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OUT OF THE WATERS
BENEATH THE TREE
One Potential Origin of the Seiðrworker

Introduction
For the early 20th century scholar who studied Seiðr, much of the focus of that study was on this idea of Seiðr
as a type of 'Shamanic' practice. Because of this focus, much of the debate around the origins of Seiðr until
relatively recently has been largely limited to two main positions: That it was either a form of shamanic practice
intrinsic to the Germanic peoples, or the product of cross-cultural borrowing from the Sámi.

Many texts from the medieval period (and before) include mention of the provenance of a person, being, or
thing; the Irish texts give us the genealogies of heroes, and chunks of the Poetic Edda give us the ancestors of
all. To the ancient mind, this was important to know, metaphorically speaking, from which tree a person fell
when hearing about their deeds. To know what family a person came from, to call to mind the deeds of his or
her ancestors – these were things that allowed an audience to ‘get to know’ a protagonist better, even before
the protagonist’s own deeds were elucidated. But it is not just people that have origin stories: gods, spirits,
rituals, and practices – all things have their beginnings, and thus their origin stories.

This paper is about the origin story of Seiðr, or at least one potential origin story, and what it could tell us both
about Seiðr as a practice and its potential uses for the practitioner. At the heart of this origin story sits the
question of whether Seiðr was intrinsic to Viking Age Scandinavia or if it (or practices a Viking age Scandinavian
would have recognized as being Seiðr) might be found elsewhere. For if the origins of Seiðr were to be traced to
outside of Scandinavia, then the theory that the practice had its origins in cross-cultural exchange with the
Sámi, would no longer hold much weight. Any commonalities between Seiðr and the practices of the Sámi
Noaidi, such as those explored by Thomas DuBois in 'Nordic Religions in the Viking Age' would then most likely
be the product of later and more localized exchanges between the two cultures.

The idea that Seiðr might be found, or indeed even have its roots outside of Scandinavia is not a new one

among scholars. Up until relatively recently, the vast majority of research on the topic of Seiðr has focused on
the Viking Age. However, scholars such as Lotte Hedeager, Ing-Marie Back Danielsson, and Lesek Paweł Słupecki
has taken research on Seiðr in a new direction, arguing for an earlier origin for Seiðr. For Hedeager and Back
Danielsson, that origin is to be found in the Migration Period, but for Słupecki the practice of Seiðr, or at least
magic with the characteristics of Seiðr may even be traced back to antiquity.1

The arguments presented by Hedeager, Back Danielsson, and Słupecki are compelling, and I concur with the
contention that Seiðr predates the Viking Age. However, while I believe it is possible to trace the origins of Seiðr
back to the Migration Period, I do not think it is so simple to trace magic with the characteristics of Seiðr back
to antiquity. That is not to say that I believe Słupecki to be entirely wrong though, and I hope to show that the
worldview underpinning the mechanics of Seiðr was common to multiple Indo-European cultures.

For most modern Pagans and Heathens, the mental image that is conjured when the topic of Seiðr is brought
up, is that of the seeress on the high seat, or Seiðrhjallr. In modern Hrafnar-style practice, the seer/ess journeys
shamanically to Helheim (or any of the nine worlds of Norse cosmology) in order to seek answers for their
querents. The rite and its underlying methodology is ostensibly based on a mixture sources, pulling from the
Greek oracular tradition, core shamanic methodology, and the Seiðr rite recounted in Eiríks saga rauða ('Eirik
the Red's Saga'). For me though, on a purely scholarly level (though I recognize the usefulness of the rite for
those who participate in it), this interpretation is problematic as it seems to run counter to both the ev idence we
have for Heathen period eschatological ideas, and textual evidence of human practice. For example, there is no
evidence to be found in the ON corpus for the use of trance journeys in the historical practice of Seiðr, and so it is
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clear that Hrafnar-style practice is best evaluated when framed as the modern practice that it is. 2

However, despite the lack of historicity of Hrafnar-style practice, it is hard to argue with the fact that they have
created a coherent and self-contained system; my main gripe about which is that there is no onus on modern
practitioners to continue to engage with the source material beyond that which they may encounter during their
initial training period. This is not so problematic when taken as an entirely modern practice, however for those
of us seeking to resurrect or recreate something older, questions such as “Is this something that would have fit
with how they saw the world?” and “How did they see magic and the mechanics of magic?”, continue to inspire
and motivate. To their credit though, I am yet to come across Hrafnar practitioners in my personal interactions
who claim their tradition to be anything but a modern (inspired) creation.

The journey to find evidence for the historical practice of Seiðr is long, arduous, and perhaps also surprising. In
this paper, I shall be examining Seiðr as a kind of spun magic. However, in order to understand seiðr as a spun
magic, we need to first look at why it would have made sense to people of the Heathen period to connect
spinning with magic in the first place.

Casting A Wider Net
As a form of magic that was predominantly associated with women, sources pertaining to Seiðr suffer from the
same blight that affects the vast majority of what might be called women’s history. Male writers and historians
both ancient and modern overwhelmingly write about male activities, considering the input of women to be
either unimportant or personally uninteresting.

Misogyny is not the only possible reason for the lack of instructional or even explanatory work on the practical
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application of seiðr though. It may have simply been the case that the authors of these texts thought it so
commonplace an occurrence that their audience would have required no explanation – much like spinning
itself. It is also entirely possible that the authors themselves didn’t understand it, especially writing as they
were post-conversion. It is interesting that seiðr and those who practice it, are only ever mentioned in terms of
how that practice interacted with the mundane world. Moreover, seiðr is only ever presented within a
framework of ‘cause and effect’, as in we only ever see its effects, or what was observed by outsiders to the
practice, and never an explanation of its working. This is in stark contrast with the early grimoires that were
produced by and for practitioners. In the ON sources, seiðr is something that is witnessed not experienced.

It is for these reasons that I chose to cast my nets further afield and make the holes in my netting larger. It is my
opinion that the connections between spinning and seiðr are clear enough that I may widen the scope of my
research to include other spinning-related themes. It is also useful here to mention that Heathen period
Scandinavians did not live in isolation. They were seafaring peoples whose influence was felt as far as the Arab
world (to say nothing of the common roots they shared with other IE cultures). Because of this high level of
interaction with other cultures and matter of common cultural ancestry, I have chosen to extend my search
beyond the borders of Scandinavia to include other Indo-European cultures. Before I continue though, I would
just like to take a moment to discuss the usefulness and limitations of this kind of comparative reconstruction.

The basic premise of comparative reconstruction is that all of the Indo-European descendant cultures have their
ultimate genesis in a common root culture – called Proto-Indo-European – and that it is possible to examine the
descendant cultures for commonalities in order to identify mythemes that may have had their origin in this
theoretical proto-culture. Through identifying those themes and endeavoring to find the most conservative, or
least changed form/s of those mythemes, it is then often possible to 'fill in the gaps' of a 'theme' in the other
related cultures.

This process is not without its limitations though, and must be approached with responsibility and care. The
existence of a mytheme or common practice does not always mean that that mytheme or common practice
originated in that ur-culture of the Steppes. Peoples invaded other peoples, coexisted in multicultural empires,
and spread ideas as easily as wares through trade. There were multiple avenues through which mythemes or
practices could embed themselves within a culture. It is for this reason that scholars engaging in comparative
reconstruction try to find examples of a mytheme or practice in multiple cultures before declaring a mytheme
or practice to have come from that ur-culture or later cross-cultural interaction. Generally speaking, evidence
found within both European and Indo-Iranian contexts may be considered quite strong depending on the point
in history from which they originate. Better yet is if that evidence can also be found in Hittite culture (which
mostly died out as a cultural force before the other IE cultures of the region rose up).3

During the course of this study, I have been able to identify a number of spinning-related mythemes common to
several Indo-European cultures: The 'Apportioners of Fate', the 'Death Snare’, and a grouping of goddesses
concerned with birth/fate, death, and magic. In the following section, I will examine each mytheme in turn and
present evidence, commentary, and conclusions for each.

