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Ágrip 

 

Allt frá upphafi kvikmynda hafa þær verið ein helsta afþreying fólks á öllum aldri, hvort 

sem það er á kvikmyndatjaldinu eða heima í stofu. Lítil takmörk eru fyrir því hvaða 

tilfinningum kvikmyndir geta komið til skila og fólk þyrstir stöðugt í fleiri bíómyndir. 

Kvikmyndir geta flutt áhorfendur í óteljandi mögulega hliðarheima og sækja gjarnan innblástur 

í fjarlægan eða ímyndaðan heim. Þegar kemur að sögum úr fortíðinni eru staðreyndir og 

sagnfræði oft aukaatriði og meiri áhersla lögð á upplifun áhorfenda. Sú skapandi hugsun sem 

er að baki slíkra bíómynda leiddi til endursköpunar á ímyndaðri og staðlaðri fortíð sem festi 

rætur með stöðugum endurtekningum og hafði því djúpstæð áhrif á hvernig áhorfendur í áranna 

rás skynjuðu fortíðina. 

Birtingarmynd víkingatímans í bíómyndum hefur æði oft verið tengd yfirþyrmandi 

karlmennsku, ofbeldi, árásum, ránsferðum og ógn, og endurspeglað hugmynd um veröld 

víkinga sem byggðu siðlausan heim þar sem karlmenn réðu ríkjum. Þessar frásagnir eru oft 

grófar og birta mynd af hörðum heimi þar sem persónusköpun kvenna er einsleit og hlutverk 

þeirra birtast í skugga karlmannsins. Sömuleiðis hefur fræðileg umræða um víkingamyndir 

snúið frekar að fjölda karlpersóna en kvenna, allt þar til nýlega. Í þessari rannsókn er kastljósinu 

beint að norrænum kvenhlutverkum í víkingamyndum. Birtingarmynd kvenna er rannsökuð 

með nákvæmri greiningu á þremur víkingamyndum frá ólíkum tímm: The Viking frá þriðja 

áratug tuttugustu aldar (1928), Erik the Conqueror frá sjöunda áratugnum (1961) og How do 

train your dragon frá þessari öld (2010). Hlutverk kvennanna í þessum myndum eru borin 

saman og rædd í samhengi við heimildir um daglegt líf kvenna frá þeim tíma sem 

kvikvmyndirnar eiga að gerast sem og í samhengi við elstu dæmin um staðalmynd norrænna 

kvenna á síðari tímum.  
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Abstract 

 

A favored rendez-vous by many, cinema, from the silver screen to the comfort of our 

living room has been entertaining adults, teens and kids since its grandiose débuts. Films 

possess the power to communicate great and diverse emotions to its public, leaving it 

desiring for more. To achieve this tour de force, films transport the spectators into an 

infinity of worlds, often taking their inspiration from distant or imagined worlds. When 

concerned with stories of the past, films often put aside the reality and historicity of the 

period they are picturing and favor the spectacular. These creative decisions led to the 

creation and remediation of a fantasized and stereotyped past, which by means of 

repetitions, profoundly invested popular conceptions of the past.  

Filmographic representations of the Viking Age have been way too often linked with 

overpowering masculinity, violence, aggressivity, piracy, and terror, which 

conceptualized the Viking world as an uncivilized male-dominated society. The rudeness 

of these narratives constituted a harsh terrain in which women could hardly evolve, 

therefore their presence was often invisibilized in favor of the men. Likewise, until 

recently, the academic appeal for the Vikings on-screen concentrated its force on the 

overrepresented barbaric male. This study intends to shed light on the Norse women 

populating Viking films. It analyzes how, why, to what end the Norse women in these 

films are represented, through the study of three Viking films released at a different time: 

A movie from the 20s, The Viking (1928), a movie from the 60s, Erik the Conqueror 

(1961), a movie from the 2000s, How to train your dragon (2010). Lastly, the thesis 

investigates how the identified representations differ and relate to the presumed life of 

Norse women and explores the individuals and origins behind the creation of the 

stereotyped Norse women. 
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1  Introduction 
 

The field of Norse Reception studies has for long been concerned with the Western 

reception, understanding and interpretation of the Medieval North, its tropes and agents. 

Principally putting emphasis on the reception of this past by the political and literary 

sphere as well as the entertainment industry. However, the main body of these studies 

focused their agenda on the study of the image and role of the Norse male, leading to the 

portrayal of a seemingly male, even patriarchal society, and world, a world inaccessible 

for the Norse female. 

This thesis is concerned with post medieval representations of Norse women and aims 

more specifically to explore the modern representation of Norse women within the art of 

cinema over time. Chapter 1 will address the goal of this thesis, its objective and 

methodology in depth, and will as well contextualize the reception and creation of 

Northernness within the film industry. Chapter 2, 3 and 4 will constitute the main body 

of material for studying images of Norse women. Each of the specified chapters are 

composed of an extensive analysis of Norse women narratives roles and portrayal in a 

selected movie, as well an examination of the film industry and women’s life at the time 

of production. Chapter 2 will be a case study of the women in the film The Viking (1928), 

while Chapter 3 will analyse the women of the film Erik the Conqueror (1961- Original 

name Gli Invasori), finally Chapter 4 will scrutinize the women of the 2010 movie How 

to train your dragon. Chapter 5 will be concerned with the presumed Historical reality of 

Norse women’s lives and of the Viking female warrior, following literary and 

archeological evidence uncovered by scholars. This chapter will also try to trace back the 

origin of this created image. Chapter 6 will be a final conclusion and, discussion 

summarizing what the thesis has revealed, and what remains to be treated in the event of 

a pursued broader study.   



 

9 

1.1 General Overview of the Imagined Viking Age by the 

Entertainment Industry 
 

Regarding the intensive and manifold interest in the Vikings in our time, not only 

within the Nordic countries, but in the whole of the Western world, there is no doubt 

that the concept of the Vikings has a central place in our imaginations today.1 

As Carl Olof Cederlund insists on reminding us, modern media culture has in the last 

decades seen an increased interest in Viking and Medieval Norse material. The 

fascination with Vikings and the conceived Medieval North grew tremendously in recent 

years, inspiring artists, authors and common enthusiasts alike. However, this increasing 

appreciation is not to be regarded as a new phenomenon, indeed, this specific time period 

was instrumentalized and nurtured for long by Nationalistic and ideological movement.2 

Indeed, a passion for the Old Norse heritage and past grew greatly within the European 

Nationalistic movements of the 19th century; nowadays termed the ‘Romantic period’. 

The embellishment of a glorious Norse past led later in time, to the utilization of “the 

sustained power of Norse imaginary”3 by the Nazis, who saw in the “Vikings symbols”4 

a mean to fulfill their brutal white supremacist agenda.5 For a variety of reasons, the image 

of the Medieval North has fascinated many individuals over an extended period of time 

and continues to do so. It is then evident that the Modern constructed image of the Viking 

was in fact established through an array of idealizing views of the Scandinavian past over 

the course of time, eventually culminating in what the Modern Mind conceives as 

‘Viking’. As John Lind worded:  

The transformation of Vikings from pirates pure and simple into first Scandinavian 

pirates and finally, today, Scandinavians in general was a process that only got under 

 
1 Carl Olof Cederlund, “The Modern Myth of the Viking,” Journal of Maritime Archaeology 6, no. 1 (September 

2011): 9. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11457-011-9079-0. 
2 Cederlund, “The Modern Myth of the Viking,” 9-11. 
3 Mark Axel Tveskov and Jon Erlandson,“VIKINGS, VIXENS, AND VALHALLA: HOLLYWOOD DEPICTIONS 

OF THE NORSE,” in Box office archaeology: refining Hollywood's portrayals of the past, ed. Julie M Schablitsky, 

(Walnut Creek, Calif: Left Coast Press, 2007), 35. 
4 Tveskov and Erlandson, “VIKINGS, VIXENS,” 35. 
5 Tveskov and  Erlandson, “VIKINGS, VIXENS,” 35. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11457-011-9079-0
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way around 1800. And it was a process that was started by fiction writers under the 

influence of the Romantic Movement rather than scholars.6  

Undoubtedly, the appeal for the Vikings successfully survived within the Entertainment 

industry. Nonetheless when we look at this constructed image, a general model seems to 

be re-occurring, a model of a male warrior, a distinct portrait tarnished by stereotypes. 

The stereotyped Viking as defines Elisabeth Ward “revolves around an image of a 

barbaric, uncontrollable, dirty, male warrior.”7 When I stumbled upon this quote some 

years ago, it made me wonder why Pop Cultural medias were so eager to place the 

stereotypical Viking male warrior as the promoter of the Viking Age. Norse women 

occasionally made memorable appearances, such Brünnhilde the warrior Valkyrie from 

Wagner’s opera Der Ring des Nibelungen. However, often derived from the stereotyped 

male Viking, the portrayal of the latter was far from being Historic and remained tainted 

by male authors’ desires. Beside some exceptions the imagined Norse women relatively 

stand discrete in comparison to the prominent male Viking. 

1.2 Thesis Aim and Objective 
 

From Marvel’s Thor comics (1962-today) to Robert Eggers’ The Northman (2022), 

Norse gods and Vikings males formed the epicenter of Pop Culture’s Viking-age 

imagination, a landscape which tends to relegate Norse women to eternal seconds roles, 

love interests, slaves, sorceress, Valkyries and female warriors. Whether or not Medieval 

Norse women are being represented, their imagined roles seem to be redundant, 

constricted and doomed to repeat themselves; they either serve the male protagonist’s 

interest or echo males warriors’ skills and ambitions. However, one can wonder: Is the 

idea of Medieval Norse women limited to these two images? In light of this, I wish to 

explore in finer details the portrayal of Norse women in the Entertainment business, more 

specifically in the film genre. I will analyze the nature of these modern representations 

and understandings, (their agency and depiction), locate recurring tropes and attempt to 

separate the historical from the fictional. Questioning the diverse representation of 

 
6 John Lind, “Vikings and the Viking Age,” in ВИСЫ ДРУЖБЫ, ed. N. Yu. Gvozdetskaya, I. G. Konovalova, E. A. 

Melnikova, A. V. Podosinova, (Mosca: Dmitry Pozharsky University, 2011), 214. 
7 Elisabeth I. Ward, “Viking Pop Culture on Display: The Case of the Horned Helmets,” Material Culture Review 54, 

no.1 (Fall 2001): 7. https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/MCR/article/view/17894   

https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/MCR/article/view/17894
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women’s lives, I will examine creators and their targeted audiences, assess ties between 

society and the identified portrayals and I will try to deduce the reasoning behind these 

stereotyped figures. In order to achieve my goals, I will analyze and compare the fictional 

Norse women to their proclaimed historical counterparts, in order to determine whether 

a semblance of reality resides amid the imagined representations. I will also take a look 

into a potential origin of the Viking woman stereotype, (in both depiction and agency). 

The main body of study will therefore concentrate on the current portrait of Norse women, 

as interpreted and constructed by the cinematographic scene. 

In recent years, scholars of Old Norse literature and history, as well as devotees of the 

academic field of gender and women’s studies, such as Jenny Jochens, Judith Jesch and 

Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir i.a., directed their scope towards the lives of the Norse 

women. However, fewer attention was paid to Norse female’s representation in modern 

media, but interest for the matter has been growing for the last 30 years. Highlighting, the 

importance to conduct such studies. I believe that female representation through culture 

raises questions pertaining to women’s designated role within society and deserves to be 

meticulously examined. By looking at modern representations of past women, we may 

analyze the modern agenda, ultimately unearthing modern proclivities and obsessions. 

Moreover, analyzing such portrayals will be revealing of both modern societal changes 

and shifts in the depicted female figures. Are these representations invariably objects of 

male desire, or is there more to it?  

To correctly analyze the diverse representation of Norse women in Modern day media, 

this thesis approaches the problematics through three theoretical angles (detailed in 

subchapter 1.3 Methodology), derived from different fields of study. Because I am 

dealing with modern and fictional images of the past, my work is consequently concerned 

with the study of the medieval past as understood by the present, thus the field of 

medievalism will form the necessary main core of this research. Furthermore, since 

Viking-age stereotypes are so anchored in the modern mind, it is important to understand 

the process which led to the popularity of the Norse woman, historical and fictional alike. 

In this sense, memory studies will prove to be a valuable source for the following 

research. Lastly because I am dealing with female image and figures, resorting to feminist 

studies appears to be relevant. 
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1.3 Methodology 
 

1.3.1. Medievalism and Gender 

Presenting a global definition of the term medievalism would constitute a harsh 

endeavor, indeed medievalism studies are broad and interdisciplinary, each definition 

being specific to the field of studies it is tied to. Moreover, the understanding of the 

Middle Ages is in itself diverse, and bears many definitions.8 However, one can assert 

that the study of medievalism is inherently concerned with the modern reception and 

vision of the Middle Ages, more precisely with the post-medieval understanding of the 

medieval past. As Louise D’Arcens explains medievalism can be defined in our European 

context, as the “reception, interpretation or recreation of the European Middle Ages in 

post-medieval cultures.”9 A theoretical approach encompassing three defined phases; 

accordingly, reception is concerned with how the Middle Ages are received by a culture, 

interpretation with how the Middle Ages is understood and interpreted by a culture, and 

recreation with how cultures fantasize and imagine what remains to be explained of the 

Middle Ages. It englobes everything that was produced by past medieval cultures (from 

material culture to ideologies and politics, etc.). Therefore, through the spectrum of 

reception, interpretation and recreation, I will analyze how the cinema industry perceived, 

understood and recreated the life of Norse women.  

However, the latter theorization only constitutes a part of D’arcens definition of 

medievalism which she furthers in this commentary:  

One broad distinction that might provisionally be made is between the medievalism of 

the ‘found’ Middle Ages and the medievalism of the ‘made’ Middle Ages. The first 

kind has emerged through contact with, and interpretation of, the ‘found’ or material 

remains of the medieval past surviving into the post-medieval era, while the second 

encompasses texts, objects, performances, and practices that are not only post-

 
8 Louise D’Arcens, Introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Medievalism, ed. Louise D'Arcens, Cambridge 

Companions to Culture. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 4-5. 
9 D’Arcens, Introduction, 1. 
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medieval in their provenance but imaginative in their impulse and founded on ideas of 

‘the medieval’ as a conceptual rather than a historical category.10  

From this perspective, the reception of the Middle Ages as reproduced within films and 

modern culture belongs to medievalism of the ‘made’ Middle Ages and is, in consequence 

centralized around the concept of a constructed medieval world rather than a historic one. 

While investigating modern media revival of the Middle Ages, attention should also be 

paid to the culture, and media which created these images, which is what this thesis aims 

to do.  

When studying the reception of female representation in post medieval cultures and 

art, consideration should be given to the gendered aspect of the produced imagery, as the 

studied portraits can carry diverse meanings towards their gender, and thus be interpreted 

“as embodiments of social attitudes towards gender.”11 Disparity among the sexes has 

drawn the attention of feminist scholars since the emergence of woman and feminist 

studies in the sixties and seventies.12 As this study deals with modern images of past 

woman, it is important to study intersections between what is understood to be medieval 

and what pertains to the domain of gender representations, encompassing the gender 

norms of the present and that of the studied material. In similar manner to Madeline H. 

Caviness, I will look at “feminism as a way of interrogating this distant cultural 

production.”13 Concisely, by using feminist approaches, I will analyze the relation 

between the image of Norse women and society. 

1.3.2 Memory Studies 

Stereotypes are indubitably products of social and cultural life, for this reason they are 

transmitted from one human being to another, and therefore endure the test of time. 

Because of the latter, memory studies prove itself to be an indispensable motor to the 

study of collected discourses. As defined by Margaret Clunies Ross, “Memory studies are 

concerned to trace the development of different kinds and levels of memories and 

 
10 D’Arcens, Introduction, 2. 
11 Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir, “Gender,” in The Routledge Research Companion to the Medieval Icelandic Sagas, 

ed. Ármann Jakobsson and Sverrir Jakobsson (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 227. Routledge Handbooks Online.  
12 Patricia J. Gumport, Introduction to Academic Pathfinders: Knowledge Creation and Feminist Scholarship, ed. 

Patricia J. Gumport (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2002), xv. 
13 Madeline H. Caviness, “Feminism, Gender Studies, and Medieval Studies,” Diogenes 57, no.1 (February 2010): 

31. https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192110369441  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192110369441
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memorialization over time, both within and beyond defined social groups and at the level 

of the individual.”14 Within the scopes of memory studies, it is rendered possible to assess 

how symbols, archetypes, ideologies, beliefs, and stereotypes came to existence, and are 

remembered through human memory. In short, it can allow us to see how the past has 

been remembered and is remembered in the present.  

However, as in many fields of study, memory studies are divided in sub-branches, each 

being associated to the concordant theoretical framework. Among them we can 

distinguish ‘cultural memory’ which according to Pernille Hermann is a type of memory 

which “result from a dynamic interplay between past and present and are continually 

reconstructed and cultivated according to the needs of the present,”15 a memory which 

she opposed to the concept of “lived memory,” a term coined by Maurice Halbwachs. 

