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Útdráttur 
Hvorki plöntamyndir né myndir af mönnum eru sjaldséðar síðla járnaldar né 

snemma miðalda í Skandinavíu. Dæmi um kvenleg, plöntuberandi form eru þó ekki 

algeng og fígúrurnar hafa enn ekki verið ræddar í víðtækum fræðiritum, þrátt fyrir að hafa 

margoft komið fram í ýmsum miðlum. Með listasögulegri rannsókn á þessum mótíf  legg 

ég til að plöntuberinn tákni veru sem er utan kynjafræðilegs ramma sem íklæðist 

kvenleika til að fá aðgang að liminalitet. Með kastljósi kynja-og hinsegin kenninga, 

útskýri ég mikilvægi skynjaðs kyns. Með því að nota afköst og táknmyndir til að greina 

plöntuberann sem er að finna í sérstökum völdum myndum sem finnast á 

Gotlandssteinunum, gullbrjóstmyndum og gullpappírsgögnum, þá tengir síðari greining 

plöntuberandi myndina við kvenleika — þó ekki kvenkynið - jaðarkenningar, og 

þekkingu. Auk listasögulegra rannsókna eru tengsl milli þeirra fígúra og kvenleika sem 

finnast í samtímabókmenntum steinana og tengja þau myndina við aðrar heimildir um 

félagslega virkni síðla járnaldar og snemma miðalda í Skandinavíu. Þessar rannsóknir eru 

grunnurinn að framtíðarsögulegum rannsóknum á járnöld og snemma miðalda í 

Skandinavíu og veitir innsýn í myndagerð, félagslega uppbyggingu og félagslega 

frammistöðu leikara á hverjum stað. 
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Abstract 
 

Neither plant imagery nor depictions of the human form are rare in late Iron Age 

and early medieval Scandinavia. However, instances of a feminine, plant-bearing form 

are not common, and the figures have not yet been discussed in extant academic literature, 

despite appearing multiple times in various media. Through an art-historical study of this 

trope, I suggest that the plant-bearer represents a non-gendered being who performs 

femininity to ritually access liminal spaces. Through the lens of gender and queer theories, 

I explain the relevancy of perceived gender. Using performativity and iconography to 

analyze the plant-bearing figure found in a small assortment of selected depictions found 

on the Gotland stones, gold bracteates, and gold foil figures, subsequent analysis connects 

the plant-bearing figure with femininity—though not female gender—liminality, and 

knowledge. In addition to art-historical study, connections are made between the figures 

and femininity found in literature contemporary to the stones, linking the image with other 

records of late Iron age and early-medieval Scandinavian social activity. This research 

forms the foundation for future art-historical research on Iron Age and early medieval 

Scandinavia, providing insight into image making, social structure, and social 

performativity of local actors. 
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1: Introduction 

The late Germanic Iron Age or “Viking” period, c. 550 to 1050 CE, was a period 

of migrations and transitions, including socio-political shifts and changing religions.1  

Imagery which comes from this time appears on various media, including, but not limited 

to, stone, metal, and fabric.  These images can typically be identified as Scandinavian 

even by the untrained eye due to the popularity of all things “viking" in global media and 

popular culture, but why is this style so recognizable?  It would be impossible to classify 

any of the imagery or texts from this period as having been wholly native.  No culture can 

grow without influences from other cultures with which they have been in contact.  

Nevertheless, a strong connection to local traditions can be seen in those objects which 

have been left behind.  The fluid lines which make up the identifiable interlacing and 

“beast style” may derive influence from other cultures.  Given the prevalence and 

distribution of these styles in the areas in and around where the Scandinavian peoples 

lived, settled, and traveled, it is more likely that these tropes either originated with or 

were adopted and embraced by them.2 

In addition to its identifiable visual style, Iron Age and early medieval 

Scandinavian iconography is notable for its use of  repeated images and image tropes.3  

Thematically, these repeated images often relate to stories from mythology and folklore.  

Unfortunately, some recurrent image tropes are either unrecognizable or indecipherable, 

a result of damage, rarity, or reference to stories which have been lost over time.  Few of 

these recurrent image tropes make use of the feminine figure, although much has been 

 
1 Anders Andrén, “Places, Monuments, and Objects: The Past in Ancient Scandinavia,” Scandinavian 
Studies 85, no. 3 (2013): 269.  In the broader context of a European whole, this is commonly known as the 

early medieval period.   
2 Interlacing is an art historical term specific to northern Europe which is used to mean any intricate woven 

or twisted design work.  
3 Iconography here means the collected symbols and images in a work of art, but the term can also mean 

the study and interpretation of said imagery.  Image tropes are recurrent themes or motifs which have 

significant meanings in interpretation. 
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written about the most common example, that of the cup-bearing woman.  Due to its 

relative rarity, the feminine figure remains under-researched, and therefore, gender-fluid 

figures are also marginalized.  Subsequently, the recurring image of an ambiguously 

gendered, plant-bearing figure which appears across multiple media in late Iron Age 

Scandinavia has not been adequately explained by researchers.   

Contributing to this problem, there are misunderstandings or misconceptions 

about how Scandinavian peoples defined and performed gender at the time these images 

were created and how these practices related to regional mythological and folkloric belief 

systems.  Looking at examples from other cultures--both around the world and throughout 

time--it must be considered that some images depict genders which modern cultures do 

not have concepts with which to describe the bodies.  In order to understand cultural 

variations on gender, it is beneficial to look into alternative ideas, such as the Native 

American conception of two-spirit or the feminization of the priests associated with 

goddess cults of the ancient Greco-Roman galli, the Sumerian Inanna cult, the Akkadian 

Ishtar cult, or the more modern Indian and Pakistani hijra and the Siberian yirka-lául.4 

In this paper, I will argue that although outfitted in an feminine manner, this figure 

represents a non-gendered being who performs a feminine role in connection to liminal 

spaces, such as that which makes up the transition from life to death.  There is a general 

lack of research into Iron Age and early medieval Scandinavian gender constructs, 

 
4 Barbara L. Voss, “Sexuality Studies in Archaeology,” Annual Review of Anthropology 37 (2008): 324-

325.  Voss defines two-spirit as encompassing the multiple and varied identities which can be associated 

with the costume and occupation of transgendered individuals.  This also includes spiritual or religious 

function for those individuals whose socially accepted gender was divergent from their biology, which is 

predominately how many of such identities come to be.   

Will Roscoe, “Priests of the Goddess: Gender Transgression in Ancient Religion,” History of Religions 35, 

no. 3 (1996): 197.  If the self-emasculation of a male serving as a priest or servant to a goddess was required 

in order to fulfill one’s role or as a token of tribute, how does that affect the manner in which they were 

seen by society?   

Neil S. Price, The Viking Way: Religion and War in Late Iron Age Scandinavia (Uppsala: AUN 31, 2002), 

p 302.  The yirka-lául of the Chukchi people transformed themselves from male to female in stages via 

hairstyle, dress, and social habits, becoming (though reviled) the most powerful of the shamans.   
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contributing to a misunderstanding of gender perceptions.  This is due to a lack of clarity 

about religious beliefs, because of the scant number of written resources remaining from 

this time.  To address this, I will present and examine instances of the plant-bearing figure 

in selected depictions from some of the Gotland stones, gold bracteates, and gold foil 

figures, through the lens of performativity and reception theory.  I will review the current 

prevailing theories pertaining to Iron Age and medieval Scandinavia in the gender and 

queer studies fields in order to understand how issues relating to gender have been 

addressed and look to the Eddas for examples of supernatural beings who are gender-

queer in some manner.  Lastly, I will explain why the plant-bearing figure must be 

considered feminine, yet not necessarily female, and how it connects to liminality and, 

ultimately, knowledge. 
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2: Iconography 

A comparison of all instances where the plant-bearing figure appears, or can be 

argued to appear, would be beyond the scope of this thesis, due to both the variety of 

media and the time span of their creation.  To consolidate the arguments made in this 

thesis, I focus on a small selection of possible extant media: Gotlandic picture stones, 

bracteates, and gold foil figures.  Each of these categories of work are traditionally 

considered Scandinavian, but they can be said to have been informed by or have 

comparative elements with works which came from abroad.  Each chosen example from 

the Gotlandic picture stones, bracteates, and gold foil figures depicts a figure carrying a 

plant.  This chapter looks at the entire iconography depicted on the selections of work 

used.  However, in chapter four, I will examine the plant-bearing figure alone.   

 

2.1 Picture Stones 

Picture stones, such as the ones found on the island of Gotland, are a variant of 

the rune stone.  They are raised, decorated slabs, mainly of limestone, which were carved 

into shape before images were lightly incised onto the surface by regional crafts-persons.5  

Although more than 450 of these picture stones have been discovered, each stone bears 

unique iconographic tropes.  

Sune Lindqvist, a Swedish archaeologist at Historiska Museet in Stockholm, 

wrote the two-volume compendium, Gotlands Bildsteine, published in 1941-1942.  This 

is considered the seminal catalogue of the Gotlandic picture stones.  In this work, the 

stones, which he estimates were collectively made from the fifth to eleventh centuries 

 
5 Alexander Andreeff, “Gotlandic Picture Stones, Hybridity and Material Culture,” in Encounters, 
Materialities, Confrontations: Archaeologies of Social Space and Interaction, eds. Per Cornell and Fredrik 

Fahlander (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2007), 251.  It is also worth consideration that there were 

likely groups of craftspeople who specialized in stonework who were tasked with the design and creation 

of the stones-a sort of craft guild. 
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CE, are divided into groups A-E based on the date of creation, rather than typology or 

iconography.  Group A,  stones made from the fifth to the seventh centuries, are mostly 

tall wedge- or axe-shaped stones bearing only a few symbols, such as ships and sun-

wheels.  Group B, stones made from the seventh to eighth centuries, are typified by 

smaller stones, generally wedge-, axe-, or keyhole-shaped, which also have small 

amounts of imagery on them, such as ships, sun-wheels, and animals.  Group C, stones 

made in the eighth and ninth centuries, tend to be large, keyhole-shaped slabs with full 

narrative scenes, which seem to be associated with folklore and mythology.  Group D, 

stones made in the tenth and eleventh centuries, has smaller, cist-shaped stones with runic 

inscriptions, ribbon animals, and exhibit emerging Christian influences.6  Finally, Group 

E stones, made in the twelfth century, were larger, rounded slabs or cist-shaped, bearing 

runic, interlacing, and an influx of Christian influence in their iconography.7   

The major issue with Lindqvist’s work is his interpretation.  His understanding of 

the iconography cannot be entirely trusted.  Although he provides multiple images of each 

stone in Gotlands Bildsteine, the collected images for each stone often contain small 

differences from each other.8  While Lindqvist’s work is certainly still relevant, it should 

 
6 While a cist is a type of grave, here it means cube shaped stones which have been hollowed out in the 

center.  This gives the appearance of a miniature grave.  Based on the size and shape, is not impossible that 

they may have been used to store cremation remains, though that is merely speculation on my part and more 

research would be needed to determine if it were true.  This is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this 

project. 
7 Sune Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine I (Stockholm: Wahlström and Widstrand, 1941), 107-123. 

For all that Lindqvist’s work remains the seminal cataloguing of the Gotlandic picture stones, it must be 

stated that examination of the images he provides in these volumes, of his drawings and photographs of the 

stone pre- and post-painting, shows that his interpretations cannot be wholly trusted to be accurate, as in 

many cases, they have small differences in the iconography portrayed.  This is likely due to the fact that he 

was examining these low-relief carvings in the dark by means of a spotlight shone at different angles against 

the stone.  Thus, while important, this work must be used in conjunction with more recent studies for a 

more accurate understanding. 

Alexander Andreeff, “Gotlandic Picture Stones, Hybridity and Material Culture,” in Encounters, 
Materialities, Confrontations: Archaeologies of Social Space and Interaction, eds. Per Cornell and Fredrik 

Fahlander (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2007), 251.  Andreeff calls the shape categories “a 

phallus, a human body, an axe, a fleece, a door, a keyhole, or the world tree”.   
8 These volumes often have photographs of the stones prior to his paint application, the carvings here are 

difficult to make out.  Lindqvist then provides a sketch he made, prior to painting, and a photograph of the 

stone post-painting.  The differences indicate that he was unsure of certain details.  While a small line or 

dot here and there may not seem to be that different, it can change the iconography significantly.  For 
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be scrutinized carefully, especially in light of new studies and new technology being used 

to understand the Gotland picture stones. 

