis is the fact that the characters surrounding these völur are either asking them to 

speak or lambasting them for doing so, and sometimes both.  

The reason that this is important is because it highlights how very powerful the 

seeress was seen as being and that power comes not necessarily from the fact that she 

herself knows the future, but rather that she has the ability to say it aloud.  In Völuspá, 

the völva is sought out and paid by the god Óðinn. She asks repeatedly if he would like 

to know more information about the future. The same pattern occurs in Baldrs draumar, 

the seeress is also sought out and paid for her divinatory work. However, these poems, 

especially Baldrs draumar, indicate that the völur is being bothered by the questioning, 
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though that is not the case in Grógaldr. These women are also initially summoned by 

magical words being spoken. The power of those words are enough to stir them from 

the underworld, meaning that even these beings who are potentially omniscient are still 

susceptible to spoken magical words.  

The term galdr is used repeatedly to refer to these magical spoken incantations 

in the poems. Price writes that out of the terms used for magic in the literature, “the 

most distinctive [...] is undoubtedly galdr, which seems to have been a specific form of 

sorcery focusing on a characteristic type of high-pitched singing” (Price, 2002, 65). All 

the same when it comes to the seeresses, the focus is not so much galdr, but rather the 

nature of the words themselves (and the future they prophesy).  

The sagas, there are more examples of the power of speaking. In Eiríks Saga 

Rauða, the entire ritual depends on the varðlokur being sung in the correct way. It is 

interesting to note that the seeress herself cannot do it nor can she teach it to someone 

beforehand. It very specifically needs to have already been learned and sung by a 

woman. When the prophecy itself in then eventually stated, it is seen as having literally 

put an end to the bad times. In short it seems to have its own magical power (Eiríks saga 

rauða, 2014, 207). In Örvar-Odds saga, the völva is first presented with a feast, like in 

Eiríks Saga Rauða and given much respect in exchange for her services. She is asked to 

speak and gives each person who asks her information about their future. As noted 

earlier, the exception is Oddr, who actually warns her not to say anything out loud to 

him and that he will not believe her anyway. She says that it does not matter because it 

will happen regardless of whether he believes it or not. She then speaks and, of course, 

he hits her with a staff (Örvar-Odds saga, 1943, 289). Similarly, in Vatnsdæla saga, the 

seeress is asked for and presented with a feast. She is then asked to speak of each 

individual’s destiny. Ingimundr does not want her to speak, and says that his future does 

not lie at the root of her tongue (Vatnsdæla saga, 1958, 29). She says it anyway, and he 

threatens her with violence. In each of these cases, the actual catalyst for action seems 

to be the fact that something is being spoken aloud, whether it is an incantation or the 

verbalization of foreknowledge itself.  
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 About this episode specifically and the völva’s pronouncement of the future in 

general, Bek-Pedersen writes: 

 

The power of spoken prophecies gives the völva not only power over but 
possibly also responsibility for the predictions she makes; one could 
certainly imagine that if people held such beliefs about her 
pronouncements, she might want to choose her words carefully. If people 
thought that their lives depended on what the völva said, the situation 
could become tricky to handle, especially if what she had to say was not 
entirely positive (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 187).  

 

The fact that the only people opposing the völur’s words are routinely treated to a bad 

future is curious. Where Guðríðr and Þorkell comply with Þorbjörg’s wishes in Eiríks 

saga rauða, Oddr of Örvar-Odds saga and Ingimundr of Vatnsdæla saga stand against 

the völur. Guðríðr and Þorkell are presented with excellent futures where Oddr and 

Ingimundr are not. Admittedly, he does eventually come to a great future in Iceland. 

However, he is extremely hesitant and itially unhappy. While, as Bek-Pedersen states, 

one may think that these women would want to choose their words carefully, it seems 

as though these particular völur expect to be treated well and do not care about gently 

dealing out an ill fate.  