The 'Apportioners of Fate'

The first spinning-related mytheme is that of the 'Apportioners of Fate'.4 Among the Hittites we find the
Kattereš, a group of spinners that were thought to reside in the Underworld and spin the fate of kings.5 This
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idea of fate being spun can also be seen in the ancient Indian text, the Atharva Veda, which describes fate as
being spun by goddesses:

“The goddesses who spun, wove, and stretched, and who gave the ends (of the thread) let them wrap you
together to old age; as one long-lived, put around you this garment.”6

Moving westwards, we come to the Greeks who had two sets of beings associated with the allotment of fate.
First were the Μοῖραι ('Moirai') from the root *mer-/mor-, or potentially *(s)mer- ('to divide, to apportion, to
give by lots'), a group that Hesiod describes as being three in number:

“Klotho, Lachesis, and Atropos, who give to the mortals upon their birth to have both good and evil.”

The name of each of the Moirai denoted her function: the name Κλωθω (Klotho) is derived from the verb
χλώθω (klotho), 'to spin, to weave', related also to χάλαθος (kalathos), or 'basket', which is cognate with the
Latin colus ('distaff'); Λαχεσις (Lachesis) derives from the root λαχ (lach), meaning 'lot; a man's lot in life'; and
lastly Ατροπος (Atropos), or 'The Irreversible', related to the verb τρέπω (trepo) 'to turn'. Homer gives us three
different names for the Μοῖραι (Moirai): Αἶσα (Aisa) and Μοῖρα (Moira), both meaning 'part, portion,
apportionment', and Κλῶθες (Klothes). In all cases though, this triad of goddesses share tasks with Εἰλείθυια
(Eileithyia), the goddess of childbirth. Collectively, the Moirai present us with an image of fate being the (spun)
lot of a person in life, a length of life-thread which is apportioned to a person at birth, and its irreversible end.7
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Related to the Moirai are the Κῆρες (Keres), who derive their name from the verb χείρω (keiro) , 'to cut'. Unlike
the Moirai, the Keres are described as being 'ruthless' and 'avenging', commonly associated with death, and yet
they were similar enough that the terms ‘Moirai’ and ‘Keres’ were sometimes used interchangeably 8 .

Among the Romans, we find the Parcae, who derived their name from Parica the goddess of childbirth. Both
names ultimately derive from the verb pario, or 'to give birth', and can be traced back to the Indo-European
root *per-/perƏ-, from which pars ('part, portion) is also derived9 . Though analogous to the Greek Moirai, the
Parcae differed in that they were depicted in more positive ways than their Greek counterparts, with less
emphasis on the negative aspects of fate. We also see a slight shifting of belief regarding the action of the fates.
While they were still believed to spin the fates of men (at least for some Romans) the sense of what that fate
was may have shifted. Rather than being that final, irreversible, cord-cutting doom of the Moirai, we find
evidence for a more flexible belief among the Romans in which the spindle was simply unwound at the point of
death:
“Then the sisters who pay out the threads of death should have unwound (ie unrolled) my spindle. ”10

A spindle unrolled or unwound could always be rewound and set to spinning again, thus reversing or halting

one's final doom or even changing a course of events. More importantly for the desperate Roman, there was
the hope that ill-fate could be unspun and respun (cf Bücheler II, 1, 492):

“Oh Queen of Pluto, the Great King, this I entreat you.....as you quickly unbind the undeserved threads of the
goddesses that control all unrolling in the world of the Parcae.”
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However, as the following quotes demonstrate, that's not to say that this idea of flexibility was a widespread
belief, or that a belief in right action or piety could triumph over one's final doom:

“What awaits goodness, or chaste loyalty, or worship paid to heaven? The dark snares of death encompassed around
the wretched woman, the Sisters' ruthless threads are tightened, and there abides but the last portion of the
exhausted span.”11

“We are overcome: thou knowest that the cruel Fates unravel no threads...”12

We find the presence of similar figures too among the Slavic cultures. This grouping of female figures were
known variously as Sudnice/Sudjenice (Serb.), Sudženici (Bulg.), Sudjenice/Rojenice (Croat.) and
Sojenice/Rojenice (Sloven.), and like their Greek and Roman counterparts were believed to attend births and
apportion fate. In Bulgarian texts, we find a further reference to these goddesses of fate in the name
Orisnici/Urisnici, which derives from the verb orisvati, or 'to fortell, determine'. 13

When compared with the Greek sources on the Μοῖραι (Moirai), the sources that treat with the Scandinavian
Nornir appear somewhat confused. We are told that there are three of them by the names of Urðr, Verðandi,
and Skuld. We are also told that seated at the foot of Yggdrasil, they scored wood, set down laws, and allotted
lives to the sons of men.14 So far, so coherent. However, we're also told that there are also many Nornir of
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different races (some being of the race of gods, some of elves, and some of dwarves) .15 These numerous Nornir
of all races are said to 'come to each child that is born to appoint his life'. There is also the matter of good and
evil Norns who may affect the life of a person for good or for ill ,16 and what the Greeks understood to be a
matter of ineffable and untouchable fate, the Norse understood to be a judgement, the Norns themselves often
seen as intentionally cruel beings. 17 18

The image of the Norns spinning the fate of men also proves to be erroneous as there are no explicit mentions
of the Norns themselves spinning.19 This admittedly runs counter to the rest of the evidence I have presented
so far while building my case. However, though there is no explicit evidence of the Norns working at spindle and
distaff, I believe that evidence of such a connection still remains, albeit in a less coherent and diminished form.

In Helgakviða Hundingsbana I, a scene is presented in which the Nornir 'shape the fate' of a prince:

2. Night fell on the place,
nornir came,
those who were to shape
fate for the prince:
they said that he
should be most famous
and that he would be thought
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the best of warriors.

3. They twisted very strongly
threads of fate,
as the fortification broke
in Brálundr;
they combed out
golden threads
and fastened them in the middle
of the moon’s hall.

4. East and west
they concealed the ends:
the prince should have
the land in between;
the kinswoman of Neri
to the north
fastened one,
asked her to hold it forever.

On the first reading, 'they twisted very strongly the threads of fate' sounds like the Nornir are spinning.
However, the verb used in Old Norse is not the verb 'to spin' (spinna), but snúa, 'to twist'. Technically speaking,
spinning is a process of twisting, but I do not think that that is what is going on here. We have this idea of
ørlögþátto, or 'threads of 'fate'' (to translate very loosely). That they are already threads, suggests they have
already been spun and that the Nornir are not working so much with the raw fibers but the finished product of

the spinning process.20 There is also a sense of destruction to the twisting and combing out of threads and
fastening them to the 'moon's hall' as it is tied up with the breaking of the fortification in Brálundr. The
ørlögþátto are then used to create boundaries for the new land of the prince.

It is in the ørlögþátto, that we find a potential analog for the thread spun by the Greek fates that was symbolic
of a person's apportioned lot. However, whether this reference is the survival of an older Indo -European theme,
or a later addition due to the widespread influence of the classical world on European culture, remains t o be
seen.

The question of whether the 'ørlögþátto' is the survival of an older I.E theme or the product of cross-cultural
exchange is an interesting one, but one that is not so easily answered. There is perhaps a clue to be found
though, the etymology and of Urðr and Verðandi and the reflexes that might be derived from its common root.
Both names are essentially derivatives of different tenses of the Germanic verða, or 'to be'< 'to turn'. The I.E
root of verða is *uer-t- ('to turn', 'to wind'). The following words in other I.E languages also derive from the
same root: OHG. werden, Go. wairþan, OS. werthan, AS. weorðan, OIc. verða, MHG. wirtel 'whorl', also Skt.
vartulā, OCS. vrĕteno, Welsh gwerthyd 'spindle', Lat. vertō 'turn', Skt. vártate 'turn; happen', Av. varet-, etc21 .