According to him, lived memory represented the memory experienced by individuals and 

shared in the presence of others who themselves experienced the same event.16 For 

instance, it can relate to the shared experience undergone by the audience during a movie 

screening. If a group of friends were to see a Viking film together, they would therefore 

share the same memory of Norse women on screen. Influencing each other in their own 

experiences, re-shaping the memory of the group as one. Which consequently would 

create shared memory of fictional Norse women among the group (“lived memory”), 

which they could later share with third parties who were not present at the time of the 

screening but have their own constructed recollecting of Norse women (“collective 

memory”). Spreading images which will become stereotypes as they grow. However, it 

should be noted that the concept of “lived memory” in its limitations, cannot be directly 

applied to our created images of Norse women, as the creators of these portrayals never 

shared the lives of the pictured women. But based their ‘memory’ of Norse women upon 

pre-existing memory of memory of memory of others etc, which in this sense is collective.  

In this regard, collective memory will prove itself to be an important tool for the thesis 

theoretical approach. Because collective memory offers to look at how societies are 

 
14 Margaret Clunies Ross, “I: 28 Reception Studies,” in Handbook of Pre-Modern Nordic Memory Studies: 

Interdisciplinary Approaches, ed. Jürg Glauser, Pernille Hermann and Stephen A. Mitchell (Berlin, Boston: De 

Gruyter, 2018), 361. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110431360-034   
15 Pernille, Hermann "Concepts of Memory and Approaches to the Past in Medieval Icelandic Literature," 

Scandinavian Studies 81, no. 3 (Fall, 2009): 288, https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/concepts-memory-

approaches-past-medieval/docview/215678055/se-2?accountid=28822  
16 Maurice Halbwachs, La mémoire collective (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1950), quoted in Pernille 

Hermann, "Concepts of Memory, " 288.  

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110431360-034
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/concepts-memory-approaches-past-medieval/docview/215678055/se-2?accountid=28822
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/concepts-memory-approaches-past-medieval/docview/215678055/se-2?accountid=28822
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created and solidified through the means of memory, it will particularly be useful to the 

study of the constructed past. By using collective memory theory, I will be able to deduce 

how the stereotypical Norse women of modern media were constructed and came to 

existence, without eluding the means by which they survived in collective modern 

memory. 

1.4 The Medieval Woman in Modern Movies  
 

Vikings and their world were quick to draw the attention of Film studios. Soon, the 

Vikings began to massively invade Hollywoodian productions and joined the ‘Medieval 

film corpus, a film category which as describes Bettina Bildhauer is rather multilayered 

and situational.17 According to her, the use of the term Medieval film, refers mainly to 

movies which are collectively understood to be set in medieval times. “However, these 

dates and periodisations are all highly arbitrary and problematic, and vary from nation to 

nation, film to film and even from historical study to historical study.”18 Parameters which 

if applied to films thoroughly would prove themselves to be a harsh endeavor for anyone 

who wishes to grab the bull by the horn.  

Nonetheless, scholars and history enthusiast focus on the historicity and accuracy of 

films and other products of mass media culture constitute an enterprise which is certainly 

valid but remains to be thoroughly questioned, as deems A.Kelly in his article “Beyond 

Historical Accuracy : A Postmodern View of Movies and Medievalism.”19 When 

criticizing the historical inaccuracies of films and media, scholarly work often tends to 

dismiss the entertainment and monetary value of the productions. However, the latter 

represents important key elements of the created content, as Linda Hutcheon points out 

“there is an obvious financial appeal to adaptation as well.”20 As product of art and 

culture, films and their screen writers strive to appeal to their contemporary audiences, 

often resulting in a mainstreamization of the created cultural product, in terms of vision, 

content and codes. The use of recognizable stereotypes outweighs the need for historical 

 
17 Bettina Bildhauer, “Medievalism and Cinema,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medievalism, ed. Louise 

D’Arcens, Cambridge Companions to Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 46. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9781316091708.004  
18 Bildhauer, “Medievalism and Cinema,” 46. 
19 A. Keith Kelly, “Beyond Historical Accuracy: A Postmodern View of Movies and Medievalism,” Perspicuitas: 

Internet Periodicum für mediävistische Sprach, Literatur und Kulturwissenschaft, (2004): 1-19. 

http://www.perspicuitas.uni-essen.de/medievalism/articles.htm 
20 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, (New York, London: Routledge, 2006), 5. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9781316091708.004
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accuracy, because stereotypes provide a sentiment of comfort to the audience, as 

Hutcheon iterate “recognition and remembrance are part of the pleasure (and risk) of 

experiencing an adaptation; so too is change.”21 

However, I am not saying that because of their financial aspect films should remain 

unapproached. On the contrary, it is important to study their emergence, cinematography, 

and message; encompass what is deemed inaccurate about their discourses; understand 

why specific medieval tropes are depicted or altered in certain ways; “ask just what we 

expect of a screen version of an ancient poem, or a representation of the past, and to make 

sure that what we look for is reasonable or even possible.”22 Furthermore, as David 

Williams pinpoints, by “Setting aside that question of educational value, the significance 

of these ‘medieval movies’, apart from considerable intrinsic merits, is both wider and 

more profound, as a modern response of the imagination to the history and literature of 

the past.”23 Reminding us that working through the lens of medievalism studies, 

indubitably implies dealing with the remediation and imagination of the past. Medieval 

movies diverting from original source material is de facto what makes them worth 

studying. Nonetheless, while doing so, one should always keep in mind the primary 

function of films which is their entertainment value, in order to fully understand their 

construction, and reasoning. As films are first and foremost work of fictions illustrating 

the vision of a handful of people; creators, producers, and directors possess different goals 

(whether it being informative, entertaining, creative, or financial), and are apt to changes 

as films go through different stages of productions. Furthermore, the very process of 

creation is in its nature a changing constant. 

Norse women have been appearing on the silver screen ever since their male 

counterparts conquered the film industry. However, even if both parties exchange lines, 

their screen time and roles are quite different. Because this thesis deals with the 

representation of female characters, it is important to study their images over time, as it 

will allow us to identify any popular and recurrent images and changes. Moreover, I 

would stress that it is equally important to study their diverse appointed function, as they 

are bearer of the society’s given role to women. Their portrayals ultimately reveal 

 
21 Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, 4. 
22 David Williams, “Medieval Movies,” The Yearbook of English Studies 20 (1990): 3. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3507517 
23 Williams, “Medieval Movies,” 2. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3507517
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women’s societal place at the time of the movie’s creation and distribution, and 

subsequently unveil the audience’ and the movie creators’ understanding of medieval 

women in the North. Dissecting this image is a rather important task, as A. Kelly explains 

many American students, and I will here take the liberty to enlarge his scope to the general 

public, acquire their historical knowledge and medieval time’s assumptions from films.24 

A reality which emphasizes the importance of the study of medieval movies, and even 

more the study of gender in films as our Norse female screened characters might be 

understood as figures of the historical past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
24 Kelly, “Beyond Historical Accuracy,” 1. 
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2  A Viking film from the 20s: The Viking (1928) 
 

2.1  An Introduction to the film 
 

The Viking is a 1928 American silent movie, directed by Roy William Neill, and 

produced by The Technicolor Motion Picture Corporation, which used the movie to 

promote their coloring technology.25 The film is an adaptation of Ottilie A. Liljencrantz’s 

novel The Thrall of Leif the lucky, and not a direct adaptation of the Vinland sagas, yet 

the plot revolves around the discovery of Vínland by Leif Erikson. Among the 

protagonists are Leif Erikson, Egil the Black (the Danish Viking), Alwin (Earl of 

Northumbria), Helga Nilsson (the orphan Maid and protégée of Leif). Even though the 

movie central theme is in finality the voyage which led Leif to the discovery of Vínland 

and therefore North America, Pauline Stark’s feminine role: Helga, holds a leading place 

in the movie. Her character is undoubtably at the crossroad between the women’s and the 

men’s world. Nonetheless, her evolution will be marked by duality and internal conflict. 

2.2  Ordinary Norse Women 
 

2.2.1 Inhuman strength 

Before diving into Helga Nilsson’s character, I 

find it important to observe the few other Norse 

women who rarely share the screens with her.  

The slaves promptly acquired, Helga and Sigurd 

returned to the 

village. There a 

woman can be 

seen furiously approaching Sigurd’s horse.26 She is no 

other than Sigurd’s wife angered by the sight of her 

husband’s female slave. Surprisingly, her mood will 

 
25 Arne Lunde, Nordic Exposures: Scandinavian Identities in Classical Hollywood Cinema (Seattle: University of 

Washington Press, 2010), 16. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvcwnp73  
26 The Viking, directed by Roy William Neill (Technicolor Motion Picture Corporation, 1928), 00:15:00. 

Figure 1: Sigurd’s wife Angrily 

staring at Sigurds and his slave. 

Figure 2: Sigurd’s wife happy to 

accept the slave as her gift. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvcwnp73
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quickly resume or so we think, when her husband reveals that the slaves is a gift intended 

to her, as the intertitle says, “a Greek slave for your birthday, woman.”27 Follows a joyful 

exchange of taps between her and Sigurd, which comically ended in Sigurd’s fall, as she 

pushes him too hard on the floor. 

 

If primarily the function of the scene is to provide a comical relief situation to the 

spectator, it would be regrettable to assume that it only serves this purpose. Sigurd’s wife 

stature and her unwomanly strength, speak for her northernness, which cannot be matched 

by the Greek slave. She is a physical representation of the imagined popular ideas tied to 

the North and Norse women, as fantasized, maybe even fetishized by the Western world. 

In the male dominated Viking world, women had no choice but to be strong, both in 

character and physically, to endure the raw nature and merciless weather of the Nordic 

lands. This assumption is also tied to the popular misconception of a totally equal Viking 

society. As proven by Helga Kress:  

Literary history contains many statements concerning the strong women of Old Norse 

literature, where strength is equated with freedom. The strong women this literature 

depicts are not free. But they are strong, and their strength consists in resisting 

oppression-- they refuse to be oppressed. They do not succeed, but their protest is 

everywhere in the text.28  

 
27 The Viking, 00:15:34. 
28 Helga Kress, “Taming the Shrew: the rise of patriarchy and the subordination of the feminine in Old Norse 

literature,” in Cold counsel: women in Old Norse literature and mythology: a collection of essays, ed. Sarah M. 

Anderson, Karen Swenson. (Routledge, New York, 2002), 91. 

Figure 3: Sigurd and his wife exchanging affectionate taps, until Sigurd falls.  
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Moreover, when Christianity reached medieval Scandinavia, the societal relationships to 

gender drastically changed. Because of the difference between the Christian sex-gender 

system and the Norse one, Old Norse society appeared to be gender-equal compared to 

medieval European Christian societies.29 Even though, the women of Old Norse literature 

appear to be equal to the men, the reality counted by their narratives was other. Sigurd’s 

wife is a perfect personification of Kress’s comprehension of Norse strong women, as she 

rivals with the men both in strength and will, in order to protest. 

2.2.2 A Norse woman at the court 

It is in Greenland, at Eric the Red’s 

court, that a noble woman is introduced to 

the screen.30 Eric the Red’s wife is shown 

knitting next to him, a common role often 

assigned to women in medieval 

representations. Her husband quickly 

comments on the garment that she is 

making, believing that the coat is intended 

for their son Leif and therefore too big for 

him. A comment which she is not afraid to 

disprove, as she feistily answers back “Not if he has grown as fat as his father.”31 This 

portrays Eric the Red’s wife as a woman who is not afraid of any men’s wrath, certainly 

not the one of her husband, who she defies in front of his own court with no consideration 

for his male pride. Again, this portrayal depicts the Old Norse society as an equal one. 

   

 
29 Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe,” Speculum 68, no. 2 

(1993): 385-386. 
30 The Viking, 00:40:44.  
31 The Viking, 00:41:19. 

Figure 5: Eric the Red and his wife arguing about their son’s garment. 

Figure 4: Eric the Red’s wife knitting by 

his side, in front of his court. 
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Furthermore, she is the only woman shown attending the court, which places her at the 

heart of the male political sphere, and allows her to take part in courtly business, unlike 

the Northumbrian women presented in the film. Her presence within the male political 

sphere opposes her world to the noble Northumbrian society where noble women live all 

peacefully together, away from male affairs. There, women live in a dedicated wing of 

the castle, where they embroider, pray, play music and pet small animals harmoniously.32 

A safe heaven, where the only male presence consists of a few monks, and Alwin. The 

delicate interactions between Alwin and his female entourage denote from the brusque 

behavior of the Vikings, expressed in Sigurd’s strong but affective taps with his wife and 

Eric the Red’s and his wife voiced argument. Undeniably, the Northumbrian female 

dominated court represents the courtly love, and intellect while the Viking court 

represents the savage and Barbarian one.33 A motif which founds echo within indigenous 

riddarasögur where aristocratic values and courtly love are opposed to primitive 

conduct.34  

2.3  Did you say independent women? Helga Nilsson: Maiden, 

Valkyrie, Gender bender 
 

2.3.1 She can save herself: The noble Nordic woman incarnated? 

Helga Nilsson is presented to us as “an 

orphan of noble blood – leaving the life of 

Viking Sea rover.”35 Helga’s blond beauty and 

noble descent speak for her Nordic genes. She 

first appears on screen clumsily riding and 

falling from her horse, in a steel scaled breast 

armor and silver feathered helmet. Her written 

introduction is accompanied by Wagner’s 

score Ride of the Valkyries, portraying Helga as 

 
32 The Viking, 00:02:50 - 00:03:54. 
33 Lunde, Nordic Exposures, 26-27. 
34 Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir, “From Heroic Legend to ‘Medieval Screwball Comedy’? The Origins, Development 

and Interpretation of the Maiden-King Narrative,” in The Legendary Sagas: Origins and Development, ed. Ármann 

Jakobsson, Annette Lassen, and Agneta Ney (Reykjavík : University of Iceland Press, 2012), 242. Routledge 

Handbooks Online. 
35 The Viking, 00:08:55. 

Figure 6: Helga Nilsson after falling 

from her horse, in scaled armor and 

feathered helmet. 
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a Wagnerian Valkyrie,36 both in style and nature. Additionally, Helga’s companion in 

arms is named Sigurd, yet another reference to Norse and Germanic tradition and 

Wagner’s interpretation of the latter. Helga, in many aspects can be link to the Valkyrie 

Brünnhilde from Wagner’s opera Der Ring des Nibelungen. But unlike Wagner’s version 

of the tale, Helga shares no romantic interest with Sigurd/Siegfried. In that regard, Helga 

does not strictly embody a copy of Wagner’s Brünnhilde but represents an embodiment 

of the romanticized Valkyrie, and by association evokes the tale of a noble woman fated 

to love and its complication.  

Helga’s character is strong and self-reliant, 

despite being hurt on many occasions, she tries to 

hide her discomfort when observed by third parties. 

When Sigurd wished to attend to Helga’s harmed 

wrist,37 she jokingly declines and bounds her own 

injured arm. Helga representation pertains to the 

figure of the strong independent woman and shield-

maiden who doesn’t need the help of men. In fact, 

outside of the marriage sphere, Helga receives 

order from no one (men included) and takes her 

own decisions. She chooses to buy Alwin and 

decides to whip and keep him regardless of others’ 

opinions.38 Her denial of male’s judgement 

symbolizes her pride and own autonomy, both in 

choice and in financial self-sufficiency. Feeding the 

popular discourse of an equal Old Norse society. 

Furthermore, Helga is not afraid to command men. She obviously commands and scolds 

her slave, she also stops Egil the Black (One of her aspiring suitors) from killing Alwin, 

by ordering Egil to put away his sword.  

 

 
36 Lunde, Nordic Exposures, 29.  
37 The Viking, 00:09:16 - 00:10:38. 
38 The Viking, 00:22:55 - 00:24:40. 

Figure 7: Helga hiding her pain 

away. 
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Despite possessing a delicate figure, Helga is never afraid to defy men, even though 

she is of no match to their strength (early in the film she loses in a physical argument to 

Alwin). But, regardless of this loss she still dominates her slave, both in terms of hierarchy 

and social domination. By putting her hand above Alwin’s shoulder, Helga affirms her 

superiority. Helga’s portrayal is reminiscent not only of the independent woman, but also 

of the dominatrix figure who emasculates men’s ego and dignity. 

2.3.2 Liminality between the masculine and the feminine 

Helga portrayal is rather ambiguous and liminal. Her 

depiction fluctuates between the feminine and the 

masculine. Her feminine appearance and behavior clash 

with her combat armor and proximity with the male sphere 

(seafarer activities). Nonetheless, Helga is never seen 

fighting, it rather seems that she bares the role of a fashion 

icon. Indeed, Helga wears a variety of different 

outstandingly feminine and seductive yet often warrior like 

outfits. As a high rank woman, Helga’s portrayal is 

reminiscent of the screened representation of Noble Norse 

women found in Pop Culture. If the popular conception of 

the Vikings depicts the men as “bearded, horned helmeted, 

skin-and-hide-wearing Vikings,”39 it is customary to see 

Vikings women portrayed as being young, beautiful, tall, 

blond haired (often braided), and capable. In their analysis 

of the film The Saga of the Viking Women and Their 

 
39 Kevin J. Harty, “Introduction: Save Us, O Lord, from the Fury of the Northmen"; or, "Do You Know What's in 

Your Wallet?” in The Vikings on Film, ed. Kevin J. Harty (Jefferson and London: McFarland & Company, Inc., 

2011.) 3. 

Figure 8: Helga whipping, commanding and asserting her superiority over Alwin. 

Figure 9 : Helga’s 

wardrobe part 1. 
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Voyage to the Waters of the Great Sea Serpent (1957), Laura A. Finke and Martin B. 