Figure 3. Lorenz Frølich (1895). Published in Den ældre Eddas Gudesange, Gjellerup.  
In this depiction, Óðinn is seen speaking to the Vóluspá-völva.  
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It is impossible to say whether Viking-Age people would have ever believed that the 

völur themselves were in fact influencing the future when they spoke, but these 

sentiments of rewards, punishment, and blame when it comes to the future are 

reminiscent of the nornir, who were very clearly sometimes blamed for influencing the 

future (Snorri Sturluson, 2005, 18). Although, also like with the nornir, it could be 

speculated that the author’s Christian ideas of morality may have influenced these 

descriptions.   
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Chapter 9:  Conclusions 
 

“[...] again, she let herself slip into the half-trance which women’s work always brought 
upon her nowadays. She had long ago ceased to spin, but weaving, which she enjoyed, 

had seemed safe if she kept her wits about her and didn’t succumb to the drowsy trance 
like monotony of it” 

Marion Zimmer Bradley, The Mists of Avalon, 655. 

 

9.1 Comparative Religion, Gender, and Sexuality 

If we consider where research into this subject might go from here, future scholarship 

may benefit from the incorporation of further comparative religious studies. As noted 

here, scholars such as Dag Strömback, Neil Price, and Clive Tolley have effectively 

integrated the study of Sámi and circumpolar religion into their works. This makes 

perfect sense as the Saami people lived very close to Viking Age Nordic people, appear 

as spiritual leaders such as völur in the literature, and have been speculated to have 

contributed to Old Nordic religion. However, there are perhaps more cultures and 

religions whose sources and scholarship may aid in helping to uncover the reason 

behind a connection between the feminine and foreknowledge. This is not to say that 

this is an exhaustive list by any means, nor that some of these cultures or religions 

would have had a direct impact on Old Nordic religion. Rather, these are areas of study 

that may provide new perspectives for future work, cultures that have unique 

perspectives on feminine religious identities.  

To take one example, a potentially valuable field of comparative research would 

be that of medieval Christianity, which is overrun with history, symbolism, and an 

abundance of scholarship. Christianity has a special relationship with Old Nordic 

religion. Of particular interest might be attitudes to gender and sexuality and how they 

may have played a part in the presentation of the Old Nordic figures.  It would not be 

altogether surprising if the Christian morality and perspective of saga writers added to 

the mysterious nature of the seiðr rituals, which (as with their links to women) would 

only have been known to them in oral narratives. While ergi most certainly was an idea 

that was present before the spread of Christianity, Christian authors writing about such 

feminine arts may have been keen to categorize these arts as even more shameful or 
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mysterious than they were ever seen before. The comparative religious scholar Jefferey 

Kripal has written on this extensively. He explains in his 2017 book his theories about 

the consequences of the removal of the feminine from medieval Christianity: 

 

Another consequence of the all-male gender grammar that is seldom 
commented on is that it results in a spiritual world in which males have no 
“Her” with whom to commune, much less with whom to unite erotically 
and lovingly. This is why Jesus asked his closest male disciples not be 
married and to ‘castrate’ themselves for the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 
19:12): apparently, he wanted them to reject (hetero)sexuality and take 
on a feminized relationship to the divine (Kripal, 2017, 157). 

 

Ironically, as Kripal states, the cutting off of the feminine and the eroticized emphasis on 

a submissive relationship with God has created a space in medieval Christianity where, 

as Kripal bluntly puts it, “gay people have spiritual gifts that straight people do not” in 

this space (Kripal, 2017, 157). While this thesis does not assert that homosexuality, 

femininity, or any combination thereof with a special are directly connected to any 

esoteric ability, it is certainlypossible that that precedent existed in the minds of 

converted peoples, who might have seen the feminine as being uniquely powerful in 

either a positive or a negative way.  

  

9.2 Nú mun hon sökkvask… 

As this thesis has shown, dream-women, the goddesses, nornir, and seeresses are 

female beings that have a very special relationship with foreknowledge. It is worth 

noting that these women of Old Nordic religion are not alone in the world. The ancient 

Greek religion also acknowledged this special connection. There are, of course, the 

Fates, the moiræ or parcæ. These are the three goddesses who determined human 

destinies in Greek and Roman religion. As early as the eighth-century BCE by the poet 

Hesiod, they were described as spinning the “thread” of human fate (Hesiod, 1914 223). 