It is generally agreed that the Gotland picture stones are a series of memorial 

markers for the dead, given that the earliest stones were largely found in close proximity 

to areas used for burials.9  This idea is supported by Hávamál, which says that sons will 

raise memorial stones for their dead fathers and ancestors.10  The iconographic tropes, 

especially on the more ornately designed stones, seem to have regularly depicted heroic 

folkloric or mythological themes.  The chosen iconography would likely recall some 

aspect of the individual or group being honored.  Alexander Andrén, a professor in the 

departments of archaeology and classical studies at Stockholms Universitet whose work 

links the iconography of the stones to death rituals, claims that the overall shape of the 

stone, when combined with its iconography, denotes the biological sex of the individual 

being memorialized.11  Kelsie Spears, an adjunct professor of archaeology at Houston 

Community College whose MA thesis work focuses on the iconography of the Gotland 

picture stones, agrees that the stones are likely death memorials, but has focused on the 

mathematical breakdown of the frequency of the appearances of different tropes rather 

than the interpretation of said iconography.12  As a result, she seems to have missed 

something that scholars such as Andrén and Lindqvist grasped: not all images can be 

 

example, if there were a man who seemed to be hovering over another man in one version of an image, but 

was connected to him by a small line in another version of that image, the interpretation could change from 

a man and a disir to being understood as a man spirit walking, with his soul connected to him. 
9Andreeff, “Gotlandic Picture Stones, Hybridity and Material Culture,” 253. 
10 “Hávamál,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 336. 
11 Anders Andrén, “Doors to Other Worlds: Scandinavian Death Rituals in Gotlandic Perspectives,” 

Journal of European Archaeology (1992): 36-39.  It is a pretty theory which makes it easier to understand 

why there were so many different overall shapes, but this seems unlikely, given the other current research 

into the ideas of gender in the North.   
12 Kelsie Spears, “The Picture Stones of Gotland: Type C and D Stones as Death Memorials” (MA thesis, 

University of Houston, 2016).  Spears enters her thesis with a focus on the idea that death could be equated 

to the cult of Óðinn when examining the iconography, which cannot be substantiated based on the extant 

studies of the spread of place names.   
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properly interpreted due to time elapsed and wear or damage to the image, although new 

research using 3D scanning is helping scholars to interpret the mostly eroded markings 

which are invisible to the naked eye.13  It is important to examine the stones in logical 

groupings as well as individually.  The large, keyhole shaped picture stones that I 

reference in this paper, Tjängvide (figs. 1 and 2) and Stora Hammars I (figs. 3 and 4),  

both come from Gotland and can be dated to between 550-1099 CE.  According to 

Lindqvist’s system of categorization, this means that both stones fall into category C. 

 The Tjängvide picture stone (figs. 1 and 2) made between 800-1099 CE, stands 

1.7 meters tall, 1.2 meters wide, and 0.3 meters thick.14  It has been carved into the 

keyhole shape of most of the C-type stones.  The flat front face of the stone has been 

divided into two registers and bordered with interlacing knotwork patterns.  The slab has 

been broken and repaired; damage is visible cutting diagonally up from the top left side 

of the slab to the right side of the top of the slab.  The lower register contains a longship 

with a billowing sail manned by nine figures, all of which are armed with helmets and 

swords.  The pattern on the sails may be indicative of rigging lines.  The upper register 

contains a series of figural scenes.  The first scene can be found on the bottom left side of 

the register.  Two figures meet in battle, where one dressed in a long garment and holds 

a sword while the other, wearing a short coat and trousers, holds an axe.  Below them, a 

wolf prowls.  The second scene, at the top left, shows a figure in a long coat or smock 

retreating toward a slab-shape which seems to depict the sunset.  In the third scene, found 

at the top right of the register, a man clutching an axe lies dead, face down under a ground-

 
13 Sigmund Oehrl, “Documenting and Interpreting the Picture Stones of Gotland: Old Problems and New 

Approaches,” Current Swedish Archaeology 25 (2017): 92, 105-118.  Other issues with interpretation 

include that the stones are not entirely documented and questions of if all imagery was carved at the same 

time or if the stones may have been reused even in the earliest times of their existence.   
14 “Bildsten av sten: Brukad 800 - 1099 i Tjängvide, Gotland, Sverige”, Historiska, accessed 2 November 

2019, https://historiska.se/up-ptack-historien/object/108203-bildsten-av-sten/. 

“Nordisk familjebok”, Project Runeberg, accessed 2 November 2019, http://runeberg.org/nfci/0129.html. 
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line with an ambiguous rounded shape above him which resembles a picture stone.  The 

final scene, on the lower right, shows an eight-legged horse with a bearded rider on its 

back.  Below the horse, interlacing rises up from the ground to meet its chest and stomach.  

A figure with knotted hair, wearing a short coat and long smock, stands to the left of the 

horse, facing it.  This figure carries a horn in one hand and a leafy plant in the other.15   

 The imagery on this stone could be interpreted to show the journey of a man who 

has died: his crossing of the liminal barrier between life and death and his ride to Valhǫll 

on Sleipnir, Óðinn’s steed, where he is being greeted by a valkyrja.  Alternatively, it is 

possible that this stone depicts a part of the Sigurðr story from Vǫlsunga saga. If this is 

the case, the female shown here would have to be either Brynhildr or Grímhildr.16  

 The Stora Hammars I picture stone (figs. 3 and 4) was made between 550-799 

CE.17  The stone’s iconographic façade is comprised of seven registers surrounded by a 

border of interlacing.  The stone was broken and repaired, with the damage visible across 

the upper part of the seventh register (at the bottom of the stone).  The first register, at the 

top, shows a triangular shape coming out from the left border and meets with the ground-

line in a manner which suggests a wall or door.  Three figures are shown in the middle of 

this register.  The first figure is bearded and wears trousers.  The second figure wears a 

long coat or smock and has its hair pulled back into a tail behind the head.  The third 

figure has no discernable beard and wears trousers.  The two on either side are attacking 

the figure in the center, who is falling over, with swords.  To the right, a large raven flies 

 
15 Ole Klindt-Jensen, “Earliest Viking Styles,” in Viking Art, eds. Ole Klindt-Jensen and David Wilson 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966), 80.  Klindt-Jensen interprets this image as a woman carrying a 

horn in one hand and key in the other.   
16 Jörn Staecker, “Heroes, Kings and Gods”, in Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspectives: Origins, 
Changes, and Interactions, eds. Anders Andrén, Kristina Jennbert, Catharina Raudvere (Lund: Nordic 

Academic Press, 2006), 365. 
17 “Bildsten av sten: Brukad 550 - 770 i Stora Hammars, Gotland, Sverige”, Historiska, accessed 2 

November 2019, https://histori-ska.se/upptack-historien/object/108206-bildsten-av-sten/.  Exact 

dimensions are unknown. 
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toward the figures.  On the second register, two triangular shapes descend from the 

ground-line above the scene, possibly representing gables in the room.  On the left side 

of the scene, a large horse is tied to a post.  Two swords sit, point down, against the wall 

just past the horse.  To the right of this, two bearded figures wearing knee length coats 

carry swords held up before them.  The next figure on the right sits on a stool.  An 

ambiguous shape comes from the ground behind the sitting figure and up over its head, 

ending in a large rounded shape.  This final part of this register has so much wear on it 

that it is difficult to discern exactly what was there.  The third register shows a shelter 

made from a tree on the left having been pulled down and secured by a line to the ground.  

An indeterminate shape hovers above this.  To the right, a bearded figure wearing a calf-

length coat or smock holds a shield before him while a much smaller bearded figure holds 

a rounded object, which is the same shape as a picture stone.  Above this object is a 

triangular triple-knot and a raven flying.18  Just past that is a platform shape, perhaps a 

grave mound, into which a tall bearded figure wearing a knee-length coat or smock and 

carrying a staff shoves a smaller figure wearing a half coat.  To the left of this scene, a 

raven hovers upright below two triangular shapes, one of which has three root-like 

tendrils emerging from the tip, which hang from the ground-line above.  A final four 

bearded figures in knee-length coats or smocks carry shields before them and swords 

above their heads.  The fourth register contains only a knotted rope of interlacing.  On the 

left half of fifth register, a longship without sails is depicted.  It is manned by four bearded 

 
18 H. R. Ellis Davidson, Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (London: Penguin Books, 1990), 147.   
Rudolf Simek, A Dictionary of Northern Mythology, trans. Angela Hall (Cambridge: D. S, Brewer, 1993), 

163. 

Eirik Westcoat, “The Valknut: Heart of the Slain?” Odroerir: The Heathen Journal III (2015): 1-23.  The 

triangular triple knot is sometimes called valknut, but I hesitate to call it as such, given the contentious 

nature of the term and its connection to the modern Ásatru belief system revival.  It is hard to know how 

this symbol was meant to be understood, since it was not mentioned in any of the extant Old Norse sources.  

Modern scholars interpret it in various ways.  Davidson suggests that it was meant to bind or undo the 

bindings of a god.  Simek suggest it represents those fallen in battle.  Westcoat suggests that it represents a 

heart.  All three interpretations are equally viable.    
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figures with shields before them and each holding a sword above their head.  Above this, 

a smith’s tong holds a rhomboid shape.  The right side of the scene is also comprised of 

four figures.  The first of these has no beard, but hair that has been pulled back into a tail 

behind the head.  It wears a short coat and long smock.  Above its head, this figure carries 

a branch.  The three farthest to the right wear knee-length coats or smocks, hold shields 

before them and swords above their heads.  Above the heads of the third and fourth figures 

to the right, a curving, triangular shape hovers, which may have been a triangular triple-

knot before the stone was worn down.  In the sixth register, there is a battle depicted.  On 

the left side of this scene, three figures are depicted.  Of the first figure, only the bearded 

head and torso are visible, as the second figure is in front of him.  This figure has a beard, 

wears a calf-length coat or smock.  He holds a sword above his head.  The third figure on 

the left is dressed in the same manner as the second and also is bearded.  He holds a sword 

above his head in one hand and the reins of a horse in the other.  The horse runs in the 

center of the scene, with a saddle and a raven on its back.  Below the horse lays a figure 

with no discernable beard.  It is face up, with a sword sticking out of its chest.  This figure 

wears a knee-length coat or smock.  On the right side of the register, two figures with 

raised swords are shown facing the figures on the left.  One of these figures has no beard, 

wears a knee-length coat or smock, and has an indeterminate rounded shape before it.  

The other is bearded, wears a long coat or smock, and carries a double layered oblong 

shape before it, perhaps a shield.  A triangular shape juts from the right border of the 

scene, toward the final figure’s head.  The lowest register of this stone shows a longship 

with a stretched sail sitting on interlace waves.  Due to wear, it is not possible to say how 

many figures originally were depicted on the ship, but based on the size of the outlines 

remaining, it was likely nine figures and they probably had shields in front of them.  

Above the figures are the lines of the ropes which made up the rigging on the sail. 
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 According to Judith Jesch and Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, based on the positions 

of the two feminine figures on two different panels, the illustration on this stone could be 

a depiction of scenes from the Hilðr legend.19  In this story, the valkyrja, Hilðr, used her 

powers to revive dead people and force them to continue fighting an ultimately everlasting 

battle.20   

 

2.2 Bracteates 

 From the middle of the fifth century to the early sixth century CE, the creation and 

distribution of bracteates became common in Scandinavia, although they were produced 

for longer than this.21  Karl Hauck published heavily on the bracteates, arguably his most 

important contribution was a catalogue system which he published in a seven volume 

series from 1985-1989.22  It is considered to be the seminal catalogue on the bracteates, 

though many have been found since its publication and Hauck has continued to publish 

about the subject.  His protégé, Alexandra Pesch, published a supplementary volume in 

2007 which details groupings.23  Morton Axboe has also published heavily on the 

bracteates in the last forty years, often with Hauck.  There are four categories of bracteate 

design, according to Oscar Montelius: A-type bracteates have a humanoid head in profile, 

B-type bracteates show one or more complete anthropomorphic figures, C-type bracteates 

have a humanoid head in profile situated over a quadruped, and D-type bracteates show 

 
19 Judith Jesch, Women in the Viking Age (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1991), 128-130. 

Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, “Saga Motifs on Gotland Picture Stones: The Case of Hildr Högnadóttir”, in 

Gotland’s Picture Stones: Bearers of an Enigmatic Legacy (Mölnlycke: Elanders Fälth & Hässler, 2012), 

61-64. 
20 Snorri Sturluson, “Skáldskaparmál,” in Edda, ed. Anthony Faulkes (Exeter: Short Run Press Limited, 

2007), p46.  See the story of Hjaðningavíg.   
21 Elisabeth Arwill-Nordbladh, “Viking Age Hair,” Internet Archaeology 42, accessed 13 Nov 2019, 

https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue42/6/8.cfm.  This would make the end of bracteate production 

contemporary with the beginning of gold foil figure production. 
22 Karl Hauck, Die Goldbrakteaten der Völkerwanderungszeit: Ikonographischer Katalog v1-3 (Munich: 

Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1985, 1986, and 1989).  
23 Alexandra Pesch, Die Goldbrakteaten der Völkerwanderungszeit: Thema und Variation (Berlin: de 

Gruyter, 2007). 
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one or more animals, but no humanoid figures.24  Both of the bracteates discussed in this 

paper are thus categorized as B-type bracteates. 