However, it may be a mistake to consider Verðandi a product of the Heathen period in the first place as Karen
Bek-Pedersen makes the case in ‘The Norns in Old Norse Mythology’ that Verðandi was a later edition. Per BekPedersen, unlike Urðr and Skuld, Verðandi is only mentioned twice in the primary sources. This has led to the
suspicion that Verðandi was actually created by the author of Völuspá, in order to make the two Norns into a
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trinity. 22

Setting the question of Verðandi’s origins aside though, we are still left with a connection between Urðr and
this idea of “turned” fate. Bek-Pedersen does caution against accepting the idea of spun fate too readily,
however given the prevalence of this mytheme in related cultures as examined above, and linguistic evidence in
other Indo-European languages, the idea of spun fate here is not unreasonable. Moreover, it must also be
noted that the aforementioned mythological and linguistic evidence is found in both European and Indo-Iranian
cultures. This potentially suggests that this idea of a 'being', 'happening', 'turned fate' and spindles, is of some
antiquity in both cultural groups. Because of this, it is my opinion that it is possible that the ørlögþátto of
Helgakviða Hundingsbana I are a surviving remnant of earlier beliefs about the Nornir that derive from that
common I.E root, but that over time became corrupted and half-forgotten.

In the 'Apportioners of Fate' mytheme, we see groups of beings that are found in multiple daughter cultures of
a common root. Beings who 'spin' a person's 'lot' or 'portion' upon their birth, and who are often also
associated with the act of childbirth itself.23 It is incumbent upon me to point out here that this fate of which
we speak in this context, is not the mundane 'fate' of luck or the dramatic tale of star-crossed lovers, but the
fate of the 'final doom'. In other words, everything in life is still left to play for, at least until the end.

The Snares of Death

When that end comes and our protagonist has breathed their last though, we encounter another widespread
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mytheme in Indo-European cultures; that of the 'Death Snare'. As death is the culmination of life, so is the cord,
snare, or halter, the culmination of the spinning process. This is a final magic, as irreversible as the steady,
inexorable march of time. For when the thread of fate no longer anchors a man to life, then he is prey to the
snares of Death-as-hunter. The dead person when caught (and they are always caught), is then fettered as an
animal by some form of ligature -tethered by either neck or foot - before being dragged downwards to the
Underworld of the Dead. Sometimes this death figure is male, like the Rigvedic Yama or the Iranian Astwih ãd,
but mostly the death figure is female. This has led Indo-Europeanists to speculate that the Death deity of the
Proto-Indo-Europeans was originally a goddess, the reconstructed name of whom is *Kolyo, or “the coverer”,
and it is from this name that 'Hel', and 'Kalypso' (among others) are derived.24

The type of ligature employed also varied by culture. For the Greeks the snare could also be fetters,25 or even a
net26 (such as the net that Clytemnestra used to ensnare Agamemnon).27 The Roman poet Horace, for example,
wrote of the mortis laqueis, or 'snares of death',28 and in the Norse sources the Sólarljóð speaks of unbreakable
'hel ropes' that come quickly and bind a person, leaving them unable to escape .29 Regardless of which is used
though, these tools of the death deity all have one thing in common, and that is that they represent various end
products of the spinning process.

That the dead themselves had to be hunted, ensnared, then dragged down to, implies that no one voluntarily
went to Hel for any other reason. It seems to have been a place of holding to which the dead are permanently
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bound, by bonds that are strong enough to overcome the longing of even the strongest human heart for a
return to the sweetness of life lived among loved ones.

Goddesses of Birth, Death, and Spinning
In multiple cultures, these old associations between spinning and fate are embodied by goddesses of birth and
death, goddesses of spinning and magic.

For the Greeks this was Artemis, or more specifically the Artemis worshipped at Brauron. Physical evidence
from the Brauron sanctuary such as spindles, spindle whorls, loom weights and a kind of thigh guard used for
preparing roving, all make a strong argument for Artemis as a spinning goddess. Likewise the Homeric epithet
that referred to Artemis as 'goddess with the golden distaff'. 30

The goddess was also strongly connected to childbirth and the female reproductive system, and votive offerings
of silver reproductions of female reproductive parts are also common finds at her sanctuaries.31 Expectant
mothers would take measures to gain her favor in childbirth,32 for when that favor was not obtained death was
certain, the mother becoming prey to Artemis and her 'Wild Hunt'. 33 Our modern world has largely erased the
risks of childbirth and death in childbed is now relatively rare. However, the liminal nature of that state is also
no longer considered - to bring forth new life into the world is to risk death, making oneself the portal through
which that life enters. Even now, no mother truly knows if she will give life or find death on entering the
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birthing room, but for the women of the ancient world, the likelihood of finding the latter was far greater.

Among the Slaves, we find Baba Yaga, a horrifying figure who lives in a cottage that stands on four chicken legs.
Sometimes this cottage is depicted with a spindle or spinning wheel fixed through the center, a tool upon which
she is said to spin the thread of life from the bones and entrails of the dead. 34 A shapeshifting witch with
purported ancient origins whose name appears in a number of magical incantations, 35 Baba Yaga is theorized to
be the ‘low cult’ representation of the Slavic goddess, Mokosh (from Russian mokryi, 'wet', 'moist') 36 , whereas
Mokosh was found more commonly in the 'high' aristocratic Pagan cult.37 Mokosh is also associated with
spinning due to the common association with the Christian St Paraskeva-Piatnitsa, or 'Saint Friday' who is said
to enforce certain spinning taboos and accept offerings of woven fabric deposited in wells in later East Slavic
popular religion. 3839 40

In Germany, this role is fulfilled by the numina known by various regional names such as Frau Holle, Holda, Frau
Gode, Frau Wode, Frau Herke, and Perchta. While there are no Heathen period documents attesting to this
goddess's antiquity, and no shortage of controversy surrounding the question of whether she even is a goddess,
I am including her as a goddess here, as I find compelling evidence for her deityhood in both the functions she
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holds,41 and historical documentation.42

Frau Holle and Frau Perchta are primarily associated with spinning: both the teaching of spinning, and
enforcement of taboos surrounding it (although in later periods they were replaced by Wodan in some
regions).43 Those who are industrious are rewarded, and the lazy are punished in often quite gruesome ways.44
Although the Roman goddess Diana is never depicted as spinning, interestingly Diana's name is used
interchangeably with those of Holle and Holda in around half of the references dating to before 1500 C.E. While
the Roman state may have officially recognized Artemis as Diana's equivalent during the 'Lectisternium' of 217
B.C.E,45 it does make one wonder if the lack of depiction of Diana spinning is for lack of extant evidence, or if
later writers just simply clumped her attributes in with those of Artemis in a wholesale manner.

Like Artemis, Frau Holle is associated with birth, although not solely in the capacity of a goddess that helps
around the childbed. While considered a midwife in the Netherlands,46 elsewhere, newborn babies are said to
come from one of her cultic sites 47 (an association Perchta also holds 48 ). Also like Artemis, Holle has
connections with the dead, leading the Wild Hunt in parts of Germany almost interchangeably with her
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husband, Wodan.49 However, personally I'm not so sure that that is the extent of her connections with the
dead.

Etymologically speaking, the names 'Holle' and 'Holda' derive from the same Proto-Germanic *hulþa('propitious', 'kind', 'clement') 50 , a zero grade derivation of *halþa ('sloping', 'inclined'),51 which was originally
the past participle of the unattested verb, *halan- ('to slope', 'be inclined').52 In its turn, *halan is thought to
derive from *kol-e,53 which in turn derives from the reconstructed PIE word *Klei ('to bow', 'to incline'),54 which
has its root in *kel – the same root from which both *Kolyo and Hel are derived.55 56

Admittedly, this etymology is tenuous, especially with so much of it hinging on reconstructed words in
languages that are completely unattested. However, within the framework of the wider cross-cultural themes I
have already examined in this paper, I find it interesting all the same.