Naturally, it is extremely tempting to liken them to the nornir of Nordic religion, which 

Jacob Grimm does write about in Deutsche Mythologie (Grimm, 1835, 407). In short, the 
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Ancient Greek religion offers a wide array of comparable females with the ability to 

access foreknowledge underlining the possibility that we are dealing with an Indo-

European phenomenon.  

Perhaps the most famous example of a woman with access to foreknowledge 

outside of the moriæ is the Ancient Greek Oracle at Delphi, Pythia. This enigmatic figure 

has made her way into countless films, novels, and documentaries. It may be more 

correct to refer to them collectively as “Oracles” since they were in reality “a succession 

of mystics who cloaked many of their operations in secrecy and apparently passed down 

the cult methods from woman to woman”. These Oracles are even more interesting in 

light of the fact that “most of ancient Greece lived by a code of extreme male 

chauvinism, at times of misogyny” (Broad, 2006, 5-6). The Oracle was written about by 

many authors and philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, Strabo, and Plutarch. The play 

Ion by the playwright Euripides (480-406 BCE) “cast all the action in and around the 

temple of Apollo and described the Oracle and her rituals in loving detail” (Broad, 2006, 

3). Euripides himself was also noted for having “railed against the oppression of 

females” during a time, as previously mentioned, ruled by misogyny (Broad, 2006, 5).  

With regard to the nature of fate and its connection to women, we can once again 

Euripides. The play The Bacchae was written around the year 405 BCE (Vellacot, 1954, 

29). In it, Euripides describes the discord between the current King Pentheus, the god 

Dionysus, and Dionysus’ followers, most of which are women. Of particular importance 

in the context of this thesis are lines that connect women’s religious practices, frenzy, 

and the ability to access foreknowledge. This includes the statement by Pentheus: “As 

for women, I tell you this: Wherever the sparkle of sweet wine adorns their feasts, no 

good will follow from such Bacchic ceremonies” (Euripides, 1954, 254). After Teiresias 

replies, defending the ceremonies and the gods who are being worshiped, Pentheus 

retorts:  

 
And this god [Dionysus] is a prophet: the Bacchic ecstasy, and frenzy hold a 
strong prophetic element. When he fills irresistibly a human body, he gives 
those so possessed power to foretell the future (Euripides, 1954, 255).  
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In short, in spite of female followers of Dionysus apparently having abilities to see the 

future, these are explained here as coming from an entheogen-induced trance, but has 

ultimate roots in the male god Dionysus. As with Óðinn in the Nordic countries, it would 

seem here that a male god was taking over something intrinsically female. Besides the 

moriæ, the Oracles of Delphi, and The Bacchae, it is also worth mentioning the Greek 

tale of Cassandra, the mythical daughter of Troy in the Illiad by Homer. She was born 

with the gift of prophecy and the curse of disbelief in those prophecies from others 

(Homer, 1991, 611).  

The exact reason for the inherent connection between the feminine and 

prophetic magic in both the Ancient Greek world and the Germanic/Nordic world is 

never expressly written about in the primary source material. It is simply presented 

throughout as common knowledge. Close inspection of both the primary and secondary 

sources presented in this thesis nonetheless underline several points worth more 

speculation. 

Overall, as has been shown, these women operate in liminal spaces such as 

dreams, in the beginning of winter, raised on a platform, in twilight, or underneath 

Yggdrasill. They are shown to be outsiders, sometimes presented as foreign and other 

times of supernatural origin. Often they are blamed for the fates that they can see and 

sometimes they are punished for speaking, as if the power of their words is a catalyst 

for the future. Other times, people beg them for information or are protectors. 

Regardless of whether they are a goddess, a norn, a seeress, or something in between, 

they are commonly presented as creators, not passive mediums through which the 

future is simply channeled.  