The bracteate from Innerøya, Trøndelag (fig. 5) was crafted c. 300 CE and is 4 cm 

in diameter.25  It is a gold disc edged with two rows of geometric designs.  The central 

image stamped on the disc depicts two people in profile, standing facing each other, and 

holding a branch between them. The first person holds a ring in one hand, which is angled 

back behind him.  He has a curling mustache,  his hair falls in braids or curls down his 

neck, and he wears a belted tunic. The second person has no facial hair, their hair falls 

loose down the neck, and they wear a long smock.  Rimming the outermost edge, a thin 

band of chased gold is finished with a loop.   

Although it is possible that the scene on this bracteate is inspired by Roman coin 

image trope traditions, this scene looks quite like an early version of the double gold foil 

figures, often understood to be a depiction of the divine wedding of Freyr and Gerðr.26  

The stave that the figures hold between them raises questions about the possible depiction 

of a divine wedding.  Certainly, it can be a symbol of fertility, but with the offshoots on 

the stave, it also could be a reference to the world tree.  The lack of emotion on the figures’ 

faces, the movement of the right figure juxtaposed with the left figure’s static stance, and 

the attributes that they both are shown with indicate that this is more likely an image of 

some performative aspect of a ritual.27 

 
24 Oscar Montelius, Från jernåldern (Stockholm: Iwar Hæggströms Boktryckeri, 1869), 31-66. 
25 “Medaljong i gull fra gravhaug ved Amtmannsgården ved Trondheimsfjorden”, DM Norsk Folkemuseum, 
accessed 3 October 2019, https://digitaltmuseum.no/011013459725/medaljong-i-gull-fra-gravhaug-ved-

amtmannsgarden-ved-trondheimsfjorden. 
26 Both the double foil figures and the divine wedding trope will be discussed further in the next subsection 

of this chapter. 
27 I will discuss this in more depth in chapter four. 
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Examples of the bracteate series commonly known as the “drei-götter” type have 

been found across northern Europe.28  This image trope always consists of three figures 

holding various items, typically with one separated from the other two in some manner.  

The bracteate known as IK 20 (fig. 6) was found in Beresina-Raum, Poland and can be 

dated to between 425 and 525 CE.29  It shows three figures in profile.  The first figure, 

facing to the right, is much shorter than the other two figures and stands on a platform or 

balcony.  It wears a knee-length skirt or tunic, a crown, and the hair is in a long braid 

down the back.  In one hand, held out in front, is a plant.  Below the platform, a plant lays 

at the feet of the second figure.  Above the plant, a three-pointed shape hovers before the 

midsection of the second figure.  The second and third figures are shown facing to the 

left, toward the first.  They also wear crowns on their heads, but other than that, they only 

wear a double banded belt each.  The second figure holds one hand up, as if in front of 

the mouth, and the other hand behind holds a ring aloft. The third figure holds a spear 

before it in one hand, point to the ground, and behind, in the other hand, seems to be 

dropping an axe.  The scene is ringed by a band of geometric design, then an unadorned 

band.  The edge is a chased ring which is finished at the top by a loop and two 

granulations. 

The scene depicted could be a victory scene, which would indicate the heavy 

influence of foreign coinage.  It could also be a depiction of a ritual event, which seems 

more likely given the hierarchy of scale involved on the scene.  Granted, the hierarchy of 

scale is not a pictorial trope traditionally used in northern Europe, but it would explain 

the extreme size difference between figures. It would also explain why the feminine figure 

which stands upon the dais is separate from the others.  Taking this to be the case, this 

 
28 Ulla Mannering, Iconic Costumes: Scandinavian Late Iron Age Costume Iconography (Oxford, Oxbow 

Books, 2017), 85.  “Drei-götter” refers to the fact that this pictorial type shows three full body figures and 

are considered a repurposing of the Roman “Victoria” coin trope. 
29 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 184.  Dimensions of the object are unknown. 
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bracteate could be a depiction of a vǫlvic ceremony, such as the account found in Eiríks 

saga rauða.30   

 

2.3 Gold foil figures  

Gold foil figures are figural images which have been impressed or engraved onto 

sheets of thinly hammered gold alloy, generally with a small copper content.31  They are 

quite small, most measuring no more than 1-2 centimeters squared.32  These figures are 

unique to Scandinavia, possibly an antecessory practice to the bracteate tradition; of the 

more than 3000 foil figures found, at least 2500 have been uncovered in Denmark.33  

Margrethe Watt says that “traditional dates range from the Late Migration Period to the 

early Viking Age – a span of 300-400 years.34  However, stylistic as well as specific 

iconographic details point to dates in the 6th and 7th centuries for both single figures and 

man–woman pairs.”35   

Much has been written about the gold foil figures; there are many hypotheses as 

to why these figures were created and what they were used for.  Olof Sundqvist suggests 

 
30 Eyrbyggja Saga: Brands Þáttr Örva and Eiríks Saga Rauða: Grœnlendinga Saga Grœnlendinga Þáttr, 
eds. Einar Ól. Sveinsson and Matthías Þórðarson (Reykjavík: Íslanzka Fornritafélag, 1985), 206-208.  

This account describes the costume of a vǫlva and a seiðr ceremony she performs.   

Zoe Borovsky, “Never in Public: Women and Performance in Old Norse Literature,” The Journal of 
American Folklore 112, no. 443 (1999): 19.  A vǫlva is a seiðr practitioner, but there are other names for 

seiðr practitioners.  The term vǫlva is connected to the practitioner who also carries a staff. 
31 Margrethe Watt, “Gold Foil Figures and Norse Mythology: Fact and Fiction?”, in Myth, Materiality, and 
Lived Religion: in Merovingian and Viking Scandinavia, eds. Klas Wikström af Edholm, Peter Jackson 

Rova, Andreas Nordberg, Olof Sundqvist, and Torun Zachrisson (Stockholm: Stockholm University Press, 

2019), 191.  About the variations in the composition of the metal, Watt states that the foils were probably 

not used in any form of monetary setting. 
32 “Gold Foil Amulets (gullgubber)”, LOFOTR Vikingmuseum, accessed 3 October 2019, 

https://www.lofotr.no/en/the-history/golden-figurines. 
33 Baastrup, “Invitation Systems and Identification in Late Iron Age Southern Scandinavia,” 65.   

“Gold Foil Amulets (gullgubber)”. 
34 Ing-Marie Back Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” Current Swedish 
Archaeology 7 (1999), 13.  “Gold foils are generally dated to the 6-9th centuries.” 
35 Watt, “Gold Foil Figures and Norse Mythology,” 193.  I question the assertion that all pairs are man-

woman. 

Baastrup, “Invitation Systems and Identification in Late Iron Age Southern Scandinavia,”, 65.  Baastrup is 

slightly clearer when generalizing dates, stating that the figures are typically ascribed to the middle of the 

sixth century to sometime in the eighth century. 
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that they were used to decorate the high-seat pillars, but this fails to explain why they 

have been found in so few locations, unless they were reserved for use by only the most 

elite in society.  Maria Panum Baastrup suggests a connection to cultic activities, acting 

as a sort of invitation, identification, and votive gift, based on the locations where they 

have been uncovered.36  This is a compelling argument, but it does not address why they 

would not have been repurposed over the centuries of creation.  Ing-Marie Back 

Danielsson connects them to a tradition illustrating shamanistic rites in a series of 

gestures, which seems to me the most compelling explanation, but does not address why 

the practice did not spread to other Germanic areas of Europe, at the very least.37  At this 

time, there remains no agreed upon explanation for their purpose.  

Figure HA1 (fig. 7) is a rendering of two figures within a square, textured border.  

This gold foil was made sometime between 800-950 CE and measures roughly two 

centimeters squared.38  The figures are shown in profile, facing each other.  The first 

figure has short hair, which falls to its ear.  The figure’s eye is rounded and bulbous, its 

nose comes to a very sharp point, and it has no beard.  It wears a long coat, a knee-length 

tunic, a neck ring, and has a sword at its side.    Its footwear is not able to be made out.  

The first figure reaches out toward the second figure, whose hair is pulled back into a 

knot with the tail falling down its back to where its thighs must be.  This figure also has 

round, bulbous eyes and a pointed nose, although it is not as sharp a point as the first 

 
36 Baastrup, “Invitation Systems and Identification in Late Iron Age Southern Scandinavia,” 66-68.  

Baastrup suggests that the gold foil figures functioned as an invitation to cultic events or rituals, a form of 

identification to be presented upon arrival, and also a votive gift which has been financed by the chieftain 

who is having the event (which would result in a debt of fealty owed by the invited person). She also makes 

connections to Syrian temple tokens (at the temple of Bel) and Christian pilgrim badges, where the token 

itself acted to identify one as someone who belonged at, or had taken part in, religious events. 
37 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 13. 

Olof Sundqvist, An Arena for Higher Powers: ceremonial buildings and religious strategies for rulership 
in late Iron Age Scandinavia (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, 2016), 237.  Sundqvist states that these could have 

been used as covers to decorate the heads of nails in the pillars.   
38 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 6, 19, 24. 
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figure.  It wears a long coat and smock, with a double banded neck ring.  In one hand, 

held before it, figure two holds a plant aloft. 

This image trope in the gold foil figures is commonly known as the divine 

marriage and the figures identified as Freyr and Gerðr.39  This identification is 

questionable, because if it were an image of a divine pairing, there are several other pairs 

whom it would make more sense to depict for various reasons, such as power or harmony. 

Rather, given the expressionless faces and mostly motionless bodies, these figures more 

likely represent participants in a ritual.40  What type is unclear, but the plant depicted may 

help to reduce the options and will be discussed further in chapter four. 

While not actually a gold foil figure itself, the Uppåkra patrix (fig. 8) is a die 

stamp which was used to make the gold foil figures. It measures roughly two centimeters 

squared and would have been made sometime between 500-950 CE.41  It shows a figure 

within a plain, rounded, slab-shaped border.  The figure is shown in profile facing to the 

left.  The figure’s eye is almond shaped and bulbous, while the rest of its facial features 

are hard to define due to wear.  It has its hair pulled back into an Irish ribbon-knot with 

the tail falling down its back and wears a short coat and long, decorated smock.  Both 

hands are extended before it, one holding a horn and the other holding a plant.42 

The figure is standing in a doorway.  Taking into account that it is carrying a cup, 

the figure is meant to depict a feminine being. Because it is also carrying a plant, this 

figure could be understood to be a performer working within in a ritualistic setting, 

possibly connected to liminal spaces, which will be discussed further in chapter four.  

 
39 “Gold Foil Amulets (gullgubber)”. 

Olof Sundqvist, An Arena for Higher Powers, 416. 

Karl Hauck, “Die bremische Überlieferung zur Götter-Dreiheit Altuppsalas und die bornholmischen 

Goldfolien aus Sorte Muld,” Frümittelalterliche Studien 27 (1993): 425-427. 
40 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 17-18. 
41 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 6. 