Shichtman, go as far as to associate blondness characteristics with higher leadership 

capacities.40  

However, Helga’s accentuated femininity denotes with the brutality of the other Norse 

women in the film, this can be explained by the nature of her role in the movie. As a main 

female character in a medieval film intertwining romance and adventure tropes, Helga is 

narratively designed to be a romantic gimmick. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, Helga’s depiction is not strictly 

feminine, she once transgresses the constructed 

gender barrier. To resume briefly, after a 

disagreement with his father, Leif decides to set 

sail for unknown sea and orders Helga to stay in 

Greenland. Of course, she does not listen to him, 

and disguises herself as a male Viking warrior, 

and secretly joins Leif’s boat. By disguising 

herself as a man, Helga’s crossdressing is 

reminiscent of the female status and incapacity to join the men on their journey to Vínland 

as such. Seafaring, and raiding activities are perceived as male affairs.41 To join them, she 

needs to escape her biological condition, a deed which finds echo within the strong 

heroines of the fornaldarsögur who bent the gender sphere and participated in masculine 

 
40 Laurie A. Finke and Martin B. Shichtman, “Between Exploitation and Liberation: Viking Women and the Sexual 

Revolution,” in The Vikings on Film, ed. Kevin J. Harty (Jefferson and London: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2011.) 

155. 
41 Judith Jesch, Women in the Viking Age (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1991), 1. 

Figure 10 : Helga’s wardrobe part 2. 

 

Figure 11: Helga disguised as a male 

Viking. 
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adventures.42 One example of the latter is Hervor from Hervarar saga og Heiðreks. 

Additionally, I would argue that Helga’s male disguise operates as a symbol of her 

internalized masculine behaviors, which she must abandon in order to embrace her 

womanhood and amorous sentiment. When Alwin discovers her under her costume, she 

concedes into her desires and femininity. By succumbing to Alwin’s charms, she becomes 

a woman. Therefore, she refuses to be an innocent young girl anymore and renounces her 

tomboyish “Vikingness”. She becomes the woman of Alwin an English Noble men and 

slave to whom she ultimately submits.  

2.3.3. Helga an empowered woman? 

Even though Helga’s “Nordic independence” and personality appears to be a feminist 

representation, on many occasions this will not prove to be true. I would argue that Helga 

is not a symbol of emancipation, but one of submission. Indeed, her independence only 

exists to be taken away by men. Her forcefulness and autonomy will eventually be 

crushed, and she will return to the expected status quo of being a men’s ownership. Her 

return to the gendered societal order of patriarchy, will be marked both by Leif’s attempt 

to marry her (a marriage from which she had to be saved by another man), and secondly 

by her union with Alwin, her savior later in the story. As a self-taught woman acting 

above male authority, she ultimately succumbs to men. Her character is stricken by 

duality, she both is a male fantasy and the emasculating female.43 She appears to be 

untameable and unreachable but will not be able to resist the men’ ambitions. In this 

aspect, Helga’s story, resembles Maiden-Kings narratives where a Maiden-King’s reign 

exist only “to be rectified through her subjugation and marriage, restoring the male 

dominated and patriarchal order.”44 Her internal fight and masculine act, evoke her refusal 

to comply to the preconceived gender role, yet when confronted to the man of her 

“dreams,” she submits and accept her role. Furthermore, Helga’s stereotypical 

Northernness portrays her as the uncivilized virgin maiden from a far imagined land. 

Moreover, by uniting with Alwin a noble English man and settling in Vínland, Helga’s 

role transforms. The association of hers and Alwin’s noble descent added to his 

Christianity forms the core of the movie agenda. Leif’s settlement and discovery of 

 
42 Friðriksdóttir, “From Heroic Legend,” 231. 
43 Lunde, Nordic Exposures, 27. 
44 Friðriksdóttir, “Gender,” 233. 
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Vínland is portrayed in the movie as a peaceful Christian establishment. In this narrative 

the Vikings are said to be the first white colonizer of America: “And the first white man 

set foot on the shores of the New World”.45 By settling in Vínland and marrying Alwin 

Helga, becomes the first white woman to “set foot in the New World,” “The Viking 

ultimately suggests that the coupling and interbreeding of these two aristocratic lineages 

might well mark the Edenic origins of white America.”46 An America which by affiliation 

is therefore Christian and Nordic. Helga’s new acquired womanhood transfigures her role 

into one of a maternal and founding figures. This particular feature of Helga’s story 

resembles the one of a women named Guðriðr Þorbjornsdöttir from the Vinland sagas. 

A figure which 19th century American antiquarians considered to be the first white 

Christian European woman who settled and gave birth in America, marking the 

commencement of white America’s Nation.47 Note worthily, “Norse imagery has in the 

past notoriously been a powerful conveying motor to dangerous radical political 

ideology,”48 it comes with no surprise that the pseudo-documentary ending of The Viking 

tried to use Helga portrayal to that end. 

2.4  Desire embodied 
 

Besides relating the fictionalized Viking journey to Vínland and displaying Viking 

masculinity, life and conversion to Christianity, the movie is equally concerned with 

archetypical medieval romances, a romance which is interlaced with the character of 

Helga. As we will see, Helga is both desired on screen by the men of her world, who 

lavishly contemplate her figure and furiously glance when other men desire her, and she 

comparably is the object of desire of the film’s audience. Women want to be her, while 

men desire to own her.  

 

 
45 The Viking, 01:27:14. 
46 Lunde, Nordic Exposures, 30. 
47 Anette Kolodny, “Gudrid Thorbjornsdöttir: First Foremother of American Empire,” in Women’s Narratives of the 

Early Americas and the Formation of Empire, ed. Mary McAleer Balkun and Susan C. Imbarrato (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 9-28. 
48 Tveskov and Erlandson, “VIKINGS, VIXENS,” 35. 
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2.4.1 A Prey to men’s desires 

What would be a medieval romance without a female protagonist to desire? It would 

simply not exist. Assuredly Helga is the coveted female figure in The Viking. She inflames 

the three main male protagonist hearts. Three man who literally fight and attempt to kill 

each other for her heart, regardless of her personal feelings. Egil the Black does not 

hesitate to let her know what his feelings are for her, as he declares “Helga … I love 

you.”49 Sadly, Helga does not feel that way and rejects his romantical advances. However, 

her response will not stop Egil’s desires towards her, on the day of her forced marriage 

to Leif, he tries to kill Leif, claiming that: “it was all -- for love-- of Helga.”50 Moreover, 

Helga’s marriage to Leif was decided without her consent. Indeed, Leif developed new 

romantic feelings towards Helga and set his mind to marry her. Helga’s pubescent 

development is at the heart of the men’s desires and notably initiated Leif’s newfound 

attraction for her.51 Her arranged marriage and unwanted love shows that Helga has no 

say in the matter, and ultimately brings her back to her gender-based confinement. In the 

Viking world marriage rarely was the bride’s concern, but a commercial formality52 

marking the to be bride capacity to procreate.53 Analogously, Helga’s marriage 

consequently marks her passage into womanhood.  

 

 

 

 

 
49 The Viking, 00 :18: 13. 
50 The Viking, 01: 25 :44. 
51 The Viking, 00-51-08 – 00-51-54. 
52 Kolodny, “Gudrid Thorbjornsdöttir,” 11. 
53 Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir, Valkyrie: The Women of the Viking World (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2021), 

37. 

Figure 12: From left to right: Egil, Leif, Alwin and Egil range of emotions towards 

Helga. 
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2.4.2 A Prey to her own desires 

Throughout the movie, Helga’s sentiments towards 

men will be diverse and changing. They range from 

sentiments of friendship, adoration, and respect to 

sentiments of love and passion. But within her Viking 

world, it seems that Helga never felt such sentiments as 

romantic love as if she never considered romance to be a 

possibility. It is only when she first meets Alwin that her 

desires ignite. As Helga’s romantic sentiments progress, 

her masculine behaviors transform into femininity. Her 

love for Alwin is expressed through her many costumes’ 

changes and seductive poses. In truth, Helga’s is still 

internally fighting with her new blossoming desires and 

tries to hide her feelings away by wronging Alwin. Helga 

has not accepted her womanhood yet, and tries in spite of 

herself, to resist her inner voices. Because she had never 

felt that way before, Helga does not know how to process 

and act upon her feelings. Her love for Alwyn is what will ultimately seal her coming into 

adulthood. Helga’s tale is the tale of a woman who discovers her true self and womanly 

condition, however, her coming of age cannot be accomplished without the help of men. 

2.5  Contextualizing: Contemporary release, audience, and women 
 

Despite the patina of authenticity offered by these movies, their portrayals of 

rationality, social relations, and gender roles are clearly more about the present than 

the past.54 

In an attempt to fully understand the identified Norse female screened portraits, it is 

important to contextualize their representations, with the Hollywood fashion in place at 

the time of the film release. Films often function as mirrors of the society they are 

contemporary of, they are the “most popular and effective medium through which social 

 
54 Tveskov and  Erlandson,“VIKINGS, VIXENS,” 41. 

 

Figure 13: Helga burning 

desire and seductive poses. 
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realities are reconstructed and restructured.”55 The different characters, stereotypes and 

actions shed lights on the structural issues and construct of societies.  

2.5.1 Hollywood, Women and American society in the 20s 

The cinema of the 20s was no exception. More strikingly, according to Joseph Wood 

Krutch the 20s themselves “illuminates fundamentals issue of the twentieth century,”56 

consequently one can say that the cinema created in this era speaks for the struggles and 

changes of the twentieth century.57 The aftermath of World War I marked a shift in 

America, and in its cinema as well.58 As a result, blossoming societal themes were 

introduced into motion pictures. For instance, “with gender roles in flux, films confronted 

the quandary of defining a new masculinity and femininity, and explored the shifting 

dynamics of power between men and women.”59 Steve Neale in his review of Lea Jacobs’ 

The Decline of Sentiment: American Film in the 1920s appoints partly this shift on, “a 

new sexual permissiveness,”60 while Lucy Fisher assigns this change to a transitional 

emancipation of women and emphasize the newly obtained women right to vote.61 Thus, 

different archetypes of female characters saw the light of day, one of the most prominent, 

being the one of the flapper figure. Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that these 

newly created portraits remained creation of, mostly, men. The flapper, a young 

rebellious, disinhibited woman is reminiscent of the 20s interest in the growing youth 

narrative. The youths constituted a fruitful market for different companies and industries, 

and as explained by Sara Ross, the movie industry was eager to appeal to this growing 

and spendthrift audience. Consequently, movies adjusted their themes to appeal to them. 

The narratives and characters needed to be attractive enough to bring youngster into the 

theaters and scored Box office numbers.62 However, in some regards, Hollywood also 

desired to catch the eye of the “respectable middle-class women,”63 but the flapper figure 

 
55 J. Anjana, “Redefining Womanhood: Subverting the Constructed Feminity in Films,” Journal of Critical Reviews 

7, no.1 (2020): 1277. 
56 Joseph Wood Krutch, The Modern Temper: A Study and a Confession (New York: Har court, Brace and World, 

1956), quoted in Lucy Fischer, “Introduction: Movies and the 1920s,” in American Cinema of the 1920s Themes and 

Variations, ed. Lucy Fischer (New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2009), 1. 
57 Lucy Fischer, “Introduction: Movies and the 1920s,” in American Cinema of the 1920s Themes and Variations, ed. 

Lucy Fischer (New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2009), 1. 
58 Steve Neale, review of The Decline of Sentiment: American Film in the 1920s, by Lea Jacobs, Film Quarterly 64, 

no. 1 (Fall, 2010): 79, https://doi.org/10.1525/fq.2010.64.1.79  
59 Sara Ross, “1922: Movies and the perilous future,” in American Cinema of the 1920s Themes and Variations, ed. 

Lucy Fischer (New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2009), 73. 
60 Neale, review of The Decline of Sentiment, 79. 
61 Fischer, “Introduction,” 5. 
62 Ross, “1922: Movies and the perilous future,” 74-75. 
63 Ross, “1922: Movies and the perilous future,” 75. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/fq.2010.64.1.79
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did not fit the mold. Hollywood needed to adapt flapper’s narratives in order to avoid 

rejection of any sort and censorship claims. With that goal in mind, Hollywood decided 

to include candide heart and morals to the flapper heroin narrative, as “moral lesson was 

often a selling point” 64 too. 

2.5.2 The screened women of the 20s (the Flapper figure) and The Viking (1928) 

The new female film’s archetypes and narratives of 1920 Hollywood found echo 

within the studied Norse women of The Viking. As portrayed in the film, Helga represents 

young female liberation and questions the boundaries of both gender expression and 

gender roles. In her own way she embodies the 20s flapper figure in a non-flapper movie. 

Flapper movie were: 

Often adapted from a literary source, these films typically featured an attractive young 

woman who rebels against her family by doing such things as endorsing free love 

(though at most she may kiss a man), drinking, smoking, wearing risqué clothes, 

driving fast in roadsters, going to wild parties, and generally kicking up her heels in 

ways that were a powerful box office draw for the younger set.65 

Similarities between Helga character and the flapper figure are clear, she is a young 

rebellious woman, candide at heart who wears short skirts, drinks, is fashionable, 

embraces unconventional love and questions the construction of her own world. She, as 

many of the flapper girls, is seductive by nature and on a path to embrace the love her 

heart dictates. By resisting lustful men and being in opposition with the social norms of 

her world, she redefines an appointed male gaze and transcends it into a female gaze. She 

succumbs to her own lustful desires. Needless to say that Helga’s portrayal raised 

question regarding women’s own sexuality, a tendency found in numerous films of the 

period,66 such themes appealed greatly to young audiences.67  

However, Helga’s implied wild sexuality is on numerous occasions preyed by the men 

of her world, who desire to acquire and restrains her sexual freedom, and equally nourish 

 
64 Ross, “1922: Movies and the perilous future,” 75. 
65 Ross, “1922: Movies and the perilous future,” 75. 
66 Janet Staiger, Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical Reception of American Cinema, (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2021), 132. 
67 Sumiko Higashi, “1927: Movies and the New Woman as Consumer,” in American Cinema of the 1920s Themes 

and Variations, ed. Lucy Fischer (New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2009), 189. 
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the interest of the male audience who saw her as an exotic fantasy. Men’s enterprise 

towards Helga can only be accomplished by the act of marriage and are evocative of 

society’s judgment. Ultimately, by marrying Alwin and becoming a Christian woman, 

Helga, alike the flapper girl who “must learn her lesson and reform her naughty ways by 

the end of the picture,”68 conforms to the contemporary norms of American society at the 

time. Her story not only advices the young generation to behave properly, but by doing 

so becomes appealing to the conventional middle-aged American lady. The 

paradoxicality expressed by the film’s moral subtexts is reminiscent of a changing age 

which was captured on screen,69 where both old, and young generations could see parts 

of themselves and explore each other’s world.  

Furthermore, Helga’s marriage to Alwin bares meaning pertaining to the growing 

Americanness sentiment of the 20s.70 Alwin’s education, moral code, religion and 

femininity opposes him to the “barbaric Viking” of Helga’s world. His position as a 

civilized man designates him as the perfect American family man. Therefore, the 

American housewife of the 20s could have identified with Helga’s attraction for Alwin. 

Their union marked the beginning of the white-American Nation, intrinsically bringing 

Helga and white Christian American women together. 

Differently, Eric the Red’s spouse which we saw by his side at the court, sets an 

example of women acting in the political sphere. Despite the fact that she is not seen 

partaking in any political decision, her very presence is an example of women 

intermingling in the political male dominated sphere and sets a message of progress to 

women of all ages. As explained by Marcia Landy, films’ portrayal of women standing 

strong in the face of political adversity and male dominance, assuredly affected female 

audience of the time in a positive way.71 Moreover, caucasian women in America 

obtained the right to vote on August 19, 1920, thus the very presence of an unflinching 

women at a brutal Viking court can act as a confidence motor for female audience and 

 
68 Ross, “1922: Movies and the perilous future,” 75. 
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encourage them to take part in the political life. Undoubtably, “Films are tools of social 

criticism which can act as instruments of change.”72 
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3  A Viking film from the 20s: Erik the Conqueror (1961) 
 

3.1  An Introduction to the film 
 

Erik the Conqueror (italian: Gli Invasori) is a 1961, Franco-Italian movie shot in 

Technicolor and directed by Mario Bava. Claimed by many to have been greatly inspired 

by the 1958 American movie The Vikings, Erik the Conqueror counts the tale of two 

Vikings brothers, Erik and Eron sons of the late King Arald. After a battle opposing the 

Vikings to England, both children brothers were separated and grew apart in England and 

Viking land (as no country is specified). Conquest, battle, treason, savagery, sweat, 

reunion, and love are without saying on the menu, again all the ingredients for a pictured 

hypermasculine Viking world are gathered.  

  If at first glance Erik the Conqueror, gives the impression to the spectators to be a film 

concerned with the destiny of two lost Viking brothers, it would be only partially correct. 

Indeed, the screened women whether English or Norse, secretly carry roles essential to 

the movie correct deployment, and without them many of the movie events and plot would 

have simply not seen the light of day. Daya and Rama, two Viking twin sisters will 

notably be at the heart of the movie’s intrigue.  