Finally, we come to the figure of Freyja. Although never attested outside of Scandinavia, we are told by Snorri
that she “has many names, and this is the cause thereof: that she gave herself sundry names, when she went
out among unknown peoples seeking Ódr”.57 Corresponding to the OHG frouwa, OS fria, and MDu vrouwe, the
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name 'Freyja' means 'Lady, ruler, queen'58 – an epithet as opposed to an actual name – which makes it
impossible to rule out the presence of this goddess outside of Scandinavia.

The evidence for Freyja's association with birth is limited to but one reference in Oddrun's Lament, in which
Oddrun chants 'mightily', magic charms to aid another woman in childbirth and Freyja is mentioned in
conjunction with Frigg. 59

Freyja's connection with death though is far stronger, or at least better attested. She is said to receive half of
the battle dead, is called 'Valfreyja' ('Freyja of the Slain'), is able to journey upon the 'Hel -road', and the
daughter of Egill Skallagrímsson speaks of going to Freyja in death. 60

Unfortunately, there are but the barest of hints that Freyja was ever connected with fiber or spinning and
among modern Heathens, it is Frigg that certainly holds that association far more than the Vanadis. Here
though, I think that it's important to remember that just as her actual name was potentially lost (or hidden as a
sign of respect), then so might some of her functions or associations – especially the more potentially powerful
ones. When all is said and done, the evidence connecting Freyja with spinning is certainly no weaker tha n that
connecting Frigga with the practice, and I would even argue that the evidence for a spinning connection with
Freyja is a little stronger than for that with Frigg. Neither Frigga or Freyja are depicted spinning in the primary
sources, but whereas the only evidence for Frigga as a spinning goddess is the constellation name 'Friggerock'
('Frigga's distaff'),61 Freyja has both the potential evidence of heiti, and the fact that in some places that same
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constellation is known as 'Frejerock' or also 'Fröjas Rock' ( both meaning 'Freyja's distaff').62 63 In the interest of
full disclosure, it is worth mentioning here that I have been unable to trace the dating of these constellation
names. In addition to this, one of Freyja's names is Hörn, a name that is believed to derive from Hörr, or 'flax'.
Connected to this idea of flax and linen is the poetic kenning for ‘lady’, hörveig,64 (which I would ask you to bear
in mind as we go forth in this chapter). While this is far from conclusive, I do think that it is enough for modern
Heathens to re-examine the associations that we commonly hold, for Victorian era paintings do not solid
evidence for Heathen period goddesses make.

So far, I have examined concepts of spun fate, spun snares of death, and goddesses who embody all of the
above. But there is yet one more attribute that most, if not all, of these goddesses have in common: the skill of
magic and association with those that practice it.

Spinning Magic, and Seiðr
In the late classical period, Artemis was equated with Hekate, the goddess of magic, and included in spells. 65
Baba Yaga appears as a shapeshifting witch, and her name is mentioned in various spells and charms. 66 16th
and 17th century German witchcraft trials tell the stories of witches joining 'Dame Holle's retinue', the
expression 'to ride with Holle' meant 'to participate in a witch's ride' as one of the furious host, and Freyja is of
course, said to have taught the magical art of Seiðr to the Æsir.
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In Arcana Mundi, Georg Luck wrote that magic is “a technique grounded in a belief in powers located in the
human soul and in the universe outside ourselves, a technique that aims at imposing the human will on nature
or on human beings by using supersensual powers”.67 For the most part, this imposition of human will does not
deal with 'fate' in the sense of the true meaning of 'fate' - that of the allotted portion of life and its end. After
all, how could it? While claims to the contrary have certainly been made over the years, we are but humans,
and most of us are limited to influencing 'fate' in the more pop-culture sense of the word, the 'fate' of day to
day luck.

However, though our 'playing field' is smaller as humans, if we as magic-workers are to exercise “supersensual
powers” that Georg Luck wrote of, then why not use a magic connected with the powers of fate, life, and death
itself?

This is the question that I believe to be at the root of Seiðr; the underlying premise of its methodology so to
speak. To return to the names of two of the Norns, Verðandi and Urðr, names derived from the Germanic verb
'verða' ('to be', 'to turn'), we see the past and present tenses represented. Urðr is 'what was', and Verðandi is
'what is becoming', but they are also 'what was turned' and 'what is being turned'. But as I explained above,
that 'turning' holds a very definite further association when you go back to IE root of verða, *uer-t- , and look at
some of the other words derived from it. Again, as I mentioned above, the Middle High German word wirtel,
“whorl” Sanskrit vartanI, Old Church Slavic vrĕteno, and Welsh gwerthyd, are all words for or pertaining to the
spindle.

If you wish to affect that which is becoming or create what is becoming in order to set down that which was for
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further down the line, then why wouldn't that magic be spun? Why wouldn't you spin, or turn it into being?
And if the mighty dead can be snared with ropes or snares, then why wouldn't you spin to ensnare other things
too?

As I discussed in the previous chapter, the etymology of the word seiðr points to a thread connection, and can
be generally taken to mean snare, cord, or halter as well as carrying a wider meaning of magic. In support of
this etymology is one example of skaldic poetry in which the word seiðr is used to refer to cord, girth, or girdle.
It is a magic that can bind, but it can also attract things, and roughly half of the accounts involving Seiðr are
related to attracting things: Be those things fish, people, or resources. This concept of using thread-based magic
to attract things was retained in later folklore – as was the tradition of linking spinning and weaving implements
with prophecy and magic in general - for example, a witch was believed to be able to steal a neighbor’s milk by
milking a length of rope. 68

In chapter 20 of the Eyrbyggja saga, we're told of how Katla hid her son Odd using magic that she worked while
spinning. As we can see from the following passage, the spell was worked with the goal of altering the
perception of Arnkel and his men so that they would not see Odd. It may have functioned as a kind of mind
snare, and lasted for as long as Katla spun. After all, we might presume that Katla stopped spinning and ended
the spell once Arnkel and his men were gone from her home (at which point, Arnkel questioned what they had
seen).
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“Now at Holt was no man at home but Odd. Katla sat on the dais, and span yarn. She bade Odd sit beside her;
"and be thou as near to me as thou may'st." She bade her women sit in their seats, "and be ye silent," quoth
she, "and I will have words with them." So when Arnkel and his folk came, they went in there, and when they
came into the chamber, Katla greeted Arnkel and asked for tidings. Arnkel said he had nought to tell, and asked
where was Odd. Katla said he had gone south to Broadwick. "Nor would he have foregone meeting thee if he
had been at home, for that we trust thee well for thy manliness." "That may be," said Arnkel, "but we will have
a ransacking here." "That shall be as ye will," said Katla, and bade her cookmaid bear light before them and
unlock the meat bower, "that is the only locked chamber in the stead." Now they saw, how Katla span yarn from
her rock, and they searched through the house and found not Odd; and thereafter they fared away. But when
they were come a short space from the garth, Arnkel stood still and said: "Whether now has Katla cast a hood
over our heads, and was Odd her son there whereas we saw but a rock?" 69