Watt, “Gold Foil Figures and Norse Mythology,” 201.   
42 Watt, “Gold Foil Figures and Norse Mythology,” 201.  It is also worth note that the Tjängvide stone 

figure is almost an identical image to the figure on this gold foil figure patrix. 
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3: Theory and Methodology 

 

3.1 Gender and Queer theories 

 Gender studies evolved from Women‘s Studies in response to and support of 

feminist waves appearing in art and academia in the 1970s.43  The theory explores the 

idea of gender as a concept separate from anatomical sex, socially formed and ingrained 

upon a person due to their genitalia rather than their instincts or exhibited behavioral 

traits, an idea which is specific to Western societies.  Gender schema theory, which seeks 

to explain how gender roles are understood and assigned in a society, was introduced in 

1981 by American psycholoist, Sandra Bern.44  Queer theory and methods are offshoots 

of gender theory which focuses on the marginalized and unrepresented, including, but not 

limited to, gender, race, and sexuality–that is, “aspects of ourselves or society that we 

generally do not want to recognize, but that nonetheless are a part of us.”45  It facilitates 

critique of accepted divisions between biological sex, socially accepted gender, and 

sexuality without assuming that they are wholly interrelated.46  Most scholars working in 

the field of gender and queer theories and studies have focused almost exclusively on how 

sexuality applies to gender, although sexuality is beyond the scope of this thesis.  Rather, 

as it pertains to gender and queer theory, my focus is on gender fluidity, transvestitism, 

and other methods of self-presentation which affect the social understanding of gender, 

based upon visual resources, and how that affects access to liminality. 

 
43 Mary Zaborskis, “Gender Studies: Foundations and Key Concepts,” JStor Daily, last modified 29 

November 2018, accessed 2 January 2020, https://daily.jstor.org/reading-list-gender-studies/. 
44 S. L. Bern, “Gender Schema Theory: A cognitive account of sex typing,” Psychological Review 88 

(1981): 354-364. 
45 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 12. 

Matt Brim and Amin Ghaziani, “Introduction: Queer Methods,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 44, no. 3/4 

(2016): 14-19. 
46 Barbara L. Voss, “Sexuality Studies in Archaeology,” Annual Review of Anthropology 37 (2008): 328. 
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French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir explains that the female gender is 

inextricably linked to the concept of the male gender and the masculine characterization 

of the female as something less than the social norm, which indicates that the female is 

less than human.  The act of childbirth is the catalyst which ultimately results in death, so 

the female has been both lauded and reviled for the ability to conceive a child, bear it to 

term, and finally give birth.47  Although important in the consideration of western binary 

gender ideas, de Beauvoir’s definition of gender erases any feminine agency.  While I 

agree that the Iron Age and medieval Scandinavian person’s understanding of masculine 

and feminine roles would have been linked, especially in relation to a person’s honor, it 

would be impossible to consider a lack of female agency.  Many of the sǫgur and poetry 

in the Old Norse corpus contain examples of feminine figures taking on traditionally 

masculine gender roles or, when that was impossible for whatever reason, manipulating 

their masculine counterparts into doing their bidding through the use of insults, 

manipulation, and wise counsel. 

Judith Butler, an American philosopher who currently serves as Chair at the 

European Graduate School and professor of comparative literature and critical theory at 

University of California, Berkeley, has researched extensively the idea of gender as 

defined by its performative qualities.  This includes physical mannerisms, speech patterns 

and word choice, and costume.48  Although this idea does not fully consider the material 

body and its effects on said performances, it is ideal for use in the study of iconographic 

depictions of feminine figures, who lack an actual, physical body or literary figures who 

exist solely as words on a page.  If it is accepted that gender is a performance defined by 

 
47 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New 

York: Vintage Books, 2010). 
48 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990). 

Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004). 

Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: on the Discursive Limits of Sex (New York: Routledge, 1993). 
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the actions and/or costume of the performer, then socially ascribed gender roles must be 

fluid as well, allowing for the performer to shed or don roles as needed or desired. 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick, former professor of English at Duke University and 

Graduate Center of the City University of New York, has spent much of her career 

explaining the need for works to be considered through the lens of queer studies, 

challenging the patriarchal academic system of interpretation.  She explains that the term 

queer, to her, explains the manner in which “the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, 

overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the 

constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be 

made) to signify monolithically.”49  For the purposes of this thesis, this is an useful 

definition, but certainly not complete.50 

Accepting that gender boundaries are not rigid, an individual could adopt 

gendered characteristics and transcend their biological sex.  Jack Halberstam, a professor 

of comparative literature at University of California, Berkley, focuses his research on the 

nature of transgenderism, the understanding of societally cast gender roles, gender bias, 

and the consequences to those who fail to follow the status quo.51 

For all of the instances of gender-queer performance by various characters in the 

Old Norse cosmological worldview, there is relatively little in the way of scholarship 

relating to this.52  Carol J. Clover provides what is perhaps the best gender model of the 

old Norse gender spectrum, focusing not on a binary male-female system, but a hvatr to 

 
49 Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick, Tendencies (London: Routledge, 1994). 
50 While this thesis does focus on the performance of gender, it would not be wholly accurate to say that 

queer theory is only applicable to gender and sexuality studies.  Rather, queer theory covers a wide range 

of topics which help to begin explaining anything that falls outside of social or cultural norms…that is, any 

deviance. 
51 Judith Halberstam, Female Masculinity (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998).   

Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011).  Jack Halberstam 

was born genetically female, accepts gendered or neutered pronouns when being addressed, and has also 

published under the name Judith Halberstam.    
52 I will discuss a selection of these characters further in the next chapter. 
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blauðr range of honor, valor, and strength which an individual had to work both to move 

up the social spectrum and to maintain status once achieved, suggesting that it would be 

fairly easy to slide from social grace.53  

The penalty for cross-dressing was lesser outlawry and that it was considered 

perverse for a man to take on the performance of feminine roles, but not for a woman to 

adopt masculine gender roles.54  There is much research into the practice of a female 

character performing masculine gender roles, such as valkyrjur, maiden kings, shield 

maidens, etc.  Kathleen M. Self is one such researcher.  She has written an article on 

gender role adoption in relation to female war figures, specifically the supernatural 

valkyrjur and the human shield-maiden, suggesting that the female being who assumed 

masculine roles in society, should be considered Third Gendered, rather than masculine 

or feminine.  In doing so, they were superseding their sex in a manner which allowed 

them esteemed positions of great honor, but they could not be considered to inhabit a 

societally ideal feminine role.55 

Just as there is much about masculine role adoption, there is much about feminine 

gender role adoption, mostly connected to Loki shifting sexes and Óðinn practicing seiðr.  

Ármann Jakobsson has written an article detailing how Óðinn was not only the epitome 

of masculinity, but that he had no issue adopting feminine gender roles to practice seiðr, 

shapeshifting, and prophecy magics, reminding the reader that although he was queer and 

performed unacceptable actions to the society he reigned as patriarch god over, human 

morals have no real relevancy in the lives of gods.56 

 
53 Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe,” 

Representations 44 (1993): 1-28. 
54 James Frankki, “Cross-Dressing in the Poetic Edda: Mic muno Æsir kalla,” Scandinavian Studies 84, no. 

4 (2012): 428-429. 
55 Kathleen M. Self, “The Valkyrie’s Gender: Old Norse Shield-Maidens and Valkyries as a Third Gender,” 

Feminist Formations 26, no. 1 (2014): 144-145. 
56 Ármann Jakobsson, “Óðinn as mother: The Old Norse deviant patriarch,” Arkiv för nordisk filologi 126 

(2011): 5–16. 
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3.2 Performativity and Reception 

According to Butler, “the materiality of sex is constructed through a ritualized 

repetition of norms.”57  This suggests that the personal assumption and social acceptance 

of a person’s gender must be based on repetitious practice.  This might hold up in 

everyday situations, but what of ritualistic settings?  Nobody doubts the newly frocked 

priest is a priest just because a parish has not seen him preach in the church many times.  

Neither is there doubt that the attendant giving safety instructions before a flight actually 

works for the airline, merely because the passengers have never laid eyes on this person 

before.  To this extent, performance is more than only actions.  Costume acts as a 

performative piece of any presentation.  As it pertains to gender, especially in Iron Age 

and medieval Scandinavia, what clothing a body donned, how their hair was styled, and 

what accessories they wore or carried said as much as--if not more than--their biological 

sex.58 

Reception theory focuses on the understanding of how a piece of art or literature 

would have been understood by the society it was created for by questioning the accepted 

interpretations of an extant, concrete meaning intended by the creator.  It further examines 

how later audiences would have interpreted the work after the creating society was no 

longer around to explain it.  Hans Robert Jauß, a professor emeritus of literary studies at 

Universität Konstanz, focused on finding a way to connect literature and history via the 

understanding of cultural behaviors.  This would enable the reader to connect with a work 

through the understanding of concepts which collectively defined the people who made 

up the creating culture.59  At the same time, Peter Uwe Hohendahl, a professor emeritus 

 
57 Butler, Bodies That Matter, x. 
58 More on this in the next chapter. 
59 Hans Robert Jauß, Aesthetic experience and literary hermeneutics,  trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1982).  
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of comparative literature and German studies at Cornell University, in his “introduction 

to Reception Aesthetics,” explains that to fully understand reception theory, one must 

take social stratification into consideration.60 

As there is no universally understood iconography in Scandinavia and written 

sources come either from contemporaneous, foreign visitors or the centuries-later 

descendants of the creating society, the modern viewer of the works discussed in this 

paper lacks the cultural background and experience the original audience would have 

shared.  This means that a modern interpretation of the iconography is unlikely to be the 

same as that of the original viewer, but while the original understanding was likely to 

have been closer to the creator’s intended message, a modern interpretation is no less 

valid.  Robert C. Holub, former chancellor at University of Massachusetts Amhurst, views 

reception theory as a means to critically view the work and the culture which created it, 

often combining this method with other philosophical theories to support it and give a 

clear understanding of both.61  Wolfgang Iser, professor emeritus of literature at 

University of California in Irvine and Universität Konstanz, denies that the meaning of a 

work is wholly subject to the audience.  Rather, he maintains that both the piece and the 

reader are of equal and indivisible importance when interpreting a work.  The work has 

an inherent meaning, which can be interpreted by the viewer creatively, but it must 

maintain the meaning which was intended for it.62 

  

 

Hans Robert Jauß, Toward an aesthetic of reception,  trans. Timothy Bahti  (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1982). 
60 Peter Uwe  Hohendahl and Marc Silberman, "Introduction to Reception Aesthetics," New German 
Critique no. 10 (1977): 29-63. 
61 Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (New York: Methuen, 1984).   

Robert C. Holub, Crossing Borders: Reception Theory, Poststructuralism, Deconstruction (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1992). 
62 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1980). 
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4: Discussion 

When examining the plant-bearing figure, it is not always easy to determine the 

gender of the figure.  While the figure always shows some indications that it might be 

feminine, the clothing and hairstyle are not always singularly feminine.  This figure is not 

solely female, but neither can it be identified as it male.  Contemporary to the creation of 

these images, feminine attributes could vary depending upon the person, taking into 

account age, marital status, social position, and even profession. The feminine included 

biological women, but also the perception of femininity based on religious beliefs.  Even 

men might take on the aspect of woman.  Lotte Hedeager states that in the Scandinavian 

social mindset, looking and being are different products.63  In order to fully explain why 

this figure trope should be considered feminine-but not necessarily biologically female-

both local beliefs and the figures’ attributes must be examined.     

 

4.1 Queer Gods 

Social conceptions of gender in the Old Norse world likely cannot be understood 

by modern, dichotomous gender definitions.  As Carol J. Clover explains, “it seems likely 

that Norse society operated according to a one-sex model…more to the point, there 

was…just one ‘gender,’ one standard by which persons were judged adequate or 

inadequate,” citing the culture of trading insults and specially used verbiage to prove this 

theory via linguistic development.64  She further states that modern division of biological 

sex and acquired gender does not woerk within the Iron Age and medieval Scandinavian 

world, as gender was based on attributes which could be earned or lost.  Thus, “the fusion 

of male and female attributes in one and the same person…cannot be viewed as 

 
63 Lotte Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality: an Archaeology of Scandinavia AD 400-1000 (New 

York: Routledge, 2011), 123.     
64 Clover, “Regardless of Sex,” 6, 13.   
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unnatural.”65  This indicates that there must be some understanding that gendered 

attributes can be performed by non-gendered bodies.  While this is certainly likely, the 

social concept of níð, a sexually linked insult, must also be understood.  Níð refers to the 

act of being penetrated sexually, regardless of gender or species.  The physical act was 

not considered to have been morally reprehensible, but the accusation of penetration 

suggested that the accused had taken on undesirable feminine qualities, becoming weak, 

soft, and non-masculine.  “In short, ní∂ [sic] is an accusation of unmanliness and softness, 

that is, the person is argr (ergi, ergjask, ragr, etc.)”66  To be accused of being níð was 

considered to have been so shameful, such a violation of personal honor, that the accuser 

could be put to death.67 

 The queering of gender--specifically, taking on socially-understood feminine 

roles through actions, costume, or both--was likely only acceptable in a religious or 

ritualistic setting.  “Gender is an especially salient feature of religion. In many parts of 

the world, and in many religious traditions, cultural and religious continuity hinges on 

gendered and sexual practices and regimes.”68  Any time outside of religious or ritual 

settings that gender role queering was performed, especially assuming feminine gender 

roles, would likely have been an instance where the performer opened themselves up to 

the accusation of níð.69  One of the most visible places that we encounter these gender-

queer behaviors is in accounts of the old Norse pantheon. 