 3.2  Ordinary Norse women: Spouse and housewives 
 

One of the first appearance of Norse women in the movie shows unknown civilian 

women hugging a young boy and each other on a boat fleeing away from a ravaging 

battle, the boy in question being Eron. This might seem to be an innocent scene without 

too much importance, but non naively the showcased women are shown in their maternal 

role, protecting and nurturing children. Their maternal instinct is layed bare, an instinct 

which pushes them to comfort each other and to attend to the young saddened Eron. In 

another scene, other ordinary women are seen caring for children in a village, ultimately 

enclosing them in this role. To some it may seem insignificant, but the fact that the 

movie’s extra Norse women are only seen caring for children says a lot about the 

assumption and beliefs regarding Norse women’s past life. One can observe that there is 

a tendency of picturing ordinary Norse women in their housewive’s responsibility, a 

particularity which can be seen in other Viking films movie such as the 1958’s The 
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Vikings, where ordinary women are shown attending to men and serving mead.73 This 

continuity of portrayals reveals that Hollywood producers were inclined to believe that 

ordinary Norse women’s life revolved strictly around the Household. A condition which 

can be corroborated by the place of the women during the fifties.    

 

Moreover, the boat on which the women escaped was predominantly occupied by 

women, offering a different view of the dreamt Norse society than the one seen in chapter 

2. In the film’s narrative, women are the ones escaping and consequently not taking part 

in the battle, which was left for the men to fight. Norse women here are pictured as 

defenseless and weeping victims of the English enemy, not forceful warriors. Thus, 

restrained by their womanhood, the ordinary women, as affiliated with children and 

maternity represent the future and perpetuity of the Viking group. A characteristic which 

was also represented by Helga Nilsson’s final progenitive role. Ultimately, this reveals 

that regardless of their social status, screened Norse women, and women in general are 

constricted to the everlasting maternal figure’s role, an image which ubiquitously expands 

to the screen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
73 Katia Saci, “What They Do in The Shadows: The Shadowed Women of Viking Films” (final class paper, 

University of Iceland, 2021), 6. 

Figure 14: Norse women attending distressed children.  
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3.3 Two sisters for two brothers: Daya and Rama, Innocently Born 

into a Men’s World 
 

3.3.1. Pray not to be preyed: the object of the men’s desires. 

It is in a scene showcasing dancing women performers, that 

we meet two of the main women protagonists, the beautiful 

and blond-haired twin sisters Daya and Rama.74 Two 

sisters whose fate is tied to the two male brothers of the 

film, Eric and Eron, to whom they are the love interest. 

From the start Daya and 

Rama are portrayed as the 

object of the male desires. Their central role is revealed as 

they lately and centrally join a lavish Viking dancing 

ritual. The camera centers on them and reveals their 

wardrobe and props (pink and lilac veils, swords) which 

differs from the ones of the other female performers (black 

veil and daggers). Simple artifice, which portrays them as essential and important 

protagonists, but also places them at the heart of the men’s gaze and desires. Manifestly, 

Daya and Rama’s objectification is shown through different mechanisms, for instance the 

ritualistic dance in which Daya and Rama participate takes place on a stage which is 

enclosed by a strictly male audience. Furthermore, during the same dance we can see 

Eron looking intensively at the sisters. The shot presents him from behind, while the 

object of his attention: the sisters, are shown from the front. It is made clear for the 

spectators that Eron holds desire for one the sisters. Because of the nature of the shot and 

the reluctancy to show Eron’s face in the latter, the sisters are positioned as the inevitable 

object of Eron’s desire. Eron is an embodiment of the male gaze and desires from which 

the sisters cannot escape. However, it is important to indicate that Eron and Daya are 

mutually in love from the start, unlike her sister Rama, whose love for Erik will firstly be 

forced on her.  

 
74 Erik the Conqueror, directed by Mario Bava (S.C. Lyre, Criterion Film' Paris, Galatea S.p.A. Rome, 1961), 

00:11:42, https://youtu.be/USrtoeEEtQI  

 

Figure 16 :  Daya dancing. 

Figure 15 : Rama dancing. 

https://youtu.be/USrtoeEEtQI
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3.3.2 Fated to the men: Did They Had a Choice?  

Daya and Rama story is inevitably linked to the men, their very existence is tied to the 

ones of the men they interact with, from their birth to their death. Even more significantly, 

shortly after the end of the dancing performance it is indicated that Daya and Rama are 

Viking “vestals,” the term vestals is here employed to designate virgin women whose life 

and body are destined to be Odin’s ownership from birth, an alteration of the old Norse 

Valkyries. From the start of their existence, Daya and Rama are the property of men, they 

are destined to live their life according to the men’s desire, as they have no say in their 

life decisions. Furthermore, the women of the film regardless of their social status have 

no control over their lives, considering that even the King’s daughter, a vestal, was 

sentenced to death by a men assembly including of her father. Her only crime was to love 

a man, and by this act betrayed her pledge to Odin. This screened portrayal of Norse 

women shows a society in which women are not the sole owner of their lives and are 

forced to rely on men to decide on their behalf. They are by definition opposed to the 

women of England who act for themselves, represented by queen Alice who secretly 

adopted Erik, and reigned over her country after the death of her husband. In the manner 

of The Viking (1928), the Christian kingdom of England contrast with the archaic and 

outdated Norse society.  

Figure 17: The dancing ritual, centered on Rama’s and Daya’s performance, 

expressing their natural opposition. 

Figure 18: Daya and Rama at the centered of the male gaze, On the left the male 

audience, on the right Eron.  
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3.3.3 The Forbidden fruits: The Virgin Vestal a Male Fantasy 

As seen above, Daya and Rama are presented as vestals, virgin woman at the service 

of Odin, yet the men of the story exhibit few considerations towards the tradition when it 

comes to the desired women. Even though, Daya vestal’s condition by tradition forbids 

her to be owned by any other man than Odin, Eron wishes to acquire her no matter what, 

regardless of her status and opinions. Highlighting that the desire of a man will not be 

stop by anything, not even by higher authority, placing the Norse virgin woman as an 

object of men’s unstoppable lust. This is furthered by Erik and Rama love narrative. After 

meeting him for the second time, Erik admits to Rama that he is in love with her. He 

declares “all men carry with them an image of the perfect woman in their heart, and now 

that dream has come true you are my dream, you are my very soul.”75 At this moment, 

Rama tries to resist this new temptation but fails as Erik forces her into a nonconsensual 

kiss. Despite her many reluctancy, Erik took what he wanted and in an instant crushed 

Rama’s vows and pure nature, as we understand that they consumed their “fated” love. I 

would argue that Daya and Rama Norse priestess characters are reminiscent of the same 

Norse virgin female fantasy which was associated to Helga Nilsson’s character in The 

Viking (1928), a Norse virgin, sexualized and desired by men (protagonists and audience). 

As indicates Elena Lindholm Narvaez, “the sexualized image of Nordic women as 

liberated and willing is perhaps the contemporary world’s most widespread media image 

of Nordic identity.”76 Even though not always willing, Daya, Rama and Helga are 

perceived to be as such, by males. They are pure beings, destined to be owned and guided 

by men, from who they are indubitably the prey, regardless of their personal will. Men 

whose desires are motivated by what they are forbidden to acquire, exhibiting a form of 

powerplay.  

Ultimately, women are represented as lusted objects that the men are forbidden to own, 

the defended fruit, they are therefore beautiful body of temptation, both physically and 

morally. Their ownership is indubitably the affair of men, as their lives are decided by 

them before they can even say a word and given to a male divinity. Thus, their entire lives 

 
75 Erik the Conqueror, 00:49:32 - 00:51:58. 
76 Elena Lindholm Narvaez, “The Valkyrie in Bikini: The Nordic Woman as Progressive Media Icon in Spain, 1891-

1975,” in Communicating the North Media Structures and Images in the Making of the Nordic Region, ed. Peter 

Stadius and Jonas Harvard (London, New York: Routledge, 2016), 197. 
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are dictated and revolve around men. For instance, the twin sisters transit from being 

Odin’s ownership, to men’s hostage and finally belongs to the separated Viking brothers.  

3.4  Two face of the Same Coin: Daya and Rama, Duality of Persona 
 

3.4.1 Temptress and Femininity: The Damsel in Distress, Daya. 

The character of Daya in the film fits many of the damsel in distress prerequisite. Her 

femininity and defenselessness constrict her to this role. As a vestal she can only dream 

of a knight in shining armor to save her from her pre-established life. Only here, her 

knight in shining armor has been replaced by a Viking named Eron. Because of Daya’s 

religious condition, their hypothetical relationship appears to be doomed from the start. 

Eron’s desires being unstoppable, Daya’s delivrance will form the core of his motivation. 

For her sake, Eron will become king. By becoming king, he will be able to deliver Daya 

from her vestal’s vows as he says: “if I were king only a king by making you his wife 

could release you from your vows. Yes, if I were king […] Yes Daya, I will be king, I 

will.”77 Despite Daya’s reluctancy, as she fears for his life, Eron successfully becomes 

the King and thus marry and consumes her freely, claiming ownership over her woman’s 

body.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daya is the temptress who lures Eron on the path of rebellion and power. In spite of 

herself she goads her man on the path to power and death. It is by becoming king that 

Eron ultimately faces his deathly fate. Daya is pictured as the romantic interest of Eron, 

the woman whose ownership will inevitably lead Eron to battle, a defended fruit which is 

fatal, the lost lamb who needs to be saved. Despite the very fact that she is against Eron 

 
77 Erik the Conqueror, 00 :15 :44 – 00 :17 :59. 

Figure 19: Daya and Eron’s marriage ceremony. 
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new goal, fearing for his life, she is the element which motivates Eron’s actions and 

allows the movie plot to pursue.  

Eron and Daya’s union is what places her 

in a complicated situation. She is abducted by 

Baron Ruthford as a mean of extortion, 

becoming the prey of another man. 

Portraying again, Daya as a damsel in distress 

in need of men’s help, waiting to be save 

from the grip of men, by other men. 

However, interestingly on the day of Eron’s 

funeral, Daya joins him on his journey to the 

world of the dead, as she sets on fire the funeral boat and disappear with it. Daya’s 

ultimate sacrifice is a rather nuanced happening and can be interpreted in many different 

ways. One may wonder whether the act of joining her husband in death was her own 

choice, which marks her first independent action of the film, and shows that Daya was a 

brave woman after all. Or it may simply be, that the film’s makers desired to portray Daya 

as a woman fated to join her husband in death, borrowing traits from Shakespearian 

tragedy and showing what they believe to be Viking age burial customs.  

3.4.2 Braveheart and Bravery: The Savior, Rama 

Rama’s role in the film is crucial and not entirely bound to her gender, unlike her sister 

Daya. she, at numerous instances saves people, including Erik,78 and his substitute mother 

the Queen of England.79 Actions which portrays her as a savior. When she encounters 

Erik stranded on the shore for the first time, He quickly comes back to his senses and 

exclaim: “Do you exist? are you real or an angel? First, I’d thought that I was dead, then 

when I heard you speak with a beautiful voice of an angel, I didn’t mind a bit;”80 An event 

which without any doubt equates Rama to a guardian angel figure. Holding her guarding 

role close to her heart, she guides Erik towards the closest village, a deed which saved his 

life. In another scene, Rama is shown tending to the imprisoned Queen of England, Queen 

Alice. She brings her food, water, and converses with her. Seeing the Queen’s distress, 

Rama tries to appease her sorrow, and searches for ways to help her, despite the animosity 

 
78 Erik the Conqueror, 00:43:32 - 00:46:12. 
79 Erik the Conqueror, 00:48:04 - 00:49:3. 
80 Erik the Conqueror, 00:43:32 - 00:46:12. 

Figure 20: Daya setting fire to Eron’s 

funeral boat, and ultimately joining him 

in death. 



 

40 

opposing their two worlds. Rama embodies again, the role of a savior, a naïve angel with 

a pure heart, whose benevolance knows no boundaries. Interestingly, Rama is considered 

by Queen Alice who is a Christian woman, to be the priestess of the Pagan gods, and asks 

her to prey to them on her behalf. But Rama’s depiction resembles more the one of a 

salvatory Christian angel than the one of a Pagan figure, “resurrecting” Erik from a 

plausible death by simple means of her own persona, convincing Erik to save Eron his 

brother, who at the time being was his enemy, and assisting Christians in need of help as 

we will see. Furthermore, Rama embodies a symbol of treason to her clan, as she betrays 

her vestal vows for the love of a Christian and saved the enemy.  

Rama savior’s actions not only serve the purpose of portraying her as an angelic figure, 

but they are also major plot devices. Without her deeds, the story of Erik would not have 

gone beyond the stranded shores. When Rama meets again Erik near the village,81 he 

learns that his mother is being detained here by the Vikings. Consequently, Rama 

undertakes the task of rescuing both of them and comes up with a plan. Beside saving 

them again, Rama is depicted as a woman who thinks and acts better than certain men 

protagonists. However, she still remains, an object and folly of the men, to whom she 

succumbs.  

Although Rama countlessly saved Erik, he accuses her of being a temptress, thus Rama 

is reduced to her womanly condition. Erik falsely thought that Rama was marrying Eron, 

the whole affair was a misunderstanding, but it did not prevent him from changing his 

thoughts about Rama. Even if Erik is mistaking, his new assumptions towards Rama, 

depict her as a perfidious woman who lures man as she pleases, opposing her to the 

Christians values which he possesses.  It is only when Rama, releases him from his jail 

by poisoning the guard with whine, that he understands his mistakes. Here again Rama’s 

intellect is shown. Globally Rama’s intelligence is superior to the one of the men of the 

film. She tricked the guards and is responsible for Erik’s and Queen Alice’s escape, her 

plan would have gone without fails if it wasn’t for the stupidity of Erik, who represents 

the brainless masculine and muscle figure. Rama’s heart equals her bravery and whit, 

unlike her sister Daya, Rama is capable of plenty.  

 
81 Erik the Conqueror, 00:49:32 - 00:51:58. 
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Undoubtably Rama and Daya are two different face of the same coin. Two twin sisters 

fated to love two twin brothers. They represent two sides of Norse women on screen, one 

that is reminiscent of the damsel in distress figure, the woman who only exist and live to 

be saved by men, the other is a kind but naïve maternal figure, whose help, generosity, 

and resourcefulness knows no boundaries, a Norse guarding angel who shows affinity 

with Christianity. However, regardless of their personality they both are sensitive to the 

love of men, to whom they are the object of desire. Their lives are guided by them, 

whether they are given from birth to a god, or depend on and only exist through the love 

of a man. Ultimately, the pictured Norse women are dispossessed of their bodies. The 

Norse women as represented by this movie, play huge roles in the destiny of men but are 

constricted to their gender roles. They remained in the female sphere and did not partake 

in combat, clashing with the popular Norse female warrior stereotype.  

3.5  Contextualizing: Contemporary Release, Audience and Women 
 

3.5.1 Hollywood, Women and American Society in the fifties and sixites 

Erik the Conqueror came out on the silver screen in 1961, to fully understand Norse 

women portrayals made by the film industry at that time it is important to take into 

account the industry of the fifties as well. In the fifties and early sixties Hollywood 

suffered from a decrease in Box office numbers. As explains David E. James, the changes 

in America Post-war social patterns troubled the sector of cinematographic entertainment. 

According to him the increased numbers of birth natality combined with the booming of 

Tv post hurt the industry.82 Hollywood lost its monopoly on production and distribution 

which thus allowed for a “decentralization of production,”83 and led to the 

mainstreamization of exploitation cinema.84 Independent filmmakers from all around the 

world capitalized on and captivated the youth attention with stories alternating between 

horror, science fictions and sexual liberation.85 The new diversity of genre and reduced 

censorship,86 paved the way for new “historical” narratives. 

 
82 David E. James, Allegories of Cinema, American film in the sixties (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989), 
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83 James, Allegories of Cinema, 26. 
84 Finke and Shichtman, “Between Exploitation and Liberation,” 151. 
85 Finke and Shichtman, “Between Exploitation and Liberation,” 151-152. 
86 Finke and Shichtman, “Between Exploitation and Liberation,” 152. 
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The fifties in comparison to the sixties held strong traditional values and by nature 

denote with the liberation movements of the sixties. To some on the conservative side, 

the sixties marked the downfall of America and America’s values.87 However, if the 

feminist movements of the sixties may picture an age of total women’s liberation, the 

reality was other. According to Stephanie Coontz in her reevaluation of Betty Friedan’s 

The Feminine mystique, American women in the sixties were not as liberated as we might 

think.88 The American society of the sixties still upheld forms of “female passivity.”89 

Laws in different States still favored the dominance of a husband over his wife, such as 

the “head and master laws,” 90 a woman was denied “legal rights to any part of her 

husband’s earnings or property,”91 single women were singled out from opening banking 

accounts, married women equally faced difficulties with banks.; accessing business 

creation was more difficult for women than for men.92 Women’s access to work and 

education was similarly limited. The list could go on and on. The women of the sixties 

remained for a time, as the women of the fifties the wives, spouses, sisters and mother of 

men, their existence, lives, and rights still revolved around the men in their entourage. 

Unhappy women for the most part, who pretended to find some levels of comfort in being 

housewives.   

3.5.2 The Screened Women of the fifties and sixites and Erik The Conqueror (1961) 

Cinema was equally still a patriarchal domain, male productions and narratives 

dominated the screen. By the end of the 30s, the “Flapper” or “New woman figure” was 

abandoned, Hollywood regained interest in masculinity, men’s desire, and women’s place 

was relegated to the marital household93. Although they are not housewives, Daya and 

Rama are fated to the men, their very existence is controlled by and dedicated to men. 

They simply comply to men’s exigency. In that regards Daya and Rama resemble the 

women of the fifties and early sixties. Their condition of vestals and sensual appearances 

designate Daya and Rama as men’s object of desire. In this respect, Daya and Rama 
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portrait can be traced back as far as the stereotyped Virgin of “The cinema of attractions”. 