The Laxdœla saga contains two potential references to spun Seiðr. The first reference is in chapter 35 and
relates the story of the use of 'harðsnúin frœði', or 'hardtwisted sorcery/knowledge' to whip up a deadly storm.
The use of the term 'hardtwisted' in this case may imply that the sorcery was 'spun', as spinning is essentially
the twisting of woolen fibers under tension. 70 While this is not a direct link (the text refers more explicitly to
songs), it is worth noting that in order to work this magic, a 'spell -working scaffold' ('Seiðhjallr') was
constructed. In practical terms, the elevation afforded by a 'spell -working scaffold' works exceedingly well for
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spinning as the elevation allows the spinner to spin a greater length of yarn than he or she would otherwise be
able to were they simply standing on the ground. To refer back to the aforementioned practice of 'rope milking',
in one Icelandic account, the ropes are hung from the high point of the attic; as an aside, the modern
Norwegian word for 'attic' is 'hjell', a word derived from 'hjallr'.71

“But in the following spring Ingun, Thord's mother, came west from Skalmness. The sons of Kotkell were not at
home. He then summoned Kotkell and Grima and their sons for theft and witchcraft, and claimed outlawry as
award. He laid the case to the Althing, and then returned to his ship. Hallbjorn and Stigandi came home when
Thord had got out but a little way from land, and Kotkell told his sons what had happened there. The brothers
were furious at that, and said that hitherto people had taken care not to show them in so barefaced a manner
such open enmity. Then Kotkell had a great spell-working scaffold made, and they all went up on to it, and they
sang hard twisted songs that were enchantments. And presently a great tempest arose. Thord, Ingun's son, and
his companions, continued out at sea as he was, soon knew that the storm was raised agains t him. Now the
ship is driven west beyond Skalmness, and Thord showed great courage with seamanship. The men who were
on land saw how he threw overboard all that made up the boat's lading, saving the men; and the people who
were on land expected Thord would come to shore, for they had passed the place that was the rockiest; but next
there arose a breaker on a rock a little way from the shore that no man had ever known to break sea before,
and smote the ship so that forthwith up turned keel uppermost. There Thord and all his followers were drowned,
and the ship was broken to pieces, and the keel was washed up at a place now called Keelisle. ”72
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The second potential Laxdœla saga reference to a form of spun magic is in chapter 49. In this complex scene,
Bolli returns home to his wife Gudrun after killing Kjartan, a man with whom he was friends. Gudrun's words to
her husband on his arrival draw attention to some strange parallels. First she asks what time it is (noon), and
then compares her husband's killing of Kjartan with her spinning twelve ells of homespun. The connection
between the time of day and the amount Gudrun spins is obvious, as is the way that she compares the work of
killing with the work of the spindle.

“The body of Kjartan was brought home to Tongue, but Bolli rode home to Laugar. Gudrun went to meet him,
and asked what time of day it was. Bolli said it was near noontide. Then spake Gudrun, "Harm spurs on to hard
deeds (work); I have spun yarn for twelve ells of homespun, and you have killed Kjartan. " Bolli replied, "That
unhappy deed might well go late from my mind even if you did not remind me of it." Gudrun said "Such things I
do not count among mishaps. It seemed to me you stood in higher station during the year Kjartan was in
Norway than now, when he trod you under foot when he came back to Iceland. But I count that last which to me
is dearest, that Hrefna will not go laughing to her bed to-night." Then Bolli said and right wroth he was, "I think
it is quite uncertain that she will turn paler at these tidings than you do; and I have my doubts as to whether you
would not have been less startled if I had been lying behind on the field of battle, and Kjartan had told the
tidings." Gudrun saw that Bolli was wroth, and spake, "Do not upbraid me with such things, for I am very
grateful to you for your deed; for now I think I know that you will not do anything against my mind." 73

What is far less obvious, at least to a modern audience, is that the amount of yarn that Gudrun would have had
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to spin in order to produce those twelve ells of wadmal (a rough kind of cloth that was often used as currency),
would have simply been impossible within the timeframe given; in the Standard/Imperial measurement system,
twelve ells would work out to a length of cloth one yard wide and six yards long!74 In terms of how much yarn
Gudrun would have had to spin in order to produce enough to weave this quantity, using a basic calculation of
twelve ends per inch for the sett, multiplied by the width, and length of the cloth, then Gudrun would have had
to spin 2592 yards of yarn!75 This yarn would have also been produced using a drop spindle as opposed to the
much faster spinning wheel as the spinning wheel would not even begin to appear in Europe for at least
another four centuries.

The impossibility of this would have been clear to the contemporary audience well acquainted with spinning
and the amount of time it typically took to produce such an amount. It is my view that this implies that Gudrun
potentially had a hand in Kjartan's death, and that her spinning wasn't simply the mundane kind of spinning of
the housewife. Indeed, we're told that “Bolli stood aloof with Footbiter”, which spurred Kjartan to ask him
'"Kinsman Bolli, why did you leave home if you meant quietly to stand by? Now the choice lies before you, to
help one side or the other, and try now how Footbiter will do.". Perhaps most tellingly though, we are then told
that “Bolli made as if he did not hear.”76 , which is a confusing reaction to a situation in which a person must
choose between killing a friend he grew up with or dire consequences. Were his mind not his own though,
perhaps snared in an enchantment, then I believe this reaction would make more sense.
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In Fóstbrœðra saga, we are given the account of a man who wears hanks of yarn spun with magical intent
under his clothes that confer invincibility, and find further support for this more benevolent craft in Orvar-Odds
saga in which another man is made invincible by a shirt that was spun and woven with magic. 77

This connection between spinning and Seiðr was retained in later folk belief, with witches often being
portrayed with distaffs as wands. In German folklore, spindles were a kind of symbol for wise women and
witches. Generally speaking, both Seiðr and spinning were considered 'ergi' for men to participate in. In the
case of one man in Norway, he was accused of having ridden on a distaff; the implication being of course, that
he had participated in witchcraft.78

In support of the textual evidence for Seiðr as a form of spun magic, there is also the potential evidence of the
iron ‘staffs of sorcery' found in the graves of suspected ritual specialists. There is some dispute as to whether
some of the recovered iron 'staffs of sorcery' resemble ornate versions of distaffs from the same time period,
and even whether they are even ritual items in the first place. However, between the find-provenance of some
of these artifacts, the [disputed] resemblance to medieval distaffs, and the wider connection between spinning
and Seiðr/matters of fate in multiple Indo-European cultures, I do not believe this to be an illogical
interpretation.79

Given the extensive cultural associations held by multiple Indo-European cultures between spinning and 'fate'
that I have demonstrated throughout the course of this paper, I do not believe it unreasonable to theorize that
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an association between spinning and magic would have also existed among the Migration period Germans.
Such an association would mean that the spinning goddess of the bracteates would have held a magical
association, and probably represented one of our grouping of liminal goddesses. But is it really possible to make
the case that Seiðr existed outside of the Scandinavian Viking Age? I believe it is.

Examining the Potential for Migration Period Cultic Origins

Eddaic Evidence
Although the main segment of my argument is based in the world of the Migration period, my first piece of
evidence for this theory comes from the Poetic Edda, and the poem 'V öluspá', or 'Prophecy of the Seeress'. In
verses 21 and 22, we meet the figure of Gullveig and are related a confusing tale in which she is killed and
reborn three times, only to become 'Heiðr'. I contend that these two stanzas, rather than telling the story of a
mythical battle between two different tribes of gods, actually reflect Migration Period religious changes; namely
the opposition of the cult of Odin to the cult/cults of a goddess connected with spinning.

"She remembers a killing between peoples, the first in the world,
when they propped up Gullveig with spears,
and in the hall of Hárr they burned her;
three times they burned her, three times reborn,
often, not seldom, and yet she still lives.

They called her Heiðr, wherever she came to houses,
a prophetess foretelling good fortune, she laid spells on spirits;
she understood magic, practised magic in a trance;

she was always the delight of an evil bride."80

The image of Gullveig being thrice burned and thrice reborn in the hall of Hárr while propped up on spears is
laden with meaning and symbolism; it is at once evocative and mysterious. But who was this Gullveig, and why
did the people of Hárr feel the need to kill her in such a way in the first place?