 
65 Stefanie von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda’,” History of Religions 40, 

no. 2 (2000), 120. 

Clover, “Regardless of Sex,” 18.  It is possible to make an argument that, especially based in myth, gender 

was not permanent, but able to be transcended. 
66 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 116.   
67 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 115-116.   
68 Orit Avishai, Afshan Jafar, and Rachel Rinaldo, “A Gender Lens on Religion,” Gender and Society 29, 

no. 1 (2015): 7. 
69 Jesch, Women in the Viking Age, 197.  This societal condemnation is likely the reason that Guðrun was 

able to divorce her first husband in Laxdœla saga when he wore a low-cut shirt that she made for him. 
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If gender was not connected to a person’s biological sex, but rather to the manner 

in which one presented themselves to the world--via costume, appearance, and activity--

then it changes the way that we must consider accounts of gender in art and literature, 

such as Þrimskvíða.  Can the mere act of dressing in female garb render one female in the 

eyes of those who look upon them?  If presentation and deportment determined gender, 

then Þórr effectively became female when he dressed as a bride in Freyja’s stead.70  This 

reading would explain why no one questioned his unladylike appetite and heavy drinking, 

his size, or his beard--which they must surely have seen hints of, even under heavy 

veiling.  If it is considered that acting outside of one’s societally accepted gender was 

considered shameful, this would further explain why none would have thought it a trick 

upon seeing him.  After all, who, especially the most masculine of the Æsir, would 

willingly demean themselves in such a fashion?  Of course, if Vern L. Bullough is correct 

that “the root cause of Western hostility to transvestitism is…status loss”, then one must 

consider what societal values were being threatened by such an act.71  

Óðinn also is described as performing acts in opposition to his established gender 

identity.  The most famous example comes from Ynglinga saga, where he is said to have 

learned the magical rite of seiðr from Freyja.72  This magic was considered strictly to be 

women’s magic, so for Óðinn to learn it was to open himself up to speculation and 

insult.73  As Óðinn was always in pursuit of knowledge, if the prize was learning 

 
70 “Þrimskvíða,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 422-427. 
71 Vern L. Bullough, “Transvestites in the Middle Ages,” American Journal of Sociology 76, no. 9 (1974): 

1393, 1390. 
72 Snorri Sturluson, “Ynglinga saga” in Heimskringla v1, trans. Alison Finlay and Anthony Faulkes 

(London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2011), 8-11. 

Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir, “Women’s Weapons: A Re-Evaluation of Magic in the Íslendingasögur,” 

Scandinavian Studies 81, no. 4 (2009): 416.  Seiðr is a magical ritual which allows the practitioner to call 

forth and communicate with supernatural entities and manipulate them as needed for their own purposes.  

Additionally, this ritual could be used for divinatory purposes and allow the practitioner the ability to act 

as soothsayer. 
73 Judy Quinn, “What Frigg Knew: The Goddess as Prophetess in Old Norse Mythology,” in Dee, 
profetesse, regine e altre figure femminili nel Medioevo germanico, Atti del XL Convegno dell’Associazione 
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something new, especially if it were known to very few others, it is not surprising that he 

might be willing to deviate from his masculine identity.74  Óðinn was considered a war 

god, which is logical since war is a masculine realm, but he was also a god of creation, 

death, and prophecy, aspects traditionally associated with female deities.  He was also a 

god of wisdom, which spanned both male and female realms.  These gender role issues 

illustrate why Óðinn must be considered queer.  Further blurring traditional gender lines, 

if Loki’s taunts in Lokasenna are to be believed, then he is even known to have 

occasionally shifted into female form, either in physical body or via cross-dressing and 

taking on the aspects of the feminine.75  About the Old Norse worldview and Óðinn’s role 

in it, Clover remarks, “A physical woman could become a social man, a physical man 

could (and sooner or later did) become a social woman, and the originary god, Óðinn 

himself, played both sides of the street.”76   

  Arguably the most notorious of the gods to queer gender lines is Loki, who acts as 

a personification of the “problematics of the marital- and sex gender systems.”77  The 

most obvious example is certainly when Loki shape-shifts into a mare (female) in order 

to distract Svaðilfari and avoid having the master builder complete the wall around 

 

Italiana di Filologia Germanica, eds. Maria Elena Ruggerini and Veronka Szőke (Cagliari: CUEC, 2015), 

69.   

Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 15.  Male practitioners of seiðr could be 

derogatorily termed argr or ergi, which were terms associated with the penetrated role in sexual acts. 

Jóhanna, “Women’s Weapons,” 416.  The male practitioner would have been considered ergi, which is 

associated with the highly shameful act of passive homosexuality. 
74 After all, Óðinn was willing to sacrifice an eye for a drink at Mímisbrunnr, which is discussed in this 

chapter’s subsection on plants.  He sacrificed himself (to himself) to pull the knowledge of the runes up 

from the deep.  He gave up valuable treasures when he called forth the vǫlva from Hel for knowledge of 

the future.  His need to know things is so great that Óðinn sends his ravens, Huginn and Muninn, to spy on 

the worlds, even as he does the same from his high-seat Hliðskjálf.  
75 Jan de Vries, The Problem of Loki (Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seuran Kirjapainon, 1933), 

215-216. 

“Lokasenna,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 412-413. 
76 Clover, “Regardless of Sex,” 19. 
77 von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda’,” 123. 
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Asgarðr.78  In doing so, he becomes pregnant and gives birth to Sleipnir.  He does not 

merely adopt the feminine aspect, he becomes physically female and plays a part in 

fertility.79  This gender transformation is again mentioned, in connection to a different, 

unknown sexual partner and unnamed children, in Lokasenna.80  In various accounts, such 

as in the account of Baldr’s murder in Gylfaginning, Loki is also said to have taken on 

female form as a form of disguise, with no mention of any sexual impropriety.81    

Loki is also well known for soundly advising the gods-but is also often blamed 

when situations do not turn out in their favor.  As he is good with words and often 

mischievous, the Æsir are quick to blame him for even the slightest problems that they 

encounter, often retaliating with death threats, which force him to correct troubles not 

necessarily of his own making.  “His eloquence and his ability to give sound advice [are] 

the very thing[s] that the gods find so unsettling and consider ‘unmanly’.”82   

Naturally, because he is able to use magics and so frequently connected to the 

feminine realm, Loki likely also had connection to seiðr, although there is no 

documentation to support this.83  Ultimately, Loki’s gender fluidity became truly 

problematic only with the more societally enforced gender binary roles that came with 

the advent of Christianity and the rise of the Church in the north.84 

 

4.2 Liminal Goddesses  

 
78 Snorri Sturluson, “Gylfaginning,” in Edda, ed. Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern 

Research, 2005), 34-46. 
79 Fertility can be considered as a sort of un-death, in that life comes to that which was previously not living. 
80 “Lokasenna,” 413. 
81 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” pp. 45-46. 
82 von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda’,” 122. 
83 It is noteworthy that his daughter, Hel, receives those dead not already spoken for by the Æsir, especially 
since vǫlvur are summoned from her gates.  His connection to the dead is also seen at ragna rǫk, when Loki 
comes to battle, leaving from Hel.  These connections suggest that he may have access to the same 

knowledge that Óðinn is so frequently after and lends credence to the idea of him having some unspecified 

connection to seiðr. 
84 von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda’,” 124. 
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Liminal states are not common, but certainly not rare in the Eddas.  The transient 

period between life and death and the in-between state that arises when moving from 

place to place are two examples.  Control or influence over such a period requires a degree 

of performativity on the being attempting it.  In many cases, female deities have an ability 

or influence which allows them to be connected to specific instances of liminality.    

Although she appears infrequently, the goddess Iðunn is said to have been 

guardian of one of the most powerful fertility symbols, the life-giving apples of youth.  

The apples appear in Skáldskaparmál, also in connection to the shape-changing Loki.85  

When Iðunn and her apples are stolen away by the Jǫtnar, the Æsir feel old age coming 

onto them rapidly.  Only after ingesting the fruit do they begin to revert to their normal 

forms.  Iðunn’s apples control the aging process and have a rejuvenating effect on those 

who eat them, which controls death.86  In this sense, she uses the apples to maintain 

control over the liminal boundaries between life and death. 

Little is known about Gefjon.  According to Gylfaginning, she receives all those 

who die as virgins, but she is also known for plowing a stretch of land so deeply in a day 

that she was able to detach it from the mainland.87  Although she is connected to the 

virginal, her association with a plow and farming suggests that she also had some 

connection to fertility.  Her relation to virginity is also referenced in Volsa þáttr, which 

tells of a ritual having to do with a feminine led fertility cult.88  The ritual is centered 

around a horse phallus which had been preserved in onions or leeks and unspecified herbs.  

 
85 Snorri, “Skáldskaparmál,” 1-2. 

Quinn, “What Frigg Knew,” 69.  As they are only ever mentioned in this story, it seems likely that these 

apples were a trope, likely imported from other areas in Europe.  Given their connection to the life cycle, 

that is, staving off death, it is still worth consideration here.  In the younger, and less well known, skaldic 

poem, Haustlöng, she is said “to know the cure for the Æsir’s old age”, so perhaps the apples are older than 

I think. 
86 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 25. 
87 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 1-2, 29. 
88 Jón Þórðarson, Flateyjarbók, Reykjavík, GKS 1005, fol. 122v, Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, accessed 

15 December 2019, https://handrit.is/en/manuscript/imaging/en/GKS02-

1005#page/122v++(262+of+480)/mode/ 2up. 
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It likely had some connection to sexual potency.89  She is lastly known from Lokasenna, 

where Óðinn mentions that she knows the entire fates of all beings.90  Her connection to 

fertility links her to the liminal state before life begins, but knowing fate links Gefjon to 

the liminal space of time—and possibly to Yggdrasill, which is discussed in the plant 

subsection. 

Freyja appears often as an object of desire, but she is also accused of being free 

with her sexual favors, which connects her with fertility.91  She is considered to be well 

versed in magics, especially seiðr, which she is said to have taught to Óðinn.92  Freyja 

has a cloak of feathers which allows the wearer to shift forms.93  She also has the 

knowledge of magics which allow her the same ability, without the need for a cloak.94  

She is also connected to the dead, in that of those who are slain in battle, Freyja chooses 

half and then the other half go to Óðinn.95  These accounts of her tie her to both fertility 

and death, but also connect her to the ability to access power outside of what she is 

naturally imbued with.  In a sense, Freyja seems to occupy a liminal space outside of life 

and death, but with access to everything that goes along with both. 

Like Gefjon, it is said of Frigg that she also knows the fate of all, although she 

seems to be unable to intercede and change the outcome.96  This too connects her to the 

liminal space of time and possibly to Yggdrasill.  Frigg’s primary function, however, 

 
89 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 107.   

Thomas DuBois, “Rituals, witnesses, and sagas” in Old Norse Religion in Long Term Perspectives: Origins, 
Changes, and Interactions, eds. Anders Andrén, Kristina Jennbert, Catharina Raudvere (Lund: Nordic 

Academic Press, 2006), 76. 
90 “Lokasenna,” 412. 
91 “Lokasenna,” 414. 
92 Snorri, “Ynglinga saga,” 8-11 
93 “Þrymskvíða,” 422-424. 
94 “Hyndluljóð,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 461. 
95 “Grímnismál,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 370. 

Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 24. 
96 “Lokasenna,” 414. 