Early cinema as explain Pierre Chemartin and Nicolas Dulac in “La femme et le type: le 

stéréotype comme vecteur narratif dans le cinéma des attractions,” relied mostly on 

recognizable stereotyped figures to which the audience would be familiar with.94 In their 

study they notably identified a women stereotype figure which they refer to as “La 

Vierge,”95 which is the french for “The Virgin.” Their description of “La Vierge” is as 

follows:  

“La vierge apparaîtra sous les allures d’une belle jeune fille, douce, émotive et souvent 

offensée par les avances d’un homme un peu trop insistant ; […] De plus, la vierge est 

souvent représentée de manière à exalter l’innocence et la naïveté”96 

It translates to: 

“The virgin appears under the traits of a beautiful young women, gentle, emotive, and 

often offended by the advance of a men often too persisting; […] Moreover, the virgin 

is often represented in a certain manner which magnify innocence and naivety.”97 

In every aspect Daya and Rama fit this description, they are young beautiful and 

delicate virgin ladies with feminine voices, manners, and appearances who at first repel 

the advances made by their suitors, faithfully to their pious virtues. Their vestal nature is 

an embodiment of purity and moral values but is in contrast with their abdication to men’s 

desire. A paradox which could have found echoes within the women spectators of the 

sixties, Rama’s pure hearts and Christian values certainly pleased the middle-aged woman 

while Daya’s more pronounced behaviors attracted the young. The young spectators of 

the time had a desire for screened “maleness and femininity.”98 Sexual and gender 

representations were important means of discovery  and self-construction for teenagers, 

a social need to which cinema responded.99 Furthermore, in her book Interpreting films: 

 
94 Pierre Chemartin et Nicolas Dulac, “La femme et le type : le stéréotype comme vecteur narratif dans le cinéma des 
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97 The translation is mine. 
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studies in the historical reception of American cinema100 Janet Staiger argues that the 

women audience of the fifties would have associated with the desired female characters 

of movies. She speculates that “men likely attended to the mystery and suspense portions 

of the movie, while women were attracted to the romance scenes.”101 Women could see 

themselves through the romantical relationship of the couples Daya/Eron and Rama/Erik. 

They could have then, positively identified with the objectification of Daya and Rama by 

their male counterparts.  

While Daya embodied the damsel in distress, Rama, embodied a semblance of women 

liberation, this opposition of text was frequent in Viking exploitation films which 

“ironically, offer up the pleasures of female objectification within narratives of political 

and feminist liberation.”102 In the end, Daya and Rama characters remained embodiments 

of male desires on screen, and appealed both to the young teenage boy in the audience 

and to the men protagonists. Their portrayal follows the logic of the social construct of 

the time which hatched “within a sexist ideology and a male-dominated cinema,”103 where 

a “woman is presented as what she represents for man…”104 and “represents not herself, 

but by a process of displacement, the male phallus.”105  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
100 Staiger, Interpreting Films 88. 
101 Staiger, Interpreting Films, 88. 
102 Finke and Shichtman, “Between Exploitation and Liberation,” 150. 
103 Claire Johnston, “Women’s Cinema as Counter Cinema,” in Notes on Women's Cinema, ed. Claire Johnston 

(London: SEFT, 1973), quoted in David E. James, Allegories of Cinema, American film in the sixties (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1989), 304. 
104 James, Allegories of Cinema, 304. 
105 James, Allegories of Cinema, 304. 
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4  A Viking Film from the 2010s: How to Train Your Dragon 

(2010) 
 

4.1  An Introduction to the film 
 

How to train your dragon is a transmedia series of three animated movies adapted 

from Cressida Cowell’s children books series of the same name How to train your dragon 

(2003-2015). The movies were produced by DreamWorks animation, and were 

afterwards merchandized into different Tv-series, short movies, Comics, Videogames, 

and live show performances. How to train your dragon first of name was released in 2010, 

the film takes place in and imagined reality where Vikings and dragons share the same 

land. Emphasis is place on the animosity between the two groups. The movie follows the 

coming of age of a young teenage boy named Hiccup and his struggle to find his place in 

an overly combative Viking society. A society in which as we will see women had their 

place. 

4.2  Ordinary Women: Not so Ordinary 
 

The fictional town of Berk in which live the Vikings of the film, is from the start 

pictured as a rough, cold and isolated place. Dragons holds there their residency, and they 

are not friendly, a reality which pushes the town habitants to respond dramatically with 

brutality. If at first glance, this vision of a world might seem to be a realm for men, the 

film soon shows the spectators that the Viking women of this island are up to the task. In 

the introductory scene of the film, the hero is seen tip toeing in between a battle opposing 

the villagers to dragons, among the heavy bearded men with fur, armor, horned helmet 

and weapons, valiantly equipped women are seen and heard fighting along with them. 

This directly shows to the spectators that the Viking women of Berk engage into combat, 

thus making no distinction between the men and the women. The women on many 

instances are shown as warriors, they play an equal part in their fictionalized society as 

do the men. The normality, or the ordinary as I like to call it, carries the cape of a warrior 

like society. The Viking women of Berk are represented in every man sphere, on a boat 

sailing away to battle, at the village assembly. 
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The reason behind the equal representation of Norse women in the film relies on 

different factors. Firstly, one can say that the reality of their world and the “Viking 

demeanor”106 shaped the women’s representation in the movie. Indeed, a tough world 

implies tough inhabitants, as in The Viking (1928). Berk is a world governed by what we 

can call masculine brutality where harshness leaves no place for the “weak,” as the 

chieftain of Berk proclaims about “Vikingness”: “it taught me what a Viking could do, 

Gobber. He could crush mountains, levels forests, tame seas!”107 In that respect, the 

women of Berk must be able to literally fight their way through life, their existence 

needed to be believable by the audience. Remarkably, the Viking women are robustly 

built which contrast with the body of the main male protagonist, who is defenseless and 

fragile. An imaging pertaining to the idea of a hazardous and merciless North seen before. 

A second interpretation of Berk Viking women’s image simply resides within the era of 

the film’s creation. How to train your dragon is a product of the 21st century. Even though 

inequality between the sexes and patriarchy are still of actuality, more and more efforts 

are put towards the path to total equality. Modern day medias as any media constitute a 

great canvas for societal questioning, it is evident that the equal world of the portrayed 

Viking is concerned with such notion. Furthermore, nowadays Nordic countries are often 

considered to be champions in terms of gender equality and recognition,108 therefore 

 
106 How to train your dragon, directed by Chris Sanders and Dean DeBlois, (DreamWorks Animation, 

Mad Hatter Entertainment, Vertigo Entertainment, distributed by Paramount pictures, 2010), 00:01:32. 
107 How to train your dragon, 00:11:02. 
108 Laura Maravall Buckwaltera and Joerg Batenb, “Valkyries: Was gender equality high in the Scandinavian 

periphery since Viking times? Evidence from enamel hypoplasia and height ratios,” Economics and Human Biology 

34 (August 2019): 182. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ehb.2019.05.007  

Figure 21: Berk’s women actively participating in the village affairs and warfare.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ehb.2019.05.007
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Berk’s northern gendered equal society would easily resonate with the audience 

expectations. In this equal world, no distinctions between the sexes are seen nor heard, in 

a scene where Hiccup argues with his father, we can hear him say: “Cause, I was thinking, 

you know, we have a surplus of dragon-fighting Vikings, but do we have enough bread-

making Vikings or small home repair-Vikings ?,”109  no references to the gender of the 

Viking’s professions are made, while in older movies a correlation between bread-making 

and women would have certainly be made, as it equated to the societal construct and 

gender role of the time, as for example the “brewing mead” Viking women of The Vikings 

(1958) mentioned before. 

Additionally, the equality of Berk’s 

villagers’ roles is further illustrated with the 

character of the unnamed old woman 

referred as the elder. Not much is known 

about her, but she holds an executive 

position among the fictional town. On the 

final day of dragon training, she chooses the 

winner of the tournament opposing Hiccup 

to Astrid, she is the one taking and making the final and decisive decision, and people 

look up to her for her counsel. She embodies the old and wise woman, whose life helped 

to shape her judgement. By choosing Hiccup over Astrid, the elder chose to privilege 

peace over war, it might be that she saw in Hiccup’s behavior towards the dragons, 

something that the other could not, a souvenir of the old time, a time where perhaps, 

Vikings and dragons lived harmoniously and that she might have known. Her choice, 

despite Astrid’s disappointment was thought through, she assisted to all the dragon 

trainings after all. Thus, we have an old Norse woman who in the image of her historical 

Norse analogue detained some power and was respected by her peers.110  

The women of Berk’s Viking community certainly enjoy a life of freedom and are 

considered the equal of men, a vision of Norse women which is tied to the idea of an 

equalitarian Norse and to the agenda of the century it was made in. Furthermore, the 

targeted audience equivalently played a role in the portrayal of all the characters and in 

 
109 How to train your dragon, 00:15:47. 
110 Friðriksdóttir, Valkyrie, 14. 

Figure 22 : The Elder wise woman. 
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the one of the Norse women. Because the movie is an animated feature produced by 

DreamWorks animation and adapted from a children book series, the movie is aimed 

towards a young audience. Representing an equal society where women enjoy the same 

level of freedom as the men becomes quintessential, as younger audiences are more 

inclined to be influenced by what they see and interact with. Creating non-stereotyped 

feminine role models for young girls is thus, a necessity which can help change 

mentalities towards a better society, “It is argued that exposure of children to other non-

sexist media may result in similarly positive effects on children as exposure to non-sexist 

literature has been found to have.”111 To great extent, the character of Astrid Hofferson 

represents a personified embodiment of that will. 

4.3  Young and Independent 
 

4.3.1 Responsible and Knowledgeable: Astrid 

Astrid Hofferson is a young teenage Viking woman, she notably is the love interest of 

the main hero protagonist, but first and foremost Astrid is her own woman. Her 

personality and skills are diverse, the spectator becomes familiar with her during the 

numerous dragons fighting trainings, in which she partakes actively among other Vikings 

teenagers. It is during these training that Astrid’s knowledge and capacities shine through. 

During the first training, she is the sole character who knows the answers to the asked 

questions and who fights skillfully and bravely with adequate techniques. Her cleverness 

is shown as she is the only one among the villagers to suspect Hiccup’s sudden acquired 

skills in dragon training. Animated by her powerful will, Astrid never loses focus, in any 

situation she remains undisturbed, she is highly capable and smarter than the boys. Astrid 

is really dedicated to her future career of a “dragon-killing Viking” that she consciously 

chose, consequently she is highly critical of herself.  

 

 

 

 
111 Isabella Steyer, “Gender representations in children's media and their influence," Campus-Wide Information 

Systems 31, no. 2-3 (2014): 171-172. https://doi.org/10.1108/CWIS-11-2013-0065 

https://doi.org/10.1108/CWIS-11-2013-0065
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The reason behind her warrior life wishes, resides in the nature of the world in which 

she lives in. Indeed, Astrid aspirations are motivated by the endless fight opposing the 

Vikings of Berk to the dragons. She made this vocation hers, as she perceives it as a duty, 

a responsibility that she took upon herself for the future of the village, persuaded that it 

is the only path. She notably says to Hiccup: “Is this some kind of a joke to you? Our 

parents’ war is about to become ours.”112 Despite her young age, Astrid is pictured as a 

responsible woman, more responsible than the male hero protagonist who possesses no 

affinity or talent for dragon fighting. She cares more for the village’s future, than for her 

owns desires, which she has not questioned yet. She bravely accepts her warrior’s duty. 

In a way, Astrid accepts her role in order to perpetuate her family’s honor and not bring 

shame on the latter, a motif which comparatively was an important characteristic of the 

Íslendingasögur.113 Additionally, the movie clearly shows that being a Viking of Berk 

equals being a dragon killer, not taking this path of life can be synonym with rejection 

and incomprehension, as it is expressed through the character of Hiccup. If Astrid did not 

take this path she could have been perceived as an outsider by the clan and thus rejected 

by society. 

4.3.2 She Rivals with the Men: Astrid 

As briefly seen earlier, Astrid is quite capable, alone 

she reunites all the ingredients for the perfect Berk 

fighter, she is skilled, fearless, “badass”, independent 

and smart. Always ready for combat she never leaves her 

axe which is her most faithful companion (a woman’s 

best friend). It can easily be argued that Astrid is a 

 
112 How to train your dragon, 00: 27: 29. 
113 Friðriksdóttir, Valkyrie, 24. 

Figure 23: Astrid during dragon fighting training. 

Figure 24: Astrid always 

accompanied by her axe. 



 

50 

representation of the Pop Cultural female Viking warrior, and her outfit speaks for this 

idea. Astrid is a “badass” young teenage girl, who surpasses the men.  Obstinate to defeat 

dragons, Astrid shows during dragon training, a broad diversity of combat and survival 

skills. She rivals with her male’s counterparts and even outshine them, while their 

pinnacle point consists in bothering Astrid in her actions. Astrid is by definition in 

competition with them, she is shown struggling to do her best, while they are failing. 

Because Astrid is confident in her skills and in her duty, she hates losing, especially to 

the men, in many instances her annoyance and anger are shown to the viewers. However, 

her rage is not to be seen as revealing of her female temperament, as it was the case in the 

previously analyzed movies. But it is to be understood as frustration for her non-rewarded 

capacities. Astrid’s portrayal shows that she needs no one to take care of her, certainly 

not the men, she is proud and independent. She perfectly embodies the fighting female of 

Berk.  

  

As self-determined as she is, Astrid does not fear the men, but she fears losing or seeing 

her world being shattered. She and another female teenager are depicted naturally rivaling 

and fighting with the men. A characteristic which like the Viking women of Berk, pertains 

to the equal society in which they live in, and therefore to the fantasized lives of Norse 

women. However, Astrid portrayal is cunningly reminiscent of the struggles encountered 

by women in their life and career. Astrid constantly tries to prove herself, she even trains 

in her free time. But in the end, she loses to Hiccup in the final dragon-training trial, not 

because of her skills, but because of Hiccup’s dragon taming tricks. Despite her efforts 

and seriousness, her achievements are not recognized to their rightful value, and are 

Figure 25: Astrid bothered by the male Viking teenager. 
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outshined by a man. Also, even though the following movies of the franchise are not 

studied here, it is interesting to note that in the continuity of the narrative, Astrid will not 

become chieftain of the village of Berk, but it will instead be Hiccup, as explains this web 

article.114  

Moreover, it is interesting to see that Astrid’s behaviors and personality are not 

particularly gendered, the Damsel in distress tropes that we have seen in previous movies 

is here being ridiculed and reversed. Many of the teenager boys who try to help and 

impress her outstandingly fail. On the contrary she is the one bearing the saving role. 115 

The tables have turned, Norse women here are not the ones in need of men’s help, but 

they are the one helping. When the male hero will be desperate, hopeless, and aimless, 

Astrid will be the one guiding him on the right path, helping him taking the decisive 

decision which sets him and the rest of the movie into motion. Just as her previous Norse 

female counterpart, Rama, Astrid helps in the shadow the men of the story.  

4.3.3 Astrid: The Object of Desire?  

From the very beginning of her 

introduction in the movie, Astrid is 

painted as the object of the main 

Protagonist’s desires.116 The latter scene 

is narrated by Hiccup and showcased to 

us in slow-motion, first we see Astrid 

from behind throwing a bucket of water 

into a fire which she extinguishes. Then 

she lavishly turns back and advance seductively towards us, tilting her hair back and forth 

while a new fire explosion is being lit behind her. This scene is highly interesting for 

many reasons, first as said above it paints Astrid as the love interest of the male main 

protagonist, as the scene is narrated and witnessed from his point of view, his blissed face 

is even showed. Secondly, when Astrid extinguishes the fire, we can see in this motif a 

tentative from Astrid to figuratively cool down the teenage boy’s ardor, but as she walks 

 
114 Jason Porath, “Astrid Deserved Better: An Animator’s Quest to Make DreamWorks Feminist–From the Inside,” 

The Mary Sue, November 7, 2016.  https://www.themarysue.com/make-dreamworks-feminist-again/  
115 How to train your dragon, 00:51:57 - 00:52:07. 
116 How to train your dragon, 00:02:52 - 00:03:16. 

 

Figure 27: Astrid extinguishing the fire. 

https://www.themarysue.com/make-dreamworks-feminist-again/
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towards him, and us, Hiccup’s passion (represented by the fire) grows uncontrollably. 

Her seductive catwalk and latter portrayal are remindful of the irresistible but dangerous 

femme fatale figure of film noir. But at the time her walking away from the fire 

confidently, resembles the stereotyped action movie’s scene in which the male hero calmy 

evades from an explosion. This scene depicts Astrid as a confident woman who is in 

control of her world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Astrid is on many occasions, desired by two of the Vikings teenager boys. After all 

Astrid is a beautiful young lady and corresponds to the long-established beauty canon 

attached to fantasized Norse women, the blond braided hair and blue-eyed Norse woman. 

However, Astrid might be the object of the men’s desires in the films, but her 

objectification differs from the previously studied narratives. Here, Astrid does not 

hesitate to turn down the men who desire her. She refuses to give them attention and is in 

total control of her sentiments. She does not surrender to men’s desire when asked to, but 

personally chooses to love who she loves. Nothing is imposed on her. She decides to care 

and love Hiccup at her own space. Every romantical move is initiated by her. The 

stereotypical model of standard relationship is reversed. Astrid is the sole owner of her 

own desire and of her person. Under her tough shell, Astrid is a sensitive individual who 

cares for her community.  