The figure of Gullveig, our victim in this 'killing between peoples – the first in the world', is mysterious and not
easily recognizable. There is dispute over everything from the meaning of her name, to if it is Gullveig who
'becomes' Heiðr as the stanzas suggest, or that she and Heiðr are even actually linked.

Normally, when we wish to discover more about the more mysterious personages from sources like the Eddas,
one of the first ports of call is unpack, or attempt to unpack the etymology of their names. However, when it
comes to 'Gullveig' this process is a complex matter. Unlike 'Heiðr' (a word meaning 'heath', or 'brightness (of
the sky)'),81 the name 'Gullveig' only exists in the Poetic Edda, whereas 'Heiðr' was a common name for a
Seiðrworker. Significantly, Gullveig is only ever mentioned in Völuspá, a text which deals with ‘bigger picture’
matters such as creation and eschatology as opposed to the concerns of humans. In contrast with Heiðr, this
essentially divorces Gullveig from the human realm.

There is also every reason to believe that this figure of Gullveig, a numinous power herself, we might assume as
our scene takes place in the hall of a god, would have been recognized by the audience of the poem. Per
Professor John McKinnell of Durham University:
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"It seems likely that the poet may have invented Gullveig himself; if so, her meaning can only be what a contemporary audience could
gather from the name. I used to think that this points towards an allegorical interpretation of her; but it is alternatively possible that the
poet intended his audience to recognise in her a mythological being who usually goes by another name."82

One way to try and understand what a contemporary audience would have understood from the term
‘Gullveig’, would be to deconstruct her name and further examine the components 'gull' and ‘veig’. The ‘gull’
component is the easiest and most straightforward of the two to deconstruct:

"It seems that Gull- in human names- normally refers to wealth or to objects made of gold, not to figurative excellence or golden colour.
"83

A similar deconstruction of '-veig' , while more difficult, demonstrates a far more interesting (albeit polemic)
clue to Gullveig’s identity and her potential nature as the audience would have understood it:

"The element -veig is not uncommon in female names; in verse we find Álmveig (one of the ancestresses of the Skjoldungar, in Hyndluljóð
15/5), Boðveig (said in Sólarljóð 79/4 to be the eldest daughter of Njorðr), Rannveig (Óláfr inn helgi, lausavísa 1/3, Kock I 110, and
Málsháttakvæði 18/4 — referring to two different women, apparently both historical) and Þórveig (Kormákr, lausavísa 22b, Kock I 45).
Also relevant is the woman-kenning horveig (Víga-Glúms saga ch. 23, lausavísa 7/6, ed. Jónas Kristjánsson 81; ed. Turville-Petre 42 and
notes on p. 79), where the first element means ‘flax’, ‘linen’, and clearly refers to what the woman wears; the same might be true in the
name Gullveig. It is even possible that some poets regarded -veig merely as a heiti meaning ‘lady’, possibly with ancestral or Vanic
connotations. Veigr also appears as a male dwarf-name (Voluspá 12/1), but the meaning here is no clearer than in the case of the female
name-element. The origin of the element is uncertain. Noreen relates it to Gothic weihs ‘place’ and Latin vicus ‘village’, but this seems
unhelpful (though it is historically possible), for there is no way that a tenth-century poet could have recognised this meaning, or used it
in a made-up name. Sijmons and Gering suggest that the root is that found in víg ‘war’ and Gothic weihan ‘to fight’, and this might have
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been more meaningful to a tenth-century poet (cf. the sword-heiti veigarr, Þula IV l 4/1, Kock I 328). Most commentators, however, have
connected it with the feminine noun veig ‘alcoholic drink’, though Drondke (II 41) suggests that the poet may also have wished to draw
on the sense ‘military strength’, which survives only in prose (see CV 690).”84

Professor McKinnell then goes on to conclude that:

” 'Gullveig' means either a 'woman made of gold', 'gold adorned woman', or 'the gold-adorned military power'; it refers to an idol of
Freyja or some similar goddess, which is attacked with spears (the weapon of the rival cult of Oðinn) and subsequently burned, because
of the abduction of other men's wives and female relatives which is a feature of her cult. One can burn an idol, but just as gold emerges
refined from the fire, the cult of the goddess herself survives.”

Given the use of the –veig component in the poetic kenning for ‘lady’ that I mentioned above, hörveig, I think
that an interpretation of Gullveig as ‘a woman made of gold’, or ‘gold adorned woman’ makes sense. On a
personal level, I do find it curious that the –veig component is paired with the word for linen to mean ‘lady’,
and that the –veig component is also present in a kenning for a goddess whose more common name/epithet of
Freyja shares the same meaning.

The view that Gullveig was Freyja is also one that was ultimately shared by Ursula Dronke (despite her
translation of 'Gullveig' as 'Gold-Brew') 85 .

“I suggest that the Æsir – for she is burnt in Odinn's hall (21/ 5-6) – are desecrating and trying to destroy an image of the 'Bride of the
Vanir', Vanabrúðr Freyja, whose divinity characteristically manifests itself in a multiplicity of distinct figures with distinct names (SnE, 38,
126).
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We have a parallel for just such a female idol as I take Gullveig to be – gold-adorned, and with the same sensual and warlike propensities
as Freyja – in the tutelary goddess of Jarl Hákon, Þorgerðr Hölgabrúðr. Legendary tradition claimed that she defeated the formidable
Jómsvikingar for him in 944, bringing against them storm and colossal hailstones. She was herself seen fighting in Hákon's host, each

finger launching an arrow, each arrow reaching its prey. Gullveig’s fighting role in the Æsir – Vanir war might have been of this magical
kind, while her golden idol would remain in its temple, vulnerable to the Æsir, just as Þorgerðr's idol was to Oláfr Tryggvas on.

When the Æsir try to stop Gullveig’s hostile witchery by burning her, they find she is an indestructible elixir, reborn purified – as burnt
gold will be – from every killing.”86

If McKinnell and Dronker are correct, so far we have Gullveig, a gold-covered idol of a goddess that is propped
up on spears and burned. That she can be reborn indicates a regenerative quality, or magic, and this is where
we come to the figure of Heiðr. In my opinion, the two stanzas (and ergo the figures of Gullveig and Heiðr) are
linked, the story of Heiðr being a continuance of the Gullveig story rather than the introduction of a completely
new narrative. The stanzas flow clearly and fluidly from the one into the other. In the final line of stanza 21 we
are told that 'she still lives' (þó hón enn lifir), and stanza 22 begins by telling us 'Heiðr they called her' (Heiði
hana héto). It simply doesn’t seem logical to me that they would then introduce a new character after first
introducing a character who we are not only told that 'three times they burned her, three times reborn' and
more importantly, that 'she still lives', only to move on to a different character. Moreover, the narrative on the
Æsir – Vanir war quite obviously takes up six stanzas of the Völuspá, it doesn’t make sense that the second of
those stanzas would be some unconnected 'outtake' of some itinerant witch. For Dronke, who provided
arguably the best English translation of the Edda, there was no doubt that Gullveig and Heiðr were the same
figure:
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'”The second scene from the Æsir – Vanir recalls the insidious passage of this bright, elusive deity – now in human form with
a Völva's name, Heiðr – through the homes of men as Völva and Seiðkona prophecying prosperity, seducing human society
into allegiance to her cult, the cult of the Vanir – by the fascination of the occult practices of Seidr and ribaldries of its
rituals. To those who do not subscribe to such a cult – the Æsir, for example – these rites are repellant, obscene,
reprehensible, and corrupting to the women-folk, who model themselves on Freyja, their favourite – an 'ill Vanabrúðr' to
the Æsir – palpably manifest in her Seiðkona.”87

So, if we are to take Gullveig for the gold-covered idol of a goddess (potentially representative of the goddess
and her cult), and Heiðr to be her, or her human representatives in the world practicing the art of Seiðr, it
follows that we ask who Gullveig is.