Quinn, “What Frigg Knew,” 75, 80.   
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seems to be that of the mother.  She is said to have been so distraught over the death of 

her son that she sent a messenger to Hel to try and get him back.97  The role of mother 

immediately links her to fertility and the liminal state before life begins.  In many ways, 

Frigg is much like Gefjon. 

Loki’s daughter, Hel, was born half pale and half black, possibly meaning half 

alive and half dead.  Immediately upon seeing her, Óðinn was so horrified that he cast her 

out of Ásgard and into Niflheimr.  She was given power over all worlds and rules the dead 

who are sent to her, including Baldr, the favored son of Frigg.98  While she does not have 

control of all of the dead, it seems that the vǫlur come to her.99  Since she rules the realm, 

even Óðinn must obey her rules if he wants to call on the knowledge of the dead.100    

There are likely other goddesses or demi-goddesses which were connected to the 

liminal aspects of the life cycle.  Multiple non-human or semi-human female figures are 

connected with this cycle: the vǫlur, whose minds and voices can be called forth, even 

after death; the nornir, who rose from the depths and act as fates, determining the course 

and length of a person’s life; the valkyrjur, who choose victors in battle, collect the dead, 

but also work reincarnation or resurrection; galdr workers, such as Sigdrífa and Oddrún, 

who both knew how to ease birth), and one human woman, Gullveig, who is described as 

unable to be killed, although it was attempted multiple times.101   

Recent archaeological work done in the island of Bornholm revealed much 

imagery of feminine figures, some that are clearly sexual, which suggests a fertility cult 

 
97 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 46. 
98 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 27, 46. 
99 “Baldrsdraumar,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 446-448.   
100 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 46-47. 
101 Quinn, “What Frigg Knew,” 68-69.  

Rudolph Simek, “Rich and Powerful: the Image of the Female Deity in Migration Age Scandinavia,” in 

Old Norse Myths, Literature, and Society.  Proceedings of the 11th International Saga Conference, 2-7 June 
2000, Sydney, eds. G. Barnes and M. C. Ross (Sydney: Centre for Medieval Studies, University of Sydney, 

2000), 478-479.  Helpful female deities can be considered to have been disír, one of many, rather than some 

individual “great goddess.”  
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was active in the area.102  Such a cult may have been in charge of death rituals like that 

recounted in Ibn Fadlan’s Risala.103  This work details the ritual of slave sacrifice, led by 

a feminine figure, wherein the slave is made to have sexual intercourse with all of the 

surviving men before being put to death by strangulation and buried with her master.  The 

sacrificial ritual reenacts major components of the life cycle, starting with the act of 

procreation and ending in death.  The manner of death provides a renewal of the cycle, as 

the sexual aspect of strangulation, which is ended with the penetration of the sacrificial 

victim when she is stabbed by the crone who led the ceremony.104 

 

4.3 Plants  

 While Ole Klindt-Jensen claims that plant depictions were always foreign to 

Scandinavian imagery and can thus only be a marker of foreign influence, based on the 

fact that most of the remaining imagery focuses on the animal-style and interlacing, there 

exists no concrete evidence to support this claim.105  It is true that there are not many 

pictorial representations which remain to us, but there are numerous references to various 

plants in written sources.106  When one combines these sources with archaeological 

excavation site locations and place name studies, the number of times that botanical 

imagery appears in source material--pictorial, written, and/or location-based--negates this 

claim and illustrates that the Iron Age and medieval Scandinavian cultures considered 

plants to be of high importance.107  Trees and leeks make up a large amount of the 

 
102 Watt, “Gold Foil Figures and Norse Mythology,” 197.   
103 Ahmad Ibn Fadlan, “The Rus”, in Ibn Fadlan’s Journey to Russia: A Tenth-Century Traveler from 
Baghdad to the Volga River, trans. Richard N. Frye (Princeton: Markus Wiener, 2005), 63–71.  
104 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 108.   
105 Klindt-Jensen, “Earliest Viking Styles,” 83.   
106 Although written sources are, as previously mentioned, dated to several hundred years after the images 

in question were made.  
107 While I detail a few of the more relevant examples which relate to the iconography discussed and the 

thematic elements of this paper, it is not within the scope of this thesis to illustrate all of the many botanical 

references that appear in reference to Iron Age and medieval Scandinavia.   
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botanical references in Iron Age and medieval Scandinavian source material.  While they 

are generally recognized as important, they are often considered to be sacred plants.108  

One of the plant-bearing figures carries a branch or stave, one carries a large frond, and 

the others carry a plant which could be either sapling or a leek. 

Leeks appear in multiple sources from many countries and times.  They are closely 

related to onion and garlic and are not always defined separately.  Other members of the 

alliaceae family, various onions and garlic, can be used to treat various maladies, 

including use as anti-inflammatory, antiseptic, diuretic, aid to circulatory system health, 

sexual debility aid, and more.109  While these plants were likely a part of people’s daily 

diet, they also have medical uses and were maintained in home gardens along with other 

multiple use herbs and vegetables.110  Such medical uses include use as a stimulant, 

birthing aid, and diuretic.111   

 
108 Jan Aksel Harder Klitgaard, “In Search of askr Yggdrasill: A Phenomenological Approach to the Role 

of Trees in Old Nordic Religions,” (MA thesis, Háskóli Íslands, 2018), 29.  Even in later folkloric traditions, 

there are instances of people leaving offerings to a female (demi)goddess or spirit at a tree, hoping for a 

cure for illnesses and stave off death. 
109 K. P. Sampath Kumar, Debjit Bhowmik, Chiranjib, Biswajit, and Pankaj Tiwari, “Allium cepa: A 

traditional medicinal herb and its health benefits,” Journal of Chemical and Pharmaceutical Research 2, 

no. 1 (2010): 283-291. 

Lotfi Boudali, Denis Boucaud-Maitre, and Elsa Grangier, “Assessment report on Allium sativum L., 

bulbus: Draft,” European Medicines Agency: Committee on Herbal Medicinal Products, accessed 27 

November 2019, https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/documents/herbal-report/draft-assessment-report-allium-

sativum-lbulbus_en.pdf. 

Joaheer D. Teshika, Aumeeruddy M. Zakariyyah, Toorabally Zaynab, Gokhan Zengin, Kannan RR 

Rengasamy, Shunmugiah Karutha Pandian, and Mahomoodally M. Fawzi, “Traditional and modern uses 

of onion bulb (Allium cepa L.): a systematic review,” Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition 59 

(2019): 39-70. 
110 Norse Magical and Herbal Healing: A Medical Book from Medieval Iceland, trans. Ben Waggoner (New 

Haven: The Troth, 2011), xxiii. 
111 An American Physician, The Eclectic and General Dispensatory: Comprehending a System of 
Pharmacy, Materia Medica, the Formulae of the London, Edinburgh, and Dublin Pharmacopoeias, 
Prescriptions of Many Eminent Physicians, and Receipts for the Most Common Empirical Medicines 

(Philadelphia: Towar and Hogan, 1827), 89. 

Tedje van Asseldonk, “Review: People like leek, but which one? Is traditional medicinal use of leek species 

mainly related to ALLIUM SATIVUM L. and in what cases is garlic contraindicated?” accessed 27 

November 2019, https://www.ethnobotany.nl/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/EB-Ass-People-like-leek-

2005.pdf.   

Mohammad Bagher Monemi, S. Kamal Kazwmitabar, Gholamreza Bakhshee, Esmaeil Yasari, Firouzeh 

Sohrevardi, and Roghayeh Pourbagher, “Tissue culture study of the medicinal plant leek (allium 

ampeloprasum L),” International journal of molecular and cellular medicine 3, no. 2 (2014): 118-125. 
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Often connected to fertility and growth, in Scandinavia the leek is more 

commonly connected to controlling the liminal state between life and death.  Sigrdrífumál 

tells of a way that the leek can be used to act as a protective agent against poisoning, thus 

controlling the balance between life and death.112  According to Damusta saga, a leek 

stored beneath the tongue keeps a tranced woman alive for twelve days, again controlling 

life and death.113  In the ballad, Ribold og Guldborg, they are the only herb to grow in 

paradise.114  This connects a valuable earthly plant to their extreme importance in death, 

and an assumed afterlife, transcending the inherent boundaries therein.  Because of the 

manner in which leeks grow, bulb in the ground and the straight leaves pointing towards 

the sky, one could connect them with the idea of a body with its “head in the earth–

pointing to hell–and its feet towards the sun”, this presents a flipped version of human 

normalcy, which may be the reason for the cultural connection to the life cycle.115    

Similarly, the way that trees grow could be seen as a mirror of the human 

experience, growing up from a seed into a tall tree, with the roots deep in the earth and 

the head high toward the sun.  This connection between trees and people can be seen in 

the earliest written compositions, Eddic poetry.  Vǫluspá states that the first human life 

began from wood which had washed up on shore.  The Æsir, Óðinn, Lóðurr, and Hœnir, 

gave the wood life and intellect and they became the first man, Askr, and woman, 

Embla.116  While there is no way to know exactly what type of trees the wood came from, 

it cannot be denied that the act of not only re-animating, but also transforming the wood 

 
112 Alisoun Gardner-Medwin, “Paradise on Earth?  A Study of a Motif in Danish Ballads,” Folklore 74, no. 

1 (1963), 306-309.   

“Sigdrífumál,” in Eddukvæði v2, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 315. 
113 Norse Magical and Herbal Healing, xx. 

Gardner-Medwin, “Paradise on Earth,” 306-309.   
114 Gardner-Medwin, “Paradise on Earth,” 306-309.   
115 Gardner-Medwin, “Paradise on Earth,” 306-309. 
116 “Vǫluspá,” in Eddukvæði v1, eds. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Íslanzka 

Fornritafélag, 2014), 295. 
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into flesh illustrates multiple transitional states.  The boundaries inherent in states of 

being, from plant to animal, have been essentially erased and the liminal boundaries of 

death and life are crossed.     

The cosmic tree, Yggdrasill, also called the world tree, transcends time and space, 

connecting the realms and acting as a support for the structure of the universe.117  It has 

three roots, which come down into the lands of men, Hel, and hrímþursar, which could 

be understood as the land of the frost Jǫtnar.118  This tree acts as a recurrent motif in the 

Eddic poem, Vǫluspá, in which a vǫlva narrates the creation, destruction, and resurrection 

of the world.  Throughout the poem, Yggdrasill mirrors the state of the world, growing, 

changing, and ultimately dying along with it, bursting into flame as the world around it 

crumbles.119  This signals the end of the old gods and the rise of a new order, which could 

be understood as a marker of the liminal state between life and death, just as its 

development up to this point connects it to time.120   

According to Grímnismál, several animals are said to live on Yggdrasill.  The 

squirrel, Ratatoskr runs up and down the tree carrying messages between an unnamed 

eagle in the branches at the top and the dragon, Niðhǫggr, who chews at the roots.121  In 

this manner, Ratatoskr acts as a means of communication in the liminal space of the 

universe that the tree traverses.122  The deer, who are called Dáinn, Dvalinn, Duneyrr, 

and Duraþrór, are said to chew the foliage of Yggdrasill, as are the multitude of serpents, 

 
117 Clive Tolley, Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic v1, FF Communications no. 296 (Helsinki: 

Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 2009), 304.  In this way, the tree is a sort of self-contained constant 

liminality. 
118 “Grímnismál,” 374. 
119 Klitgaard, “In Search of askr Yggdrasill,” 107-108. 

“Vǫluspá,” 302-202. 
120 If Yggdrasill mirrors our world and yet connects all worlds, it stands to reason that it must reflect all 

worlds equally, in the sense that the rise and fall of reality must be a universal truth, not distinct based on 

location.     
121 “Grímnismál,” 374-375. 
122 Tolley, Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic, 305. 
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including Góinn, Móinn, Grábakr, Grafvǫlluðr, Ófnir, and Sváfnir, who live below it.123  

If the tree actually is connected to, as mentioned above, or acting as the physical 

embodiment of time, then the leaves and twigs that the animals are chewing could be 

considered the off-shoots of time--that is, seconds, minutes, et cetera.  Through the act of 

chewing the foliage, the deer and the serpents are eating away at time. 