Figure 27: Astrid heroically and seductively extinguishing fire. 
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But her character development and purpose in the movie can still be questioned. Even 

though she is her own boss and fights among the men, Astrid’s role in the movie remains 

in the end, highly minor. One may wonder, if her only function consists in feeding the 

narratives amorous requirement, as were her Norse counterparts, Helga, Daya and Rama 

before. This duality of discourse often expressed through children’s literature is 

reminiscent of the traditional gender roles structuring society and is termed benevolent 

sexism.117 It is the more striking that “while female protagonists in some books may be 

displayed as assertive and also independent, they still decide to take on traditional female 

roles in the end,”118 a definition which transposes easily to film media, and particularly 

to Astrid.  Despite her capacities and resourcefulness, it is hard to see Astrid as other than 

the main male’s protagonist love interest. 

 

 
117 Amanda B. Diekman and Sarah K Murnen, “Learning to Be Little Women and Little Men: The Inequitable 

Gender Equality of Nonsexist Children's Literature,” Sex Roles 50 (2004): 373-375. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/B:SERS.0000018892.26527.ea  
118 Isabella Steyer, “Gender representations,” 176. 

Figure 28: Astrid hugging and kissing Hiccup. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/B:SERS.0000018892.26527.ea
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4.4  Contextualizing: Contemporary Release, Audience, And Women 
 

4.4.1. Animation Hollywood, Hollywood, Women and American society in the 2010s 

Because How to train your dragon is an animated movie, it makes sense to study a 

brief contextualization of the animation movie medium in America. It should be stressed 

that the audience of the film differs from the previously studied movies. Hollywood 

Animation films, as we know it today encountered in the past and continues to encounter 

changes and innovations. Overtime, cel-animated features began to be replaced by CGI 

(Computer generated Images) films. Noel Brown identifies two major phases within 

American animation tradition, the first one referred as the “classical”119 era is dated from 

1937 to 1989. During this period Animation features were not abundant, and Disney 

dominated the landscape. The second one, from 1990 to nowadays, is referred to as the 

“contemporary”120 era, this period is characterized by a growth of genre, style, production 

rate and a prevalence of the medium within America’s culture.121 While the classical era 

favored cel-animated features, the postmodern or contemporary era relied greatly on CGI 

technology and favored a diversity in used techniques, in an effort to revitalize the 

industry. 122 

Interestingly, American Animation gained in popularity after going through a 

transitional phase. From classic Disney to Pixar and DreamWorks studio, animation 

conquered the hearts and living rooms of American and worldwide family and obtained 

the respect of the American film industry. However, before the “renewal” phase, 

animation was not quite renown as a tangible art form in the industry. Lack of success 

from studios other than Disney123 and the industry snobbism124 certainly contributed to 

picture the genre as devaluated. This judgement might have arisen from the very origin 

of American animation’s debut. As Paul Wells suggests in Animation and America, the 

Hollywoodian animation industry descent from American cartoons which are themselves 

a symbiosis of different American art-forms including Western, Jazz and Broadway 

 
119 Noel Brown, Contemporary Hollywood Animation: Style, Storytelling, Culture and Ideology Since the 1990s 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2021), 2. 
120 Brown, Contemporary Hollywood Animation, 2. 
121 Brown, Contemporary Hollywood Animation, 2. 
122 Christopher Holliday, The Computer-Animated Film: Industry, Style and Genre (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 2018), 1-3. 
123 Brown, Contemporary Hollywood Animation, 3. 
124 Paul Wells, Animation and America (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2002), 1-2. 
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musicals. 125  In his approach, the broadness of the cartoon medium shaped the open 

mindedness and rich diversity of the American animation industry.126 For a long time, 

animated productions were considered to be, strictly “children’s entertainment”127 or to 

the upmost “family entertainment.”128 The still common conception, as claims Keith 

Booker, emerged from the 1930s’ development of children’s films “as an identifiable 

cultural phenomenon.”129 Booker identifies “Walt Disney’s inaugural features, the 1937 

classic Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs”130 as the starting point of Children’s long 

features films.  

4.4.2 Screened Feminism? Astrid 

Despite being referred to as “family entertainment,” Animation films are not to be 

undervalued. Although being set in imaginary worlds and realities, animation tackles on 

real societal struggles and dilemma, it evolves with its contemporary world. Animation 

in America “engaged with the contradictory conditions of American mores, reflected the 

anxieties within American culture, and offered insight into the mytho-political, and 

indeed, mytho-poetic zeitgeist of a nation.”131 The construction of How to train your 

dragon protagonists is modelled upon common understanding of modern American social 

archetypes;  the young teen characters as analyzes Sam Summers can be sorted “into 

common high school archetypes.”132 He further argues that they “resemble displaced 

American teens rather than medieval warriors.”133 In this context, it can be said that a 

character like Astrid expresses a range of young girls’ realities. Summers defines Astrid 

as “the popular girl,”134 but one could argue that Astrid only partly fits this archetype; 

yes, most of the male Vikings teenager fall for her charms, yet she is not artificial nor 

interested in boys. On the contrary, Astrid is surprisingly mature, responsible, and 

accomplished compared to the teens of Berk. Unlike classic Disney’s portrayal of young 

woman, Astrid denotes from the “stereotyped representations of passive women who play 

 
125 Wells, Animation and America, 1-2. 
126 Wells, Animation and America, 1-2. 
127 Wells, Animation and America, 4. 
128 Brown, Contemporary Hollywood Animation, 1. 
129 M. Keith Booker, Disney, Pixar, and the Hidden Messages of Children’s Films (Santa Barbara, Calif: Praeger, 

2010), 1. 
130 Booker, Disney, Pixar, and the Hidden Messages,1. 
131 Booker, Disney, Pixar, and the Hidden Messages, 1. 
132 Sam Summers, “hight fantasy meets low culture in how to train your Dragon (2010),” in Fantasy/Animation: 

Connections Between Media, Mediums and Genres, ed. Christopher Holliday and Alexander Sergeant (New York: 

Routledge, 2018), 233. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315166919  
133 Summers, “hight fantasy,” 232. 
134 Summers, “hight fantasy,” 232. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315166919
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secondary roles as weak, vulnerable, or submissive heroines.”135 From the start, Astrid is 

actively acting in the heat of the moment. She breaks from the conventional constructed 

image of the feminine self, which had been long reinforced by Disney’s stereotypes.136 

Astrid sets a model of independence and success for young girls. She teaches all gender 

and age that femininity is not constricted to one mold and exist in multiple forms. In that 

regard, Astrid resembles more the “Nontraditional women”137 of 21st century Disney.  

Astrid portrayal results from Dreamwork’s embracement of “progressive heroes”138 

and engagement “with the contemporary.”139 DreamWorks’ desires to address their 

young audience is expressed by “aligning the young characters so clearly with 

contemporary teenagers—and with contemporary children’s media.”140 Astrid’s place 

and struggles in her own society act as a mean to transpose the modern struggles 

encountered by young girls in a way that is “recognizable to the film’s target audience of 

modern North American children.”141 In a way, to the spectator Astrid’s independence 

and self-assurance is more believable in a mythical Viking world where patriarchal norms 

seem to be inexistant; her image of a female Viking warrior which is in Popular Culture 

assimilated with such temperament and toughness becomes believable. The medieval 

settings of Vikings film as analyze Laurie A. Finke and Martin B, “function as a kind of 

fantasy place where young audiences can imagine things like sea serpents.”142 The 

distance between her reality, and the modern reality faced by young girls interlaces and 

allows a place for self-reflection. On one level, the latter concern the younger audience 

of the film by means of self-projection, on a second level, it reaches the older audience 

of the film by giving parents, and grandparents insight into their conception of gender 

roles and own psyche, and at last, it gives them comprehension keys on how to understand 

and accept their children. 

 
135 María Del Rosario Neira-Piñeiro, M. Esther Del Moral Pérez, Lourdes Villalustre, “Female Leadership 

Represented in Animation for Children and the Sociocognitive Learning of 21st-Century Girls,” International 

Journal of Communication 15, (2021): 608.  
136 Booker, Disney, Pixar, and the Hidden Messages, 3. 
137 Brianna Prudencia Gutiérrez, “Breaking the Glass Slipper: Analyzing Female Figures’ Roles in Disney Animated 

Cinema from 1950-2013,” undergraduate thesis, (Honor Thesis. 39: Union College - Schenectady, NY, 2017), 10. 

https://digitalworks.union.edu/theses/39  
138 Summers, “hight fantasy,” 231.  
139 Summers, “hight fantasy,” 231. 
140 Summers, “hight fantasy,” 236. 
141 Summers, “hight fantasy,” 236. 
142 Finke and Shichtman, “Between Exploitation and Liberation,” 153. 

https://digitalworks.union.edu/theses/39
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Nonetheless, as decrypted in the precedent chapters, Astrid’s portrayal is not entirely 

a feminist daydream. By the end of the movie, Astrid returns to a heteronormative 

patriarchal status quo, as she officially becomes Hiccup’s lover. Echoing Disney’s 

archetypes found in fairy tale movie which as Summers says, “were therefore aimed at 

upholding the socio-cultural “status quo,” which we are further suggesting, is undeniably 

patriarchal.”143 Astrid’s treatment inherently reproduces the same falsely feminist scheme 

displayed by Disney’s Tangled, which despite portraying strong and independent 

heroines perpetuate “certain fairytale conventions, as well as patriarchal cultural 

norms.”144 Regrettably, with time, such stereotyped portrayal can affect young girls 

perception of themselves and “takes away the opportunity from girls to realize their full 

potential.”145 Samantha Langsdale and Sarah Myers argue that such a type of 

representation “presents an illusion of progress.”146 Independent female heroines who 

choose their own love interest but maintain certain requirement of femininity appears to 

be feminist only on the surface. They ultimately reproduce “conservative gender 

norms,”147 and pertain to an aspect of “post-feminism” which reject the need for 

continuing feminism as appoints Langsdale and Myers.148 In their approach, post-

feminism is as observed by Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra: 

inherently contradictory, characterized by a double discourse that works to construct 

feminism as a phenomenon of the past, traces of which can be found (and sometimes 

even valued) in the present; postfeminism suggests that it is the very success of 

feminism that produces its irrelevance for contemporary culture.149  

A movement that founds echo in the construction of Astrid’s Viking World, which 

appears to be devoid of patriarchal dynamics and inherently equal.  

 
143 Samantha Langsdale and Sarah Myers, “The evolution of reproductive fantasies,” in Fantasy/Animation: 

Connections Between Media, Mediums and Genres, ed. Christopher Holliday and Alexander Sergeant (New York: 

Routledge, 2018), 251. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315166919  
144 Langsdale and Myers. “The evolution of reproductive fantasies,” 252. 
145 Steyer, “Gender representations,” 177. 
146 Langsdale and Myers. “The evolution of reproductive fantasies,” 256. 
147 Langsdale and Myers. “The evolution of reproductive fantasies,” 256. 
148 Langsdale and Myers. “The evolution of reproductive fantasies,” 255-256. 
149 Yvonne Tasker, and Diane Negra, “Introduction: Feminist Politics and Postfeminist Culture,” In Interrogating 

Postfeminism: Gender and the Politics of Popular Culture, ed. Yvonne Tasker, and Diane Negra (Durham, London: 

Duke University Press, 2007), 8. 
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Furthermore, concerning Astrid’s limited feminist agency it should be noted that 

DreamWorks watered down the writing of her character in the following movies and 

series, and favorized the main male protagonist instead. According to former 

DreamWorks’ employee Jason Porath, executives were not in favor of Astrid becoming 

the chieftain and main character of the story, hiding behind the conjecture that a feminist 

heroin won’t sell enough.150 Stressing the reality of the industry, where box-office 

numbers overpower meaningful representations.151 On that note, partly emancipated 

female figures such as Astrid, are at the heart of Hollywood’s new financial craze. 

Narrated feminism became a lucrative and fashionable commodity as Brianna Prudencia 

Gutiérrez notes “The recent rise of positive portrayals of independent female characters 

in Disney animated cinema is in part due to the phenomena of consumer feminism. 

Consumer feminism is “about branding feminism as an identity that everyone can and 

should” buy. Thus, Disney has incorporated these independent positive female characters 

in their films recently to capitalize on feminism.”152 It goes without saying that 

Dreamworks and other animation studio hoped on the trend, as exemplified by Astrid 

story.  

On a final note, for scholars and adults Astrid’s portrayal of an independent women 

could lack consistency and greater purpose, but she remains a model and an example of 

women emancipation and independence to a younger audience. On that matter Isabella 

Steyer judiciously writes that “non stereotypic books, TV shows and IT programs, as well 

as computer games have the potential to destroy gender stereotypes and to open up a 

wider range of opportunities for both girls and boys.”153  
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5  Norse Women’s Popular Image, Inherited from Reality? 
 

The studied movies presented us various portrait of Norse women, from ordinary 

Norse villagers to warriors. Some portraits were more discrete than other, allowing the 

trope of the Viking women warrior to conquer the silver screen from the 30s to the 2010s. 

The recurrence of certain portrayals conveys to the public an image of Norse women 

“Viking” lives, but are these portrayals somehow anchored in reality? And how come the 

popular image of the Viking women warrior came to existence? These questions will be 

addressed in the following chapters.  

5.1  Historical Lives of Norse Women in The Viking Age.  
 

5.1.1 A Word on Literary Sources 

Similarly, to their male counterparts on screen, Norse women’s lives in the Viking Age 

were broad and diverse in many aspects. During the Viking Age, usually delimited from 

793 to 1066, the society in which Norse women lived evolved greatly; consequently, their 

roles and status evolved accordingly. Echoes of the lives of Viking women can be found 

in diverse written sources, however, aside from runic inscriptions and other foreign 

accounts, written sources were not all contemporary of the period. Literary culture 

principally developed during the 12th century in Norway and Iceland.154 The tradition of 

vernacular writing there, emerged from the Christianization of Scandinavia. Most of the 

remaining texts and manuscripts germinated from Icelandic literary culture. The corpus 

of Icelandic texts ranges from historical accounts such as the Íslendingabók, to 

mythological texts such as Snorri’s Edda and The Poetic Edda, to the fictionalized 

accounts of the Íslendingasögur and more. De facto, working with literary sources in 

regard to the Viking Age, prove itself to be arduous, as the accessible works do not 

constitute a direct testimony of the lives of Viking Age women. However, as Jóhanna 

Katrín Friðriksdóttir points out, some “elements of the sagas are recurring literary tropes, 

and carefully sort out what might reflect a distant reality, written sources give us some 

access to the Vikings’ identities, worldviews and ways of life.”155 The importance of the 
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Old Norse literary corpus should not be eluded, when investigated Norse women past 

lives. 

5.1.2 What Archaeological Evidence Tell Us  

5.1.2.1 Women and Craft: Seamstresses and Merchants 

If literary sources, only gives us an assumed picture of Viking Age women lives, 

archaeology can corroborate on the latter. The study of Viking Age graves disseminated 

through Scandinavia and foreign lands has proven to be a valuable assessment of the lives 

of Viking women. Judith Jesch in her book, Women in the Viking Age assesses that the 

study of grave goods paints a gender and social portrait of the lives of Viking Age 

individuals.156 Indeed, woman graves were often found along with jewelries and 

“implements […] used in the production of textiles, such as spindle whorls, wool combs, 

and weaving battens.”157 Such findings indicates that women were heavily involved with 

the making of garments, unlike men who were found engraved with weapons and 

blacksmith tools. 158 Women could simply create garments to dress their families or could 

as well sell these commodities at seasonal markets and gatherings; and “expand the 

household’s economy.”159 Women’s presence in foreign trading towns and centers 

(notably around the great rivers of Russia160) has been confirmed by grave burials’ 

evidence. Craft tools along with scales were associated with merchants and craftsmen’s 

activities, asserting women’s involvement in merchant life and trading activities. Women 

potentially joined their husbands or family’s journey to trading centers and towns and 

might even have settled there with them, hence the significant number of female graves 

found in Russia.161 Comparatively, in the important Landnámabók (the book of the 

settlement of Iceland), names of women can be identified, “this shows us not only that 

large numbers of women were among the settlers of Iceland, but also that in certain 

circumstances they could be primary settlers and not just a part of a man’s baggage, along 

with children, slaves and cattle.”162   
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5.1.2.2 A Life at the Farm: Social Status and Political Matters 

In fewer numbers, some women graves comprised cooking and small farming tools, 

which differed in size from the farming tools found in male graves, emphasizing a 

gendered difference in farming activities.163 In rural areas, women evidently oversaw 

their households, but they also participated in farming activities, and took care of the dairy 

and animal shed.164 In this regard, the “ordinary women” of The Viking match the reality 

to some extent. Disparity within the content and style of women graves, spoke for a 

difference in the social status held by the deceased woman.165 Certain women 

distinguished by their higher status, could have enjoyed a higher degree of involvement 

within Viking society as suggest Jesch,166 and Friðriksdóttir.167  

However, unlike Eric the Red’s wife in The Viking it is unlikely that Viking women 

intervened in direct politics. Women “were not permitted to speak publicly at an assembly 

or to act either as judges or as legal witness.”168 Nonetheless, women had agencies within 

their private sphere, they could weight on exterior matters by luring their male relatives 

into their own agency. A role carried by a majority of women in the Íslendingasögur.169 

Despite this aspect of the absent political life of Viking women, different laws protected 

women and their children, notably in the event of the loss of a husband.170 Although, it 

should be stressed that “Norse laws and literature reflect a harsh, patriarchal world,”171 

where young Viking women were without their consent giving into marriage as soon as 

they were ready to procreate and upper class women remained inferior to the men.172 A 

reality which was adequately portrayed through Helga’s forced marriage in The Viking. 