I'm personally inclined to agree with Dronke's assessment that Gullveig is Freyja, for not only does she have the
connection to 'gold' in her name (Freyja is said to cry tears of gold), but as the Ynglinga saga reminds us, it was
Freyja who taught the art of Seiðr to the Æsir:

“Njord's daughter Freya was priestess of the sacrifices, and first taught
the Asaland people the magic art, as it was in use and fashion among the Vanaland people.”88

With this in mind, the transformation of the figure credited with introducing Seiðr to the Æsir, into Heiðr – the
archetypal name for a human Seiðkona – is entirely logical.

However, there are two questions that remain with this interpretation:
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As previously mentioned above, the name 'Freyja' simply means 'Lady, ruler, queen'. If Freyja is solely an
epithet, are we then potentially dealing with a taboo name for another, older goddess, who potentially exists
both inside and outside of Scandinavia?

Secondly, if 'Gullveig' is indeed referring to the cultic idol of a goddess, that had a corresponding cult (or even
cults), and moreover one that the representatives of Hárr (a god symbolically connected with spears) tried to
destroy, is it possible to find historical evidence of the human events that may be at the root of this myth?

The Rise of the Spear God

From here, we depart from the realm of mythical time of gods and goddesses, and move to the very human
stories of cults and worshippers seated in historical time.

The pre-Christian religious landscape of Northwestern Europe was a varied one that differed by region, tribal
group, and time period. 89 The Heathenisms of 200 C.E. in Northern Germany were not the Heathenisms of
Iceland circa 900 C.E., and without any common religious hierarchy, doctrine, or book, the prospect of a
common Heathen worldview with the same gods and practices would have been next to impossible. That's n ot
to say that there were no threads of commonality between them, or overarching themes they would recognize
in each other's myths and rites - there were. However, the concept of a universal religion though, was quite
foreign to them. 90
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But how does one go about finding two opposing deity cults in such a patchwork land of variety?

The problem may not be as difficult as it initially seems. As our 'Lady's' name is unknown, it makes sense to
pick up our trail with the god who's known by a good many names in many lands, and about whom much ink
has been spilled by scholars and heathens alike.

The first surprise here, is that there are a good number of hints that the cult of Oðinn, the 'Hárr' in whose hall
Gullveig was 'studded with spears', was not so wide-spread among the peoples of the North as Snorri would
have had us believe. Recovered runic amulets call upon Þórr rather than the expected Oðinn, and Þórr is
repeatedly connected to the landscape by folklore and the personal names of inhabitants. Hammer amulets are
found far more frequently and in greater quantity than spears (which seem to have been favored by Oðinn
cultists), and repeated toponymic analysis reveals a pattern of places situated north of Denmark, named for
mostly Thor and Freyr;91 Oðinn seems completely divorced from the natural world. All in all, there is a
convincing argument to be made for a lack of wide-spread worship of Oðinn (except among the ruling classes),
and that his cult originated further south. Indeed, north of Denmark, Oðinn toponyms seem largely confined to
centers of power.

To quote Professor Terry Gunnell of the University of Iceland:92

“Óðinn, like the Christian god, seems to have been an imported, fashionable god, who like Þórr and the other æsir moved
up from the areas now known as Germany and Denmark, gradually gaining favour with the centres of rulership in Sweden
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and Norway, but never really putting down deep cultural roots outside these central points.”

Regarding those centers of rulership, around the tenth century we also increasingly see the inclusion of Oðinn
in euhemerized genealogies. 93

In addition to toponyms, the archaeological record in Denmark and Germany provides additional support for
this idea that there was a change in how people worshipped. More significantly though, it also demonstrates an
increase in finds of a more martial nature around places named after Oðinn.

The Nature of Worship
Both before and during the migration period, the evidence points to a common practice of votive offerings
made to bogs. Typically these offerings were of high craftsmanship, but less commonly, we also find evidence of
human sacrifice. These bog offerings predate the Migration Period, but are significant in that they demonstrate
a long tradition of worship in bogs. Far rarer finds are god and goddess poles. Dating from around the early Iron
age, these poles are often little more than crude wooden posts that give away nothing more than a hint of the
gender of the deity; such as the god pole that turned up at Foerlev Nymolle in Denmark, upon which the only
alteration was to emphasize the vagina-like shape of the lower half of the pole. 94

There came a point in the Migration Period though, when those votive offerings became less frequent , and
worship seemed to move from the wild liminal places and into the hofs95 . It has been theorized that the year

93

North, R. (1997). 'Uoden de cuius stirpe' In Heathen gods in Old English literature (pp. 119-124). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
94 Glob, P. V., & Bruce-Mitford, R. (1969). The Bog people: Iron-age man preserved (p. 180). London: Faber and Faber.
95

Gunnell, Terry. “The Goddess(es) in the M arshes: Old Norse M yth”. Lecture, International Symposium., University of Aarhus,
Aarhus, Denmark, November 22-23, 2007.

536-537 C.E., a year of no sun, may have played a part in the rise of the Odin cult in the north. Nicknamed the
'Fimbulvetr' by archaeologists and researchers, the result was two years of failed crops. 96

It was exactly the kind of unmitigated disaster in terms of essential resources that would have made the
whisperings of a nomadic warlord god sound attractive, especially to the ruling classes. Here was a god that
wasn't connected to the land in any kind of meaningful way; a departure from the localism of previous worship
and a move towards a kind of universalism. The kind of universalism that would, as Terry Gunnell argues, have
made political control far easier.97

It was probably no coincidence that it was also around this time that the imagery on the famous Gotland
picture stones began to change from the previous solar themes, to depictions of warriors on horseback. 98 The
entire 'character' of physical finds begins to change too, and we see an increase in finds of a martial nature,
especially in Denmark/Southern Sweden; an area identified as being the main zone of unrest. This is especially
significant because some of the largest finds of this type were around places such as Odensjön, Odensö, and
Onslund: in other words, places named for Óðinn.

Goddess/es Among the Spears
Having now identified a likely area and time period for the kind of scene described in the tale o f Gullveig, and
traced the rise of a cult connected to a 'spear god' concentrated in the centres of power, it's time to look at the
archaeological record for evidence of any goddesses in this period that could have been 'Gullveig' in this tale of
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power and politics.

One of the most important types of find from the Migration Period was the bracteate, a kind of small medal
that depicted either people, animals, or zoomorphic designs. Bracteates were typically worn as jewelry, and are
divided into different classes depending on what is depicted on them. Some, the M-bracteates, were two sided
imitations of Roman imperial medallions, which was particularly fitting, seeing as the gold for these bracteates
often came from coins paid by the Roman empire to the Germanic tribes as 'peace money'.

As a rule, the humans depicted on bracteates are believed to depict deities, certain attributes of those deities,
and were moreover potentially even consecrated to them 99 . For example, the C-class bracteates are generally
interpreted to depict Wōden and a quadruped; sometimes this interpretation is taken further and the imagery
of the bracteates linked to the scene described in the Second Merseburg Charm in which Wōden heals Balder's
foal with magic (though naturally, this too is also disputed).

One class of bracteates known as the Fürstenberg-B bracteates are of special interest here, not only because
the bracteates depict women – or perhaps more accurately goddesses – engaged in spinning/depicted with
tools related to spinning, but because of their find provenance.