At the roots of Yggdrasill there are three springs, each with unique qualities.  The 

spring Mímisbrunnr is said to be located in the lands of hrímþursar.124  The water of this 

spring is said to be a source of great wisdom and knowledge.  Desirous of this boon, 

Óðinn sacrificed one of his eyes, for a drink from Mímisbrunnr’s water.  The eye remains 

in the spring, and Mímr, the spring’s guardian, drinks from it every morning.  Another 

spring, Urðarbrunnr, is located near to the Æsir.125  Its water is white and coats 

Yggdrasill’s root.  Here, the three nornir, Urð, Verðandi, and Skuld, came up from the 

deep and sit on the banks, deciding and cutting the fate of people into wood.  The final 

spring, Hvergelmir, is located in Niflheim, where Niðhǫggr dwells, gnawing at the root.126   

The name Yggdrasill can be translated to mean “Óðinn’s horse,” which also 

suggests both its connection to Óðinn and to transitory and liminal states.127  Since the 

tree spans the various worlds, the indication is that it can be used as a means of travelling 

from one realm to another.  By connecting Miðgarð and Hel, this not only connects the 

worlds, but also spans the state between life and death, potentially acting as a gateway to 

knowledge from other realms, if the tree could be traversed.  An alternate understanding 

of this name would be a reference to Óðinn hanging from the tree, sacrificing himself to 

 
123 “Grímnismál,” 374-375. 
124 “Vǫluspá,” 298. 

Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 17. 
125 “Vǫluspá,” 295-296. 

Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 18-19. 
126 Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 9. 
127 Klitgaard, “In Search of askr Yggdrasill,” 111. 
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himself in order to gain the knowledge or wisdom of the runes, which he fished from the 

deep after the ritual of sacrifice was completed.128  Either way, there is a crossing of the 

boundaries between life and death. 

Mistletoe is another tree which plays an important part in the liminal status of the 

Norse worldview.  When Frigg fails to elicit a promise for Baldr’s safety from an 

inconsequential-looking sapling, then mentions this to Loki (who has disguised himself 

as an old woman), the mistletoe becomes the key element to the divine transition from 

life to death for the god, Baldr.129  Gabriel Turville-Petre says that “like the 

Yggdrasill…the mistletoe is evergreen.  Like the Yggdrasill, it grows from unknown 

roots, and seems to triumph over death and even over life,” confirming its connection to 

liminal states.130 

With the connection of trees to the transitory states of life and death, it is not a far 

leap of logic to connect trees with the idea of liminal doorways.  A door is a human-

shaped, fixed, and regulatable liminal portal connecting one space to another.131  If the 

tree acts as a doorway, then it can act as a way to connect with, or even travel to, another 

world, such as the afterlife.  This facilitates the idea that there could have been a ritualistic 

use for the tree and the spaces around it and the need for someone to lead such a ritual, 

 
128 “Hávamál,” 350. 
129 “Baldrsdraumar,” 446-448.   

Snorri, “Gylfaginning,” 46. 

“Vǫluspá,” 299.  It is worth mentioning that while Baldr is always killed by mistletoe, Loki only plays a 

part in this event in Snorraedda.  Otherwise, according to Vǫluspá, the murder is entirely the fault of Hǫðr. 
130 E. O. G. Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion of the North (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1975), 116.  

Although generally seen as either a yew or and ash tree, there is one line in Vǫluspá, when discussing 

Urðarbrunnr, which says that the Yggdrasill tree is always green and there are some ash trees which are 

considered evergreen, so an interpretation that this is an evergreen tree is not outlandish. 
131 Marianne Hem Eriksen, “Doors to the Dead: The power of doorways and thresholds in Viking Age 

Scandinavia,” Archaeological Dialogues 20, no. 2 (2013): 189-190. 

Klitgaard, “In Search of askr Yggdrasill,” 116-117. 



 

 41 

 

 

such as a vǫlva, who is already used to traversing the liminal spaces between life and 

death.132 

If a twig or shoot from a tree can force a transition in states of being, such as in 

the case of the mistletoe shoot and Baldr, it must be considered that a small part of the 

tree such as this acts as a synecdoche for the entire tree.133  If this is so, it would certainly 

explain the use of the stave, especially in vǫlvic ritual.134  If the tree is a doorway between 

the liminal states of life and death, or just between worlds, and the twig or branch from 

the tree can function as the whole tree, then the use of a stave or other wooden object 

could imbue its bearer with the ability to work within liminality.135  

 

4.4 Costume 

According to Snorri, the socially accepted costume of the people of Scandinavia 

was well defined based upon “gendered” characteristics.  The masculine was defined by 

action, weapons, and wealth while the feminine was defined by ornamentation, the giving 

of refreshment, and magical or prophetic abilities.136  A study of costume, based heavily 

 
132 “Vǫluspá,” 298, 307.  The vǫlva indicates that she was raised (likely from the dead) and must sink back 

again.   

“Baldrsdraumar,” 447.  Óðinn rides to Hel’s gates to meet with the vǫlva, whom he has called forth from 

death. 
133 Klitgaard, “In Search of askr Yggdrasill,” 116-117.  Synecdoche is a literary device which allows a part 

of something, such as a twig, stand in for the whole of it, such as a tree.  It also allows the whole to act as 

only the part. 
134 Eyrbyggja Saga and Eiríks Saga Rauða, 206-208. 
135 The use of one tree as a synecdoche for another, such as Yggdrasill, might also be worth consideration, 

especially during ritual activities.  For instance, the vǫlva could use a stave made from the wood of any tree 

to first become the tree as a whole, but then to essentially wield all of the power that Yggdrasill has. 
136 Snorri, “Skáldskaparmál,” 39-40.  Although Snorri was writing well after the objects discussed, it seems 

relevant to point this out as the descriptions given actually do fit with the earlier iconography. 

Jóhanna, “Women’s Weapons,” 419.  There are two instances in the sǫgar where women carry staves or 

wands in connection to magical rituals.   

Rudolph Simek, “Rich and Powerful: the Image of the Female Deity in Migration Age Scandinavia,” in 

Old Norse Myths, Literature, and Society.  Proceedings of the 11th International Saga Conference, 2-7 June 
2000, Sydney, eds. G. Barnes and M. C. Ross, (Sydney: Centre for Medieval Studies, University of Sydney, 

2000), 472.  He states that other than the horn, leafy plants were the only attribute which could be found in 

a female depiction, and then only rarely.  This is completely incorrect, as many female figures also are 

shown with staves or wands which, although they may be considered as originating from a plant, cannot be 

said to fit this description. 
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on iconography, seemingly confirms these gendered divisions, with only a few 

exceptions.  About gendered costume, Lotte Hedeager says that social standards were 

strictly enforced.  Costume, which is made up of elaborate clothing, adornments, and the 

styling of hair, indicated not only gender, but also social standing and age of the person 

one was viewing.  It acted as another, rather complex, method of communicating one’s 

social differences.137   

The Gotland picture stones described in chapter two both feature a single feminine 

figure wearing a jacket and long smock.138  The Tjängvide figure’s (fig. 2) feet are 

depicted, but there is no detail to suggest the figure is shod.139  The figure’s hair is pulled 

back into the Irish ribbon-knot style, with a tail which hangs to just above the rear end of 

the jacket.  In one hand, the Tjängvide figure (fig. 2) carries a horn and in the other, a 

plant held with the leaves pointed toward the ground.  The Stora Hammars I stone (fig. 

4) figure’s hair is pulled back behind the head in a tail which reaches the middle of the 

back.  Although there is no detail to prove that there was a knot here, the tail has two 

areas where it is thicker, which suggests bunching or knotting, wherein the detail has been 

lost due to wear on the stone.  The figure is carrying a branch, which is on fire, above its 

head. 

 
137 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 125.  It is important to note that I use the term costume only 

to mean the appearance as a whole, including hairstyle and ornamentation, which is a performance 

presented to the viewer.  I use the terms clothing and garment(s) to mean the fabric items which the figures 

are depicted wearing.   
138 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 12-15.  Borrowing from Mannering’s classification system for the gold 

foil figures, because she has fully described clothing items that also fit the iconography of the picture stones, 

the Tjängvide stone features a B2 category unadorned jacket with a curved front edge, which was only 

depicted in feminine costume.  Mannering does not have a classification for the smock type, but it could be 

an amalgamation of a C4 and C6 category dress type, which would only have been depicted in feminine 

costume, or an E3 and E8 combination, which would only have been in masculine depictions.  The Stora 

Hammars I stone jacket could be a cloak, type A2, but since it has clearly defined sleeves, it must be a 

modified B2 jacket type.  The smock is a C1 type, and the feet are an L6 type.  The jacket, due to its 

modification cannot be assigned a gender, but due to the rounded edge, would likely only be considered 

feminine.  The dress and feet types are depicted only in feminine costume. 
139 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 15.  Mannering classifies this as an L6 category leg type, depicted in both 

feminine and masculine costume. 
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 Neither of the feminine plant-bearing figures on these picture stones is heavily 

ornamented, but the Tjängvide figure (fig. 2) is clearly carrying a horn, which illustrates 

the feminine quality of offering refreshment.  If the plant carried by the figure is a leek, 

it would connect this figure to healing and control over the transition from life to death.  

Alternately, the plant could also be a sapling, which would connect it to the liminal state 

between life and death, but also potentially to Yggdrasill.  The Storra Hammars I plant 

(fig. 4) is a flaming branch, which could suggest that this was understood as a scene which 

took place at night.  Many magics, such as seiðr, likely were performed at night.140  On 

the other hand, the flaming branch could be understood as a marker of the liminal state 

between life and death, which I have discussed above, in the subsection regarding 

Yggdrasill. 

The bracteates discussed in chapter two each feature a single femininely costumed 

figure as well, each on the left side of the scene.  On each bracteate, the upper body of the 

feminine figure is undefined and no clothing analysis can be performed, but the lower 

body, hairstyles, and attributes can be explored. 

The Innerøya bracteate (fig. 5) has its hair in a large plait which comes down the 

back of the head to the shoulders, and has multiple smaller plaits flying out behind the 

head.  While the torso of the figure bears no detail to define the clothing worn, the corded 

or striped skirt which falls from the waist and ends at the ankles is very clear.  Its feet are 

clearly seen below the skirt with no demarcations of shoes.141  A long stick with many 

short branches along its top half is shown grasped in one hand of each of the figures in 

the scene.  Bracteate IK 20’s figure (fig. 6) stands on a dais with a railing before it.  The 

 
140 Eyrbyggja Saga and Eiríks Saga Rauða, 206-208. 
141 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 77, 84.  This bracteate is not found in this book, but according to the 

costume characteristics described, it should fall into groups 2.4 and 2.5, like the other two. 
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figure wears a skirt which ends at mid-leg.142    Although the lower legs and feet are 

depicted, there is no detail which suggests that the figure is shod.  A crown with seven 

upward-facing spikes sits atop the figure’s head.  It appears to be wearing a mask with 

little definition to any facial feature other than the bulbous eyes, and the hair falls in a 

ponytail down to the middle of the back, with no detail along the top of the tail, but a 

texture suggesting plaiting runs along the bottom.  In one hand, the figure holds a needle-

leafed frond up in front of its face. 

The plant-bearing figures on the bracteates are not heavily ornamented, but they 

are depicted with an inherent ambiguity.  While IK 20 (fig. 6) is considered to fall under 

the “drei götter” trope discussed in chapter two, which would dictate that the feminine 

figure be understood as Loki, I do not necessarily agree.  Due to the outside existence of 

other examples of the plant-bearing figure, but also of other gender-queer figures depicted 

on the bracteates, the trope must be reexamined with a focus on the attributes with which 

the figure is shown and other instances of this visual trope across media before making 

such a claim.143 

As for the plants that they carry, the Innerøya bracteate (fig. 5) shows a stave with 

nine thin branches coming from it.  The plant borne by the feminine figure on bracteate 

IK 20 (fig. 6) is a needle-leafed frond.  Both its size and shape suggest that this is a frond 

from an evergreen tree.  Although the bracteates were made far earlier than when the 

Poetic Edda was recorded, understanding that the stave can act as a synecdoche for the 

tree as a whole, this could be a reference to the world tree, Yggdrasil.   