In comparison to the young, old Norse women were “dignified and worthy of respect.”173 

In that regard, the old wise woman from How to train your dragon was adequately 

portrayed. Slaves’ lives on the other hand mattered less.174 It can be hypothesized that 
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respected women could have enjoyed some level of authority within their own community 

and social class.175  

5.2  On the Matter of Norse Warrior Women. 
 

5.2.1 Women Warriors in Old Norse Literature: Íslendingasögur and Fornaldarsögur 

When it comes to the subject of Norse warrior women, Hollywood (As seen with Helga 

and Astrid) and other Pop Cultural medium certainly liked the idea of their existence; 

however, the reality of the figure is more nuanced. The Old Norse literary corpus provided 

a variety of portrayed armed women. In the Íslendingasögur women are on some 

occasions described bearing weapons. Nonetheless, as Leszek Gardeła observes, they do 

not directly partake in raw martial activities. Their image is in fact closely similar to the 

one of the hypothesized real lives of Norse women, who by being in charge of the well 

doing of their households, were relegated to their femaleness, and consequently granted 

little to no direct access to power, and the political sphere.176 Leaving women with ‘the 

act of speech’ as their only weapon. The women of the Íslendingasögur rarely use 

weapons, they only do so when left with no other choice; for instance, when they have to 

protect their individual honor or the one of their family relatives. Otherwise, women 

would normally incite the men to avenge their honor for them.177 Interestingly, women 

rarely inflict deathly wounds.178 Emphasizing ‘the fragility’ of the feminine gender and 

“the disparity between men and women’s roles.”179 Their use of weapons remain, 

therefore circumstantial. Additionally, as Jochens demonstrates, the vocabulary used to 

refer to “warriors and warfare,” indicates an indisposition of the female body,180 “terms 

such as skati, rekkr, and drengr (warrior, prince, and hero) imply towering height, 

slenderness, slimness, strength, and straightness, features rarely associated with females, 

and, at most, found only during adolescence.”181 Although the Íslendingasögur women 

shares few similitudes with the female warrior figure, they are beyond a doubt 
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embodiment of witty and “strong women.”182 Female characters such as Unnr from 

Laxdæla saga, who in the absence of men, broke from the gendered expectations by 

governing her community and bravely orchestrated, the escape of her community from 

Katanesi to Orkney, the Faroe Islands and Iceland, where she and her community 

established;183 and Auðr (also from Laxdæla saga) who dresses like a man regardless of 

societal norms and wounded her ex-husband after discovering that he divorced her in 

favor of another woman;184 are good examples of the latter. Íslendingasögur authors 

certainly based their portrayal upon the societal realities of Icelandic women,185 and their 

own masculine gendered bias.  

In the more fictionalized fornaldarsögur, it is current to see Norse women who 

undertake male warriors’ activities. Descending from family of female warriors and often 

showing skills and interest in male activities from a young age, 186  Maiden warriors as 

designated by Jochens, are described engaging in martial affairs and activities when 

disguised as men.187 A particularity which seems to be a standard among literary Maiden 

warrior such as Hervör from Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, and echoes Helga’s 

crossdressing scene in The Viking. According to Jochens, the narrative need for a 

transgression of gender, expresses an “incompatibility of warfare and feminine 

sexuality,”188 suggesting that women could only aspire to male affairs and domains if they 

were to deny their own gender condition.189 Furthermore, she observes that Maiden 

warriors engage in warfare, when no other male authority is available.190 Such situations 

impelled Maiden warriors to take arms and protect their own community. For Jochens 

this posture finds echoes with “the hypothesis that Germanic women may have 

participated in war, at least under specific circumstance.”191 Nevertheless, as it is the case 

for all fantasy, in due time the fornaldarsögur Maiden warriors’ experience comes to an 

end. When married, Maiden warriors abandoned their warrior life and returned to the 
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contemporary expected gendered status quo.192 The same applied to riddarasögur Maiden 

king heroine.193 One could argue that by choosing to reduce Maiden warriors to their 

marital obligations, sagas authors, influenced by Christian mores and courtly 

romances,194 implied that the figure of the warrior women was an anomaly which had to 

be corrected, and that by extension women were not to engage in combat. In this sense 

the figure of the Norse warrior women can be understand as a pure literary invention 

which reminded women of their place in society and suggested that they should not aspire 

to break from society’s patriarchal expectations. On the other hand, it can be argued that 

the figure of the Maiden warrior constituted a fertile terrain for sagas authors to challenge 

the defined gender boundaries of their world.195 Due to the more prominent fictionality 

of the fornaldarsögur, it can be conjectured that the Maiden warrior potentially embodied 

the author’s desires and personal fantasies; and by extension appealed to the 

contemporary male and female audience of the time (similarly to the studied films). As 

Jochens explains: 

Without claiming historical veracity in these cases, the authors may have sensed that 

female warriors appealed to listeners and readers. In a society where both genders 

embraced male ideals, women may have taken forbidden pleasure in hearing about 

sisters who had engaged in the ultimate male pursuit.196  

Echoing the modern captivation for the latter figure.  

The sagas not only reflected a distant Viking Age society and its traditions, but they 

also constituted a convenient tool for sagas authors to reflect, question and debate on 

contemporary structural matters, and the gendered construction of their world.197 In 

facilitating the transmission of their desired meanings, sagas authors certainly 

exacerbated the construction and attributes given to their characters, which in our case 

resulted in an exaggeration of the women warrior figure and its presence; and ultimately 

enhanced its reception within Pop Culture. 
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5.2.2 Women Warriors: Other Accounts and Archeology 

As Jochens highlights:  

If Germanic women occasionally participated in battle during the migration age of the 

fourth and fifth centuries, it would be reasonable to consider that similar conditions 

might have prevailed during the tribes' next migration age, the Viking expansion, thus 

justifying an expectation of fighting Viking women.198  

In the article, “The woman warrior: Gender, warfare and society in medieval Europe” 

Megan McLaughlin investigated the existence of warrior women in Medieval Europe. 199 

She asserts that a professionalization in the area of warfare, reduced considerably the 

engagement of women within war affairs during the late Middle Ages.200 Because 

professional warriors and mercenaries became central in the game of war, women became 

non-viable; and by correspondence “the number of women warriors mentioned in the 

sources declined as well.”201 This data, could hypothetically be applied to Norse women 

fighter as well, and therefore explain the lack of attestation of Norse warrior women in 

the sources, as professionalization of warfare reached Scandinavia in the late 10th 

century.202 Thus, asserting that Norse warrior women existed becomes more than just a 

plausibility. However according to Gardeła, some accounts external to the Old Norse 

literary corpus do bear evidence of occasional Norse warrior women.203 Moreover, the 

recent reevaluation of Scandinavian archeological findings supports to some degree this 

conjecture as well. It has been brought to attention, that some Scandinavian warrior graves 

have been previously misgendered,204 indicating that possibly more warrior graves were 

wrongly labeled as male, wrongly picturing a male dominated warfare society. A 

notorious genomic study of the famous Birka chamber (Bj 581) revealed that the famous 

high rank male warrior grave, was in fact female. 205 The discovery raised questions about 
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archeological gender burial interpretation’s methods, which often relied solely on the 

deceased grave goods, and stressed the importance of critical thinking and prudence 

which should be applied when dealing and resorting to such methods.206 Due to the 

contextualization of the surrounding graves, their high number, the valued weapons and 

the area of finding, Neil Price et al. declared the grave to be one of a high status woman 

warrior, and favored the plausible existence of female Norse warriors.207 However, 

determining the biological sex of the deceased is one thing, affirming the she was a 

warrior in the strict term, is another matter. Gardeła stresses that the finding of weapons 

within attested female graves could not assert for sure the involvement of the deceased 

woman in the area of warfare.208 However, he conjectures from the different findings of 

weaponry, armed figurines and miniatures weapons that “the idea of the warrior woman 

indeed existed in the minds of ninth- and tenth-century Scandinavians.”209  

Affirming that the figure of the Norse warrior women was a reality remains uncertain, 

Nonetheless, it is legitimate to consider her existence. As Jesch remarks it is plausible 

that women involved themselves in emigration journey/campaigns, however “it is 

unlikely that woman joined men on raiding journey, but once a settlement arose, they 

would join their husband.”210 If we consider her stand and the reevaluation of male 

warrior graves, it is valid to consider that on some rare occasions Norse women could 

have engaged in warrior activities. Furthermore, it should be brought to attention that 

some Norse women could have participated in male activities under the trait of men, 

distancing themselves from the gender role attributed to their biological sex in their 

society,211 and echoing the heroines of the fornaldarsögur. The conception of gender 

within Old Norse society certainly differs from our own. As represented within the corpus 

of Old Norse literature, gender expression appears to be broader and not constricted to 

one image, Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir explains that:  
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there is no such thing as ‘Old Norse masculinity’ or ‘femininity’ in the singular; 

instead, scholars have uncovered an array of attitudes towards sex and gender, with 

starkly different images existing side by side in the sources.212  

Therefore, what Old Norse society might have designated as women warriors could have 

been significantly different from our patriarchal understanding of the latter. On a general 

note, when debating the case of the “fantasized” female Norse warrior, it can be said that 

“Currently the figure of the woman with weapons seems to be an exception, but this does 

not mean that she can be deconstructed out of existence.”213  

If the image of the Norse warrior woman appears to be confirmed on some level by 

new academic research, it remains to see what have motivated the remediation and 

exaggeration of its potential existence, so pervasively within the popular mind. 

5.3  A Wagnerian Heritage 
 

The trope of the Norse warrior women undoubtedly nurtures Pop Cultural Imagination, 

notwithstanding, the phenomena is not new. Indeed, as reviewed earlier, the incredible 

narrated lives of Norse warrior women, inherited from Old Norse oral tradition, populated 

the minds of Old Norse sagas authors, and equally invigorated its contemporary audience, 

before reaching the shores of cinema. Yet the image that we know today of a strong, 

young, beautiful and feminine Norse warrior emerged in periods of discontentment, 

territorial feud and Nationalistic Up-roar.  

5.3.1 Spiked Interest for the Norse Past: Nation Building Strategies, Gothicism, 

Enlightenment Movement and Romanticism. 

Interest for Old Norse literary culture within Scandinavia 17th century antiquarian 

culture, grew from nationalistic endeavor. The mutual wars and territorial quarrels 

between Sweden and Denmark motivated a desire to acquire and revive a long-lost Nordic 

pre-historic Golden age of glory.214 Movements such as Swedish Gothicism found largely 

echo within Scandinavia as a whole. The Gothicism movement instigated by Swedish 
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scholars consisted of a heroic re-writing of Sweden History. In this perspective, the 

Swedes were said to be descendants of the “Gothic tribes that defeated the Romans, […] 

which meant that Sweden was one of the oldest countries of Europe and possessed a 

culture that was at least as venerable and glorious as that of the Romans.”215 Equally, 

Danish scholars of the time were determined to prove their country legitimacy and 

“noble” decent by reviving the North Past, and consequently casted their interest on the 

Old Norse language, literature and material culture. In results numerous Icelandic 

manuscripts were dispatched through Denmark and Sweden.216 The search for pre-

historical northern roots and classical legitimacy led to an inevitable re-writing of History 

and Old Norse mythology by Scandinavian and European antiquarians such as Paul Henry 

Mallet later on.217 

Gothicism slowly lost attention and was no longer regarded as viable by the mid-

Eighteen century;218 yet, a new wave of northern Nationalistic sentiment emerged within 

the enlightenment movement of late 18th century Europe. The enlightenment movement 

of the late 18th century was at the heart of the current nation-building process and the 

“nation-state”219 notion within Europe, which stemmed from a desire to cut ties with 

outdated monarchies.220 Thinkers and artists of the time approached Old Norse primary 

and secondary material with the intent of reviving the 17th century’s endeavor and forging 

strong “national pride and identity,”221 while claiming the “greatness of imagined 

forefather” and legitimating their new Nation.222  

The end of the enlightenment movement sparked a renewed interest for the Nordic 

glorified past and mythology which in turn found echo within the Romanticism 

movement of the 19th century. European writers, artists, musicians, and scholars 
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cultivated a fascination for the splendor of raw nature, and the idea that an untouched 

natured existed in a glorious pre-historic past. Purposely, European and Scandinavian 

Romanticist drew their inspirations from Norse mythology. Confronted to the lack of Pre-

Christian Germanic religion material and sources, German thinkers, echoing Grimm’s 

endeavor,223 diametrically rooted the base of the Germanic foundation myth upon Old 

Norse Mythology, justifying their reappropriation of Scandinavia heritage upon a 

closeness between “language and myth.”224 Soon, it became evident that such search for 

a sublime past, Viking identity and heritage was intertwined with a will to prove the 

supremacy of a Nation and its people.225   

Often associated with an eagerness to affirm the Nostalgia for a distanced glorious 

Nordic past, and the desire to construct a “renewed sense of National rootedness.”226 

Romantic Nationalism undoubtably contributed to the creation of a fantasized North and 

shaped the figure of the female Norse warrior. Richard Wagner and his dramas opera, 

“perhaps most of all […] promoted the aesthetic reconception of Norse myth.”227 

5.3.2 The Feathered Valkyrie: Wagner’s Legacy? 

Richard Wagner’s rich legacy not only survive through the musical arts, but it also 

stands at the heart of Viking imagery and aesthetic. Indisputably, Richard Wagner’s work 

contributed to the popularization of Norse myth ideal within culture and academia. 

Wagner’s appeal for Norse mythology derives from his perspective on the latter, indeed 

for his operas cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen (first performed in 1876), Wagner took 

inspiration both from the Germanic and Scandinavian mythical past. However, he more 

incisively drew from the Scandinavian sources of the Nibelungen myth as he deemed the 

material to be more universal than the German Nibelungenlied.228 Nonetheless, his vision 

of Old Norse myth formed the “basis for the national renewal of Germany.”229 Wagner 

articulated his work around “the relationship between medieval sources, Germanism and 
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Norse myth,”230 which allowed him to portray various Norse mythical figures such as the 

Valkyries.  

Wagner’s aesthetic of the Valkyries and the north contributed fiercely to the still 

pervasive representation of the latter. Nowadays, Pop cultural content are infused with 

Wagner’s codification of “the image of pseudo-archaic theatrical Vikings.”231 The 

popularity of the reception of his work, is perhaps 

what caused the “ordinary Norse women figure” 

to fall into oblivion, in favor of the everlasting 

figure of the “female Norse  warrior” and allowed 

it to predominate the screen. Although the ring 

cycle can be attributed to Wagner, the famous 

Valkyrie costumes designs of long draping fabric, 

breast plate armor, long spears, wooden shield and 

most famously feathered helmets were the 

creation of Carl Emil Doepler, the chosen costume 

designer. Originally, Wagner did not imagine this 

aesthetic for the characters of his opera cycle, he 

desired to break from the classical antiquity 

fashion associated with the Nibelungenlied, and 

asked Doepler to base his costumes designs upon 

stone and bronze age Nordic fashion listed in museum.232 Needless to stress, Doepler did 

not understood the directives correctly, but due to budget limitations, Wagner had to 

accept the costumes as they were.233 Although, the aesthetic was not directly Wagner’s 

the created heroic imagery soon became a reference within 19th century’s culture, along 

with the horned helmet wrongly associated with the Vikings.234 The symbol of the 

Wagnerian romantic Viking was born and the ghost of the latter would haunt Popular 

history and culture for centuries.   

 
230 Manea, “Valhalla Rising,” 94. 
231 Manea, “Valhalla Rising,”94. 
232 Roberta Frank, "Wagner's Ring, North-by-Northwest," University of Toronto Quarterly 74, no. 2 (April 2005): 

675. https://doi.org/10.3138/utq.74.2.671  
233 Gritton, “Wagner and the Trope of the Horned Helmet,” 3. 
234 Frank, "Wagner's Ring,” 200. 

Figure 29: Carl Emil Doepler 

Valkyrie Costume design.  

https://doi.org/10.3138/utq.74.2.671
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5.3.2.1 Helga: A Human Embodiment of a Wagnerian Brünnhilde? 

The reception of Wagner’s work is inextricable 

from the encountered screened female portrait. 

Indeed, Helga Nilsson represent the perfect 

embodiment of Wagner’s romantic Valkyrie ideal. 

Helga’s youth and beauty parallels the innocence, 

sublimity, and dramatism of Wagner’s Valkyries, 

it is no coincidence that her character is introduced 

along with Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries. In Die 

Walküre, Brünnhilde and her eight Valkyries 

sisters are the daughters of Wotan, they are 

describe as being “herald of death.”235 Similarly to 

their portrayal in Old Norse mythology, their role 

is to led chosen meriting warriors into Valhǫll. 

Accordingly to their role, Wagner attributed them 

heavy military paraphernalia, a portrait which broadly shaped the representation of female 

warriors within popular culture, whether human or mythical.  

Aesthetically, Helga is highly fashionable and feminine, she changes clothes on many 

occasions. Her looks are undeniably inspired by what this 

study will refer to as Wagnerian’s aesthetic. As Wagner’s 

Valkyries she wears winged and horned helmets, 

decorated breast armor, and 

long drapery cape. However, 

unlike the Valkyries, she is not 

distinctively seen carrying 

visible weapons, beside her horse whip, and a small dagger, 

furthering her away from battle, and affirming her narrative role 

as a strictly romantic motive. Nonetheless, Helga shares similar 

motives with Wagner’s Brünnhilde. First and foremost, both of 

their lives are articulated around and controlled by men, 

 
235 Árni Björnsson, Wagner and the Volsungs. Icelandic Sources of Der Ring des Nibelungen (London: University 

College London, Viking Society for Northern Research, 2003), 171. 