When we speak of 'find provenance' what we are really talking about is the significance of where an artifact
was found with regards to how it might be interpreted. For example, a long black tunic when found in a
settlement might only be interpreted as a long black tunic of no great import. However, were that tunic found
at the dig site of an early church, then we have a setting within which we can contextualize that tunic. We can
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then further infer that perhaps it's a cassock, or using our knowledge of holy orders of that period, maybe even
narrow it down to a religious order. The Fürstenberg-B series is a limited series in that there are only five of this
kind that have been found to date. However, out of those five, two of them were found at cultic sites. The
Oberwerschen bracteate (see fig. 1) was found under the chin of an older woman at a site bearing similar
characteristics as other sites recognized as serving 'cultic purpose' - a view strengthened by the close proximity
of a pit containing slaughtered horse bones. A second bracteate that was found at a cultic site by the name of
Gudme (a place meaning 'Home of the Gods') is perhaps even more significant. You see, Gudme wasn’t just any
old cultic site, but is believed to have been a major cultic site.100

If bracteates are the depictions of deities displaying some of their attributes, and furthermore as Karl Hauck
suggested,101 potentially even consecrated to those deities, then we have to consider two potentialities:

Firstly, that the bracteates may signal the existence of a cult associated with spinning/weaving.

Secondly, that the women that wore those bracteates were devoted in some way to that goddess, and were
perhaps even ritual specialists of a cult connected to that goddess.

The grave goods of the Oberwerschen woman further demonstrate this link with spinning and the fiber arts. A
spindle weight, a needle, a pair of scissors, a knife, and two bronze keys show not only her link to spinning (as
well as the spinning goddess bracteate), but her status as a free born married woman of some rank.102 If this
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woman was a ritual specialist for a cult dedicated to the goddess depicted on her bracteate, then could it be
possible that the Oberwerschen lady and the practices she engaged in was what Seiðr once was, and the
practices of Heiðr and her kind, the mere remnants?

Of course, this may not be the extent of the evidence for potential goddesses of Seiðr-type magic outside of the
Scandinavian Viking Age either. There are two Roman period inscriptions that were found in Zülpich-Hoven that
refer to goddess/es, more precisely Matrons or Matronae, with the epithet Sait( c)hamia.103 Discovered in the
Kloster Marienborn chapel after some old plaster was removed in May of 1889, the inscripti ons are generally
taken to be addressed to a goddess or group of goddesses who protect against wicked magic. 104 In his analysis
of the Saitchamims epithet, Rudolf Much concluded that the ‘t’ in sait would be more accurately rendered as
the Germanic þ, as in the case of multiple other inscriptions. Saiþ, as Much notes, is the same as the ON Seiðr,
and goes on to conclude that *Saiþa must have meant ‘to ward off/negate/weaken magic’.105 In Runic Amulets
and Magic Objects by Mindy MacLeod and Bernard Mees, it is noted that there is also the Old Saxon cognate
siso, “which also seems to feature the expected zero-grade form of the root *sai ‘tie, bind’, also represented in
English sinew.106

Interestingly, as local historian Sophie Lange notes in her book Wo Göttinnen das Land beschützten, another
stone was found at the same site: this time a temple sanctification for Dea Sunuxalis dated to 239 B.C.E.
Sunuxal, who is known from multiple sites, was the tutelary goddess of the Sunuci tribe, a tribe that originally
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inhabited the Zülpich-Hoven area before having to share with the Ubii (the border between the two tribal areas
is believed to have run between Zülpich and Hoven). 107 It may just be coincidental, but it does bear mentioning
here that the most agreed upon etymology for both Sunuci and Sunuxal gives the origin of the sunuc
component as deriving from the Celtic *sunuk(o)s, or the word for ‘boar’ or ‘ young pig’.108 Given the
connection between Freyja – the goddess most associated with Seiðr – and the boar, these finds are very
interesting. For not only do we have inscriptions addressed to a goddess/goddesses who were believed to
protect against a type of magic (the name of which is connected linguistically to the ON Seiðr), but they were
also found in an area that was once inhabited by a tribe who were probably named for the boar, or young pigs
as well.

Again, while there is no record of a goddess being known by the epithet, ‘Freyja' outside of Scandinavia, we
would do well to not forget the following passage from Gylfaginning:

“Freyja has many names, and this is the cause thereof: that she gave herself sundry names, when she went out among
unknown peoples seeking Ódr: she is called Mardöll and Hörn, Gefn, Sýr.”109

Weaving the Threads Together
So far in this paper, I've examined spinning-related mythemes common to multiple Indo-European cultures,
mythemes that typically pertain to matters of fate, life, and death. I also discussed goddesses in multiple
cultures that are not only associated with those attributes, but also that of magic as well. I then presented

107

Lange, S. (1994). M atronenverehrung im Zülpicher Land. In Wo Göttinnen das Land beschützten. Retrieved September 2, 2016, from
http://www.sophie-lange.de/matronenkult-und-kultplaetze/matronenverehrung-im-zuelpicher-land/index.php
108 M uch, R. (1895). Germanische völkernamen. Zeitschrift Für Deutsches Altertum Und Deutsche Literatur, 39. Bd., 20-52. Retrieved
September 02, 2016, from http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/20651198?ref=search-gateway:51de776514cc67094d079d81b5104cde
109 Brodeur, A. G. (Trans.). (1916). Gyfaginning. In S. Sturluson (Author), The prose edda (p. 47). Retrieved September 2, 2016, from
http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/pre/pre04.htm

sagaic, etymological, and even potential archaeological evidence for Sei ðr as a predominantly spun form of
magic. There is much disagreement as to the nature of Seiðr, however, it is my hope that by shedding light on
the underlying worldview of these various Indo-European cultures with regards to spinning, its associations,
and significance, that the reader will be able to see that the idea of spun Seiðr is not only supported in saga and
etymology, but that this idea of spun magic would have been congruent with the worldview of the time. The
issue of congruence is an important one, especially when we consider the modern idea of ‘trance journeying to
Hel’. As we have seen, Indo-European ideas of Death-as-a-hunter/huntress that ensnared his or her prey in
order to drag them downwards to the Underworld of the Dead, were widespread. Can we really say that such
ideas of ‘journeying to Hel’ would have made sense to our Heathen Period ancestors? And if not, then does that
not make what modern practitioners (at least in America) do now, an entirely different beast? Remember, we
never see a living human Seiðrworker journey to Hel in any of the primary sources.

From the examination of the Viking age evidence for Seiðr, I then theorized that it was possible for Seiðr to have
also existed outside of Viking Age Scandinavia: turning my attention to the spindle symbolism on the
Fürstenberg-B series of bracteates and putting forth the idea that given the wider IE connections between the
spinning, matters of fate, and magic, that the spinning symbolism of the bracteates would have been
understood within that context. I further noted that Seiðr has attested cognates in Old English, 110 before
examining Völuspá stanzas 21-22 and making the argument that the stanzas hold some kind of remembrance of
Migration period religious upheaval. One that was characterized by a period of enmity between the
Woden/Oðinn cultists and those of the goddess referred to as Gullveig (who is generally taken to be Freyja).
Finally, I presented the case of the linguistically related, Roman period Saitchamims inscriptions: examining
their find provenance; highlighting the theorized porcine connection of the Sunuci tribe; and once more
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drawing attention to the possibility that the goddess known as Freyja in the north, might have been known
elsewhere and by other names.

Seiðr, quite simply, was not how many of us imagine it to have been, and nor did magic function how it is
typically imagined to have functioned. Rather than being a practice belonging to the shamanic sphere, it was a
practice of 'turned happening', of ensnared minds, luck, weather, and resources. When we think of those who
worked Seiðr, the image of Þorbjörg the little Sybil from Eirik the Red's Saga comes to mind: A woman of means
with a gem-encrusted cloak coming to 'see for the people'. However despite this perception, Þorbjörg is never
referred to as Seiðrkona in Old Norse, but as a Spákona. The Seiðr worker was far more likely to have been like
Katla or Gudrun, a women (or man) who could spin yarn for clothing or wadmal as easily as they could spin to
ensnare a man's mind.

And therein lay the true danger of Seiðr: after all, every woman had a spindle.