 
142 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 77, 84.  Mannering places the clothing in this bracteate into groups 2.4 

and 2.5, which is defined by figures where the clothing may not be not well defined, but nonetheless does 

exist. 
143 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 132.  Certain figural depictions seem to transgress 

normative gender roles, such as the men clad only in miniskirts. 
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 The gold foil figures are more definitively feminine.  The Uppåkra patrix figure 

(fig. 8) wears a vertically striped cloak with a curved front edge and plain border, a smock 

with plain border and some rounded squares in the skirts, and its legs and feet are smooth 

with no sign of shoes.144  The figure’s hair is pulled back into an Irish ribbon-knot with 

the tail falling freely to where the hips should be.  In one hand, it carries a cup and in the 

other, a plant with three leaves pointed to the ground.  The bulb or root is not visible in 

or above the hand.  The HA1 figure (fig. 7) wears a plain cloak with a curved front edge, 

a vertically striped smock, and has no visible feet.145  Its hair is pulled back into an Irish 

ribbon-knot as well, but the tail falls to around mid-thigh.  In one hand, the figure holds 

a plant with two leaves coming from the top and a clear delineation where the root starts. 

Both of these gold foil figures are framed in a sort of doorway, which suggests 

that they are in a liminal state or space between worlds.146  This, in conjunction with their 

plants, both of which could either be a leek or a sapling of some sort, indicate that these 

figures are likely in a state of ritual performance. 

Although all figures from the examples discussed are beardless, a feature which 

noted femininity, some of the figures lack the distinctive hair knot used to signify the 

feminine.  Additionally, if the gold foil figure is of an individual figure, regardless of 

clothing or hairstyle, they often are carrying objects which denote expected female gender 

roles, which means that “none of the male figures are gendered males.”147  This causes 

some scholars to question the figures’ genders.148 Of course, these figures are hardly the 

 
144 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 12-15.  The Uppåkra patrix figure is shown wearing a nearly A5 feminine 

cloak, which has a plain border, a feminine, almost C3 smock, which has a plain border at the hem and a 

number of rounded square shapes on the skirt, and L3 feet, which are smooth with no sign of footwear, a 

typically masculine depiction. 
145 Mannering, Iconic Costumes, 12-15.  The HA1 figure wears a feminine A3 cloak, a feminine C4 smock, 

and has L6 style feet. 
146 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 131. 
147 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 131.  Rather, they “thereby attain a special category of 

socio-sexual identity or a ‘third gender’.” 
148 Simek, “Rich and Powerful,” 469-471.  Simek states that an iconographic tradition of female depiction 

runs through Germanic art, for the whole of the first millennium (but especially between 600-900 CE), 
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only examples of gender-queering in old Norse iconography.149  Hedeager points out that 

ritual costume can redefine gender, since it operates through the impact of the image 

presented to the viewer.  If normal signals are absent in ritual settings, whether they were 

scorned or esteemed, it could be construed as threatening to the status quo.150 

 

4.5 Masks 

 The last bit of costuming which will be looked at is masks.  In ritual settings, such 

as seiðr, it could be helpful to have the practitioners wear masks to take on certain roles 

or simply to remove themselves from the performance, thus allowing their role to be 

inhabited by the being or part which they were to play.  For example, a vǫlva could be 

inhabited by the spirit or knowledge that they conjured.  Masking would allow any 

audience to ignore discomfort that they might have felt if the practitioner were to violate 

societally assigned gender roles.151   

When interpreting the iconography in figural imagery, Ing-Marie Back 

Danielsson puts forth a very interesting theory about masks and their relation to gender 

performativity in late Iron Age Scandinavia.  She suggests that what is depicted in these 

images is not necessarily human at all, nor necessarily deity, but rather should be 

interpreted as a human-like figure with some elements of the supernatural and that it must 

 

which exclusively shows the female with their hair pulled back into an Irish ribbon knot.  He further states 

that long unbound hair cannot be understood as female for this reason and that only male hair could be 

changeable.  Traditionally, this is how the imagery has been interpreted, but there is no actual evidence for 

this claim provided.  I do not agree that the only females depicted would have had their hair back in this 

style for several reasons.  First, because this ignores factors of age, social class (even if this is ignored, 

because the wealthy fund artistic endeavors), and the possibility of gender-queering, which must all be 

considered. Second, there are also images of the figure with hair twisted along either side of the head (such 

as the figure from Tissø) or in a tail down the back with no knot present at all (such as in the Hunninge 

Klinte stone). 
149 Arwill-Nordbladh, “Viking Age Hair.”  The Hårby figure has been interpreted as a valkyrja, showing 

that feminine figures could combine traditional costume with martial equipment.  The Lejre figure 

illustrated that gender could be depicted via neutral costume and attributes, thus portraying an ambiguously 

gendered being. 
150 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 128.  
151 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 125.   
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be considered that this figure has some connection to ritualistic performance.152  Given 

the similarities in these figures’ features, across multiple media, it stands to reason that 

they may be masks.153  If this is the case, these masks would indicate that the figure 

transformed themselves into the character that they were portraying upon donning the 

mask, essentially becoming something else for the duration that they wore it. 

 Shamans, often the most powerful people in any society, are not bound by gender 

or sexual roles.154  Because of the powers that they are said to have, which may include 

healing, prophecy, and divine contact, this lack of sexual role enforcement is socially 

acceptable where it otherwise would not have been.  The act of donning a mask and 

transforming oneself can then be seen as a means of controlling shamanistic work or 

channeling the transitory acts which make up the rituals therein.155  Likewise, it could be 

used as a marker of control over the audience who witnessed any rites which were 

performed.  “Wearing a mask may be perceived as a means of bringing out the Other 

within,” thus becoming a conduit of a transitive state.156 

If we accept that late Iron Age Scandinavian societies were shamanistic, by taking 

on gender-queer roles, the shaman effectively defines the rest of society.  While 

performing a queered gender role might be shameful for a normal, everyday person to do, 

 
152 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 7.  She specifies that performances and 

rituals connected to the shaman, but she extends this definition to include other categories of person, 

suggesting that masks would be used only when very specific requirements could be met. 
153 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 8.  Danielsson uses the commonalities of 

pointed chins and bulbous, rounded eyes as proof when combined with the positioning of the bodies and 

markings on their garments. 
154 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 15, 18.  It is worth noting that one of 

Óðinn’s many names was the masked one (Grimnir) and that around the same time as the gold foil figures 

were in production, “a strong shamanistic Odin cult had emerged, which was to a large extent monopolized 

by a warrior ideology. This ideology also implied a monopolization of queer qualities, like cross-dressing 

and changing one’s appearance with masks, often linked to shamans.”   
155 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 129.   
156 Danielsson, “Engendering Performance in the Late Iron Age,” 12. 

Arwill-Nordbladh, “Viking Age Hair,” Through use in performance, social norms about behavior were 

confirmed.  
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when the shamans take over this performance, the actions and attributes become a conduit 

for the supernatural in addition to defining social norms.  
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5: Conclusion 

All of the different aspects of the images discussed in this paper share a connection 

to liminal situations, specifically via feminine performativity.  In order to access liminal 

states, it seems to be necessary, even if only socially, to be perceived as feminine rather 

than masculine.  In order to access their feminine nature, the masculine in society must, 

in a sense, queer their socially understood gender roles.  This could be done through the 

performance of transvestitism, donning ritual costuming, or both.  In doing this, they 

essentially became beings of liminal gender, which could be dangerous, but highly 

powerful.  By transgressing gender boundaries, a being could essentially transgress all 

boundaries.157  In doing so, with various ritual actions, this new feminine being could 

attempt to access supernatural power.  While the genetically female being would not have 

to transgress gender boundaries in order to access such liminal situations, provided that 

they were socially ascribed feminine gender roles, they would still have to access a power 

beyond what they were naturally born with.  This is where the need for ritual becomes 

important. 

Assuming that the figures depicted as plant-bearers were a part of a ritual 

performance, they are, for the most part, not entirely female, as discussed with costume 

in the last chapter.  When the feminine costumes were donned, the figure becomes ritually 

feminine.  Each of these feminine figures are shown to be carrying a plant.  Although the 

identification of these plants was never the aim of this thesis, it is possible that two of 

them may have been leeks, but it is more likely that all of the plants depicted were meant 

to be some type of tree.  Although both of these plants have connections to liminal states, 

the tree has more association with the infinite liminal, as any part of can act as a 

synecdoche for Yggdrasill, and its state of perpetual liminality.   

 
157 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 133-134. 
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Understanding the connection between femininity, plants, and liminal states is 

quite important.  But what is so important about being able to access these liminal states?  

If the transition from life to death, or from un-life to life can be considered liminal, time 

is liminal, and the ability to move between worlds also is considered liminal, then 

liminality is potentially the most important aspect of certain rituals, especially those with 

some supernatural component, such as seiðr.  This is because the ability to access liminal 

states equals the ability to access knowledge. 

The ability to prophecy or to see the fates of others is a power that both Frigg and 

Gefjon share the ability to perform.  This allows the performer to make judgements about 

what course of action to take in troublesome situations or offer advice to others needing 

guidance.  Assuming that the performer cannot alter a pre-destined fate, they could at 

least follow the least difficult path to the ultimate end.158  The nornir, however, do not 

just see fate, but actually decide and finalize it.  They came up from the deep, which likely 

means that they traversed a liminal space between one realm of existence and another.  

They sit at the root of Yggdrasill, a self-contained, continuous liminal space, and cut into 

its wood the fates that they have decided for other beings.  They control the length and 

content of lives. 

Magical practice allows one to access powers beyond the natural scope.  In 

practicing seiðr, the practitioner must also traverse liminal spaces to connect with the 

spirits of those long past.  Óðinn convinced Freyja to teach him to perform this magic, 

although it was considered a feminine magic, because it gave him access to knowledge 

he did not have, such as when he conjured the vǫlva at the gates of Hel.  The vǫlva in 

Eiríks saga rauða also connected with the dead, when she channeled spirits through her 

 
158 Jenny Jochens, “Old Norse Magic and Gender: Þáttr þorvalds ens Víðfǫrla,” Scandinavian Studies 63, 

no. 3 (1991): 306. 
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to gain their knowledge of certain things.  We know that vǫlvur use staves or wands of 

some sort, which suggests that accessing this power may be easier through the use of a 

stand-in for Yggdrasill.  Seiðr is inextricably linked to death, over which Freyja, Óðinn, 

Gefjon, Hel, and the valkyrjur hold power.   

Since knowledge was so important, especially foresight, the ability to work within 

liminal spaces and states would be a necessary part of life.  This ability comes from ritual, 

especially seiðr, which was a socially accepted, and even esteemed, feminine role.  The 

plant-bearing figure is feminine, because ritual demanded it.  As such, these figures must 

be depicted as having been performing a part of a ritual.  The figure carries a plant to aid 

in the connection to and ability to work within liminality, thus accessing knowledge.   
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Figures 

 
Fig. 1  

Tjängvide picture stone, c. 800-1099 CE, limestone, 1.7m x 1.2m x 0.3m, Stockholm, Historiska (artwork 

in the public domain, photograph by Ola Myrin for Historiska).  
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Fig. 2.  

Tjängvide picture stone detail, c. 800-1099 CE, limestone, 1.7m x 1.2m x 0.3m, Stockholm, Historiska 

(artwork in the public domain, photograph by Ola Myrin for Historiska). 
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Fig. 3  

Stora Hammars I picture stone, c. 550-799 CE, limestone, dimensions unknown, Gotland, Sverige 

(artwork in the public domain, photograph by unnamed employee for Historiska). 
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Fig. 4  

Stora Hammars I picture stone detail, c. 550-799 CE, limestone, dimensions unknown, Gotland, Sverige 

(artwork in the public domain, photograph by unnamed employee for Historiska). 
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Fig. 5 

 Innerøya bracteate, c. 300 CE, gold, 4mm diameter, Sør-Trøndelag, Trondheim, Norway, Norsk 

Folkemuseum (photograph by Olav Tjønneland for Norsk Folkemuseum). 
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Fig. 6  

IK 20 bracteate, c. 425-525 CE, gold, dimensions unknown, Beresina-Raum, Poland (drawing from Ulla 

Mannering, Iconic Costumes: Scandinavian Late Iron Age Costume Iconography, fig. 3.1, p72). 
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Fig. 7  

HA1 gold foil figure, c. 800-950 CE, gold, 2cm2 (photograph and drawing from Ulla Mannering, Iconic 
Costumes: Scandinavian Late Iron Age Costume Iconography, fig. 2.4, p24). 
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Fig. 8 

 Uppåkra patrix, c. 500-950 CE, bronze, 2cm2, Copenhagen, Nationalmuseet (photograph from 

Margrethe Watt, Gold Foil Figures and Norse Mythology: Fact and Fiction?, fig. 6a, p201). 
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