Figure 30: Costume portrait of 

Amalie Materna as Brünnhilde, 

circa ~1876.  

Figure 32: Amalie 

Materna as Brünnhilde 

in comparison to 

Helga. 

Figure 31 : Helga’s 

Wagnerian costume. 
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Brünnhilde responds to Wotan, while Helga is under the guardianship of Leif, their 

marital promises are the affair of men. Ultimately, they are both hurt and saved by men. 

In Wagner’s Opera cycle, it is made clear that Brünnhilde’s construction as a Valkyrie 

expresses her purity and virginity,236 and so is Helga. Seemingly, both of their amorous 

submission to their male lover, deprive them of their previous independence and feminine 

power. Brünnhilde loses her power after losing her virginity to Siegfried,237 while Helga 

loses her youthful freedom in marriage to Alwin. Moreover, similarly to Wagner’s Nation 

building endeavor, Helga, as treated before, is portrayed as a Nation’s founder herself. 

Although human and absent from the combat field, Helga is nonetheless a long-lost sister 

of Wagner’s Valkyrie.  

5.3.2.2 Daya and Rama: Spiritual Wagnerian Valkyries? 

If at first glance, Daya and Rama characters seem to be detached from Wagner ‘s 

Valkyrie figure, they are in fact not. The nature of the Valkyries and the one of Daya and 

Rama are similar, while Wagner ‘s Valkyries live to serve Wotan, Daya and Rama’s lives 

are destined to their god Odin. Daya and Rama vestals activities also include performing 

dances for the men, echoing the “maid” duty of Valkyries in Valhǫll. The use of the term 

vestals surely reveals a lack of interest in portraying a faithful Northern world and 

mythology, but it could also be indicative of a consciously made choice which would 

have resonated with the audience’s knowledge of the time, which was more likely to be 

articulated around Classical antiquity. Thus, paralleling the vestals to the Valkyrie can be 

interpreted as a way of conveying intelligible meaning. As the Valkyries, Daya and Rama 

vestals’ nature function as a marker of their virginity, which only exist to be stolen by 

men, to whom they are inevitably fated even in death. Furthermore, only men are capable 

of saving them from danger and from their very own condition. Brünnhilde will be saved 

from her father ‘s curse by Siegfried,238 while Daya will be saved from her vestals vows 

by marrying Eron. Additionally, Daya’s final sacrifice into Eron’s mortuary boat fire 

reflects Brünnhilde ultimate decision to throw herself into Siegfried’s fire pit and 

symbolizes the character’s “purification, illumination and redemption.”239 Daya and 

Rama unlike Wagner ‘s Valkyrie do not interfere in warfare, thus they do not carry 

 
236 Björnsson, “Wagner and the Volsungs,” 218. 
237 Björnsson, “Wagner and the Volsungs,” 227. 
238 Björnsson, “Wagner and the Volsungs,” 214-216. 
239 Johnni Langer, “The origins of the imaginary Viking,” Viking Heritage Magazine 4, (2002): 9. 
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weapons besides the ceremonial sword, but they do share small resemblances in clothing. 

Daya and Rama sense of fashion consist of longue drapery dresses which is reminiscent 

of the classical look of Doepler‘s interpretation of Valkyries. Daya and Rama closeness 

to Wagner’s Valkyries is more distant and superficial than Helga’s, nonetheless, they can 

be perceived as altered human version of the Wagnerian Valkyrie figure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.2.3 Astrid: Towards a Modernization of Wagnerian Tropes? 

Astrid, on the other hand, is not a direct 

reiteration of Wagner’s Valkyrie figure. She 

more timidly shares similarities with 

Wagner’s Valkyries. For instance, Astrid is 

not afraid to carry and use weapons, and as 

Wagner’s Valkyries she is implicated on the 

battlefield. She is heroic and not afraid to 

contest male authority. Off Wagner’s 

Valkyries she mainly embodies the warrior 

image of the latter, thereupon her aesthetic 

tends to mimic the Wagnerian warrior style in 

concept. Her gears and clothes are a combination of both world: modernity and the 

medieval, which perfectly fits the design of her imagined world and her personality.  

Because the world in which Astrid live is loosely based on reality and do not try 

to mimic a historic distant past, it is comprehensive that her aesthetic differs from the one 

Figure 33: Daya and Rama longue drapery dresses reminiscent of 

Brünnhilde’s costume as seen in above. 

 

Figure 34: Astrid’s combat ready outfit, 

echoing Wagner’s Valkyrie warrior gears. 
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of Wagner’s Valkyries which tried to evoke a pre-historic past anchored in reality.240 

Furthermore, the time remoteness between Wagner’s material and How to train your 

dragon is revealing of the figure differences in numerous ways. First and foremost, the 

film and Astrid are the results of a continuous cultural cycle of reception of Wagner’s 

depiction of an imagined Heroic Viking world. Therefore, the recuperation of Wagner’s 

material is prone to alteration and omission. Consequently, Astrid’s should be approach 

as a symbol of Wagner’s heroic Viking on the broader sense. Moreover, in equivalent 

manner to other modern Valkyrie-like figures explored in Elena Lindholm Narvaez 

chapter’s “The Valkyrie in Bikini: The Nordic Woman as Progressive Media Icon in 

Spain, 1891-1975,” Astrid’s portrayal and unconventional femininity can be understood 

to be an “exploration of the lengths to which the confines of modern femininity can drive 

a woman.”241 Wagner’s Valkyrie figure is dismantled and rearrange in order to fit social 

questioning of modern days. In this sense Astrid can be perceived as a modern evolution 

of Wagner’s Valkyries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
240 Langer, “The origins of the imaginary Viking,” 8. 
241 Lindholm Narvaez, “The Valkyrie in Bikini,” 207. 
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6  Discussion and Conclusion 
 

By analyzing portrayals of screened medieval Norse women, this thesis intended to 

bring broader perspectives to the study of the Medieval North’s filmographic 

representations. The case studies constituted in the first place, a chronological attempt to 

observe and classify the different roles embodied by the encountered fictional Norse 

women. Then, to fully understand the painted women, it was important to contextualize 

their cinematographic representations and the meaning appointed and conveyed by our 

women protagonists. Finally, because the study appertains to the domain of medievalism, 

it was necessary to examine the mechanisms and sources which led to the creation of our 

Norse women figures.   

6.1  Norse Women: Multilayered Representations 
 

The study of the women of The Viking, Erik the conqueror and How to train your 

dragon, succeeded in unveiling a plurality of women representations which on a global 

scale differs from the generic servile Norse women archetype discerned by Mark Axel 

Tveskov and Jon Erlandson.242 The broadness and complexity of the studied diverse 

Norse women portrayals and characteristics will be displayed by the following table.   

 

 Discerned figure and 

characteristics 

Woman of the 

films 

Number of 

occurrences 

Characteristics/figure The independent 

woman 

Astrid, Helga (to 

some degree) 

2 

The beautiful young 

woman 

Helga, Astrid, 

Daya and Rama 

4 

The ordinary woman 

(Spouse and 

housewife) 

Sigurd’s wife, Eric 

the Red’s wife, the 

ordinary women 

3 

 
242 Tveskov and Erlandson,“VIKINGS, VIXENS,” 38-39. 
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from Erik the 

conqueror 

The ordinary woman 

(strong in strength) 

The Viking 

women from How 

to train your 

dragon, Astrid 

2 

The strong woman 

(Strong in character) 

Astrid, Helga, 

Rama 

3 

The temptress woman Helga, Daya 2 

The pure woman Helga, Rama 2 

The virgin young 

woman 

Helga, Rama 2 

The object of the 

men’s desire woman 

Helga, Daya, 

Rama, Astrid 

4 

The victim to her 

sexual desire woman 

Helga, Daya 2 

The victim to her own 

desire woman 

Helga, Daya, 

Rama, Astrid (they 

all accept their 

love desires 

differently) 

4 

The “I hate men” 

woman 

Astrid (partially, 

she is mainly 

annoyed by their 

actions) 

1 

The romantic interest 

woman 

Helga, Daya, 

Rama, Astrid 

4 
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The femininity 

incarnated woman 

Helga, Daya, 

Rama 

3 

The noble woman Helga 1 

The brave woman Astrid, Rama 2 

The fragile woman Helga, Daya 2 

The knowledgeable 

woman 

Astrid, the elder 

woman from How 

to train your 

dragon 

2 

The strong-willed 

woman 

Eric the Red’s 

wife, Astrid, 

Helga, Rama 

4 

The coming of age 

woman 

Helga, Astrid 2 

The gender defying 

woman 

Helga, Astrid 2 

The responsible 

woman 

Astrid 1 

The damsel in distress 

woman 

Daya 1 

The equal to men 

woman 

Astrid 1 

The subject to men 

will woman 

Daya, Rama, 

Helga 

3 

The saved by a men 

woman 

Helga, Daya, 

Rama, Astrid 

4 
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The politically 

involved woman 

Eric the Red’s 

Wife, the ordinary 

women from How 

to train your 

dragon 

2 

The warrior woman Astrid, Helga (to 

some degree) 

2 

The Valkyrie 

posterchild woman 

Helga, Astrid, 

Daya and Rama 

4 

Aesthetic Breaded blond hair Helga, Astrid, 

Daya and Rama 

4 

weapons Astrid, Helga 

(visual accessories 

and whip), Daya 

and Rama 

(ritualistic sword) 

4 

Shield Astrid 1 

Horned/feathered 

helmet 

Helga 1 

Headpiece  Astrid, Daya and 

Rama 

3 

Drapery dress Helga, Daya and 

Rama 

3 

 

The resulting archetypes as expressed by the table above highlights the complexity by 

which are defined the studied Norse women representations. Limiting the scope of the 

study to recuring Norse figures, such as the one of the servile Norse women discussed 

above would have proven to be insufficient. Some of our studied female characters falls 

into the same category of representation, but our heroines are not constricted to one role.  
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Most importantly, some of them share contradictory motifs within themselves. Such as 

Helga who represents the independent Norse woman but is subject to men’s will, or Astrid 

who despite her assumed independence and strong temper will fall for her desire. Some 

even will be in direct opposition such as Daya and Rama the twin sisters who are 

diametrically opposed in character, one representing the brave woman, the other the 

fragile.   

 

6.2  Norse Women: An Everchanging Symbol of the Past 
 

Nothing embodies the image of strength and power better than a fearless warrior 

wearing a proud helmet properly adorned with ornaments taken from vigorous 

animals.243 

One of the most striking characteristics appointed to Norse female in the studied films, 

was their strongness, whether it be of character or of physical strength. This particularity 

ultimately led to the portrayal of an equal but harsh imagined North, where women strived 

as hard as the men in order to survive the nature’s unforgiveness and their Viking society. 

In consequences, the Norse women in our narrative were often opposed to medieval 

women of the Christian world, emphasizing the separation between the Christian values 

and the barbaric Vikings. Such anchored representation of the North according to 

Tveskov and Erlandson, emanates from a will to picture a faithful Viking world and north, 

however by doing so movies often conveyed everlasting stereotypes.244 Stereotypes from 

which the portrayed Norse women could not detached. Because the world in which they 

evolved in is fundamentally fantasized, the Norse women’s screened lives differ from the 

presumed historical lives of Norse women. Old Norse women identified roles such as 

taking care of the household, the farm, and the community partially found echo within 

the ordinary women figures of the three movies. Distinctively, the main protagonist 

heroines of the studied films shared closer similitudes with the strong women of the 

 
243 Langer, “The origins of the imaginary Viking,” 9. 
244 Tveskov and Erlandson, ”VIKINGS, VIXENS,” 37. 
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Íslendingasögur and fornaldarsögur. The fictionality found within this literary corpus, 

resonated in particular with the warrior figure embodied by Astrid and Helga.   

During the thesis research it was interesting to witness that the partially fantasized, 

fictionalize and nuanced Maiden warrior figure of the sagas, grew to be a strong symbol 

of the pop cultural north. The figure which found echo within the studied films’ narratives 

most certainly emerged during succeeding periods of European Nation building fervor. 

The race to claim ownership over a Scandinavian golden heroic pre-historic past and the 

Romanticism movements of the 19th century led many artists, antiquarian, and scholars 

to remediate a sublimed Old Norse heritage. Richard Wagner contribution to this 

movement remarkably shaped the female Viking warrior figure that we know today. The 

heritage of his interpretation of Valkyries and Brünnhilde transposed both aesthetically 

and symbolically through our studied women. To different degree Helga embodies a 

mortal incarnation of Wagner’s Brünnhilde, Rama and Daya constituted a vague sacred 

embodiment of Wagner’s Valkyrie, while Astrid incarnates a heroic modern evolution of 

Wagnerian Vakyries. The difference in the degree of Wagnerian heritage found within 

the studied Norse women representations allowed to observe a decrease in faithfulness. 

The further away a film is from Wagner’s period, the less the engagement with his 

material becomes flagrant. Alike, the representation of the idealized Viking barbarian, 

time distance allows for a more distinct alteration of material and creation of pervasive 

stereotypes.245  

6.3  Norse Women: A Canvas to Discuss Societal Matters 
 

Similarly, to the sagas’ heroines, we have seen that the screened Norse women 

representations were not limited to the entertainment sphere, their portrayals also 

conveyed societal meaning pertaining to the films’ period. The remoteness and 

northernness of their depictions allowed to discuss the societal debates and anguishes 

affiliated to women. Helga for instance embodies the infancy of the 20s’ youthful 

liberation. Her character raised questions of female desire and longed to be free from 

men’s grip and objectification, she echoed the flapper figure’s desire to be a woman of 

her own. But as witnessed her need for freedom abruptly came to an end as she 

 
245 Langer, “The origins of the imaginary Viking,” 9. 
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respectfully marries, fitting the 20s societal model and urgency to moralize the youth. 

The paradox of her narrative easily found echo within the young male and female 

audience, respectively desiring Helga and seeing themselves in her, while her 

conservative ending appealed to the 20s middle-aged women. If Helga represented partly 

a symbol of female youth emancipation, Astrid as evidenced, represents a new modern 

standard of young female. Her character is by essence the young and capable teenage girl 

of second wave children animation, she most of all the studied portraits of Norse women 

embodies feminist empowerment. Astrid plays in the narrative of the new female, she 

redefines what society expects of woman, and clashes with “classic Disney” femininity 

code. However, as discussed, Astrid empowerment remains limited, in the end her 

narrative is shadowed by the one of the main male protagonist, and her role limited to the 

one of helper and love interest. But the power of Astrid’s representation is not to be 

overlooked, she is a great role model to young girls who aspire to be her and also teaches 

parents to see outside the constructed gender norms of society.  She is an echo of our 

changing but still heteronormative society. Opposed to Astrid characterization, but 

equally interesting as illustrated, Daya and Rama represents dual figures of the fifties and 

sixties. By being virgin vestals they both embody America conservatisms values of the 

period, Rama prudishness especially fitted the societal expectations. But to some other 

extent both also incarnate to the younger audience, windows to sexual pervasiveness. The 

twin sisters by their beauty and availability to the screened men appealed to the male 

young audience, while young women desired to be the lusted vestals.  

 

6.4  Norse Women: What Comes Next? 
 

If the studied and identified characterization of the painted Norse female allowed to 

draw a cinematographic evolution and multiplicity of different yet interweaving portrait, 

the study of Norse women’s representation in films still demands furthering. The 

limitation which had to be applied to this thesis already unveiled considerable information 

and knowledge pertaining to Norse women’s image in cinema, but don’t represent the 

whole corpus of Viking films. To coin and discerns precise and recurrent imaging of 

Norse women on screen, the study would need to be extended to a larger sample of films. 

Furthermore, to more profoundly understand the different meanings affiliated to these 



 

82 

women and to observe how their gender molded their representations in greater details, it 

would be interesting to compare their representations to the one of their male Viking 

counterparts and to the one of other medieval women. I would also suggest that a global 

study of the audience ways of interacting with the material and preconceived expectations 

pertaining to the North and Norse women, as well as a scanning of the films directors’ 

intentions and vision of the North would prove to be a great addition to the study of Norse 

women in films.  

Because the remediation and modern representations of the Medieval North and 

its inhabitants falls within the study of Medievalism, and because modern representations 

of Norse women are not limited to films. If one desired to further this study, it would be 

interesting to research and compare on a global scale the different representations of 

Norse women within different entertainments medium. Indeed, nowadays the 

transmediality and closeness between the different forms of entertainment media becomes 

finer and finer. The modes of narrating stories are constantly evolving, interactivity and 

new forms of medium subsequently created new ways of consuming entertainment 

products, which allowed for new narratives and portrayals to see the light of day. Norse 

female warriors’ narratives eminently dominate among these medium, the pertinence of 

an intermediality study of Norse’s women representation becomes more than ever 

evident. For instance, a comparative study of their portrayals within video games, Tv-

series, Japanese animation, board games and advertising deserve attention.  

I would not be surprised if the results of these proposed studies will potentially 

differ from the ones evidenced in this thesis. I would even say that I expect them to be 

different. If the studied portraits of Norse women really showed one thing, it is that the 

figure of the Norse women is one of multiplicity which transcends time. 
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