Arguably, as Bek-Pedersen notes, the key reason for the connection in question 

most likely has something to do with cyclicality and the natural reproductive biology of 

women, especially their ability to give birth (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 200). Indeed, it might 

be rememberd that in earlier times, women created more than just life, they also 
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watched over the households, made bread and ale, and created the clothes in which 

people lived their lives. The idea that women’s work could be connected to their 

spirituality is not a new one, and is a recurring trope even in modern culture. To take an 

example from a popular novel, one notes how The Mists of Avalon’s Morgaine struggles 

greatly with the work expected from her as a woman. Because she is a seeress, her daily 

spinning produces an uncontrollable trancelike state, something which she struggles 

with throughout the work (see quote at the start). One might say this is a modern 

literary example of the ideas discussed by Price, Gardela, and Bek-Pedersen, but it is 

also evidence that this connection is an idea that has staying power within Western 

culture and has appeared over and over again for centuries. The trance-like allure of 

spinning and domestic activity is a study all on its own. As Gardela writes, it is possible 

that the domestic work of spinning may have produced “a trance-like element” due to 

the repetitive motions (Gardela, 2008, 48-50). With regard to spinning and its 

connection to feminine biology, Bek-Pedersen writes: 

 
The fact that the nornir, and most of the beings they compare to, are 
conceived of as feminine seems ultimately to be rooted in the biological fact 
that it is the female who gives birth to new life. This relates the nornir to 
mother figures and ancestress figures, indicating that they encompass benign, 
life-affirming aspects, although these are not often brought to the fore in the 
source material. Their feminine nature would also account for the tendency to 
associate fate not only with birth but also with outer specifically female tasks 
[…] (Bek-Pedersen, 2011, 200).  

 

Such life affirming roles naturally carry the burden of a paradoxical association with 
death, which woman in earlier times naturally stood close to at the moment of birth. As, 
Kripal writes: 
 

Sex, after all, is the biological flipside of death [...] there is sex only because 
there is death. If there were no death, there would be no need for sexuality. 
Sex and death are two sides of the same biological coin, and we are flipping 
that coin (Kripal, 2017, 162).  

 

I personally believe that the close connection between the feminine and foreknowledge 

exhibited in this thesis is closely connected to these ideas. Indeed the nornir appearing 
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from the underworld in the Codex Regius version of Völuspá touches on both life and 

death. However, there is something inherently human, raw, and yet mysterious about 

the present topics. Indeed, there is, by definition, a deeply esoteric connection between 

these women, their role as creators, being closely connected to their withdrawal into 

the earth which extends beyond weaving huts into the realm of deeper human 

psychology and biology. As discussed in Chapter 8.9.2, Terry Gunnell describes the idea 

of narrowing, the concept that the harsh Nordic year might have been split into two 

halves in which people annually moved naturally from the “the dark internal to the light 

exterior”, in other words, from “the feminine to the masculine spheres (and back 

again)” (Gunnell, 2006, 291-293). This is perhaps a critical concept for understanding the 

connection between the feminine and foreknowledge, especially bearing in mind the 

way that feminine aspects of prophecy were said to often take place at the start of 

winter, which was seen as being the start of the year in both the Celtic and Nordic 

worlds, a time when the feminine Dísablót took place (Gunnell, 2006, 290). Here one 

can see a natural explanation for the additional connections between women, darkness, 

natural gestation, natural death, liminal times, and spaces. This was a time at which past 

and present and future worries met. Perhaps these links were so deeply rooted in the 

minds of Viking-Age peoples and their posterity that no clarification was deemed 

necessary by the authors and scribes who eventually recorded the centuries’ worth of 

collective tales and poems which feature them.  

Of course, it is impossible to make any factual statements concerning the true 

“answer” as to why there is a connection between the feminine and foreknowledge in 

Old Nordic religion. The duality of life and death seen in womanhood was nonetheless 

something that was more readily apparent in the medieval Nordic world. The landscape 

was harsh and cold. The sensual joys of life and spring and the desolation of winter were 

more blatant then than they are to nearly any modern reader. In the north, half the year 

was relentless darkness and the other half was penetrating lightness. This is a landscape 

where duality is impossible to ignore. Just as women were drawn into domestic 

activities, into the earth and darkness during the winter, so too were the women of Old 
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Nordic religion drawn back into the earth, sinking into the world of death that provided 

them with knowledge, only to be born again in spring. They were creators, both in the 

home and of future generations, beings who produced the future but also had a special 

knowledge of the world of death and the underground: mysterious places which 

involved mysterious work. These are the features that unite the the dream-women, the 

goddesses, the nornir, the völur of Old Nordic religion 
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