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Abstract

Scholars working on Germanic pre-christian religion have generally considered
Wodan to have been a deity of considerable importance to most if not all Germanic
tribes. This understanding is, however, based on a failure to approach the available
evidence for Wodan within appropriate contemporary contexts. ['his thesis re-
contextualises the evidence, therefore, building a model of the general nature of Germanic
heathenisms in the Migration Age, within which the cult of Wodan can be located. Set
against this model, and with due consideration given to its social, political and religious
contexts, the earliest evidence for Wodan can be seen as the beginning of a christian re-
imagination of this deity. A plausible model of Wodan'’s cult is established, which sees
this cult as being geographically limited, and originating probably within the first half
millenium of the Common Era; the cult of O%inn would appear, moreover, to be
substantially separate in development from that of Wodan. Furthermore, a complex set of
eighth-century scholarly re-uses of Wodan are shown to have shaped subsequent
understandings of the deity, both in the medieval period and up to the present day.

Having considered how the traditions of eighth-century scholarship have misled
modern scholarship, the thesis then examines the further development of these traditions
in Anglo-Saxon England. In this context, Wodan assumes still more various guises, and
is conflated with O%inn, thus helping to cement modern scholarship’s belief in the
original unity of these two figures. "I'his process 1s strengthened, moreover, by the strong
influence which Anglo-Saxon England exerted on Scandinavia both around the time of
the conversion of Scandinavia and at the period when much of the extant Scandinavian
mythography was written down.

"T'his Scandinavian mythography 1s examined briefly in the final chapter, which
points out some important areas of misreading of pre-christian mythology in thirteenth-
century Scandinavian mythography, as well as arguing for substantial extra-Scandinavian
influences on such mythography. This leads, finally, to a consideration of how O%inn

appears in what little certainly pre-christian evidence exists for him.
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A Note on Terminology

A number of terms appear in this thesis with a more specific meaning than that
normally attached to them. It will be helpful, therefore, briefly to discuss them. The term
‘heathen’ is synonymous with ‘pagan’ in quotidian usage, but is here used to refer to non-
christian religious expressions and manifestations originating specifically and uniquely
among (ermanic tribes or peoples. ‘Pagan’, in contrast, is used to refer to non-christian
religions not originating solely among Germani. The cult of Punor might therefore be
described as heathen, but the cult of Mars — even when practised by Germanic
individuals, and even when Mars is conflated with a deity of Germanic origin' — would
be described as pagan.

It will also be noted that the term ‘myth’, although popular in previous
scholarship, appears rarely here. This term is imprecise, and therefore usually mythology
or mythography will be used, since these terms allow us to draw a clear distinction
between oral and written myths. In a few cases, however, in which both mythology and
mythography are referred to, ‘myth’ is used.

''he forms of names used should also be discussed here. The names of Germanic
deities appear in different forms in different Germanic languages (on which see section
2.2.3, below). T'he most widely used forms in modern texts tend to be normalised Old
Icelandic forms (O®inn, Pérr), normalised Old English forms (Woden, Punor), modern
(German forms (Wotan, Donar), or some common modern English forms, often based on
Old Icelandic forms (Odin, Thor). The last two groups mentioned are problematic
because they do not always provide forms for some of the less frequently-mentioned
deities (e.g. Ullr, Forsete), and their uniformity creates the misleading impression of
uniformity in medieval use and understanding of the deity. Normalised forms of medieval

versions of the names are more useful in that they at least provide standardised forms for

' Both these conditions are evidenced by the inscription from Housesteads, on Hadrian’s Wall, to
‘Mars Thincsus’ (see Karl Helm, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, Germanische Bibliothek, 1.5.2;
also Religionswissenschaftliche Bibliothek, §, 2 vols [vol 2 in two parts] (Heidelberg: Carl
Winter, 1913-1953), 1, 366-67).
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the names of all deities, but the second criticism remains. It would be quite impractical to
adopt the usage of each text in discussing the presentation of Wodan in that text; not
only would this render comparisons between texts confusing, but in any case many
individual medieval texts spell a given name in several different ways. One can broadly
distinguish between the presentation of heathen deities in Scandinavian mythography,
their presentation in Anglo-Saxon England, and their presentation outside England and
Scandinavia (which last is generally early, and is therefore often thought to provide some
evidence for the cult of Wodan). The usage adopted here will, therefore, be to refer to
O%inn (normalised Old Icelandic) when dealing with Scandinavian sources, Woden
(normalised Old English) when dealing with English sources, and Wodan (the form
which appears in the earliest text to mention Wodan, the inscription on the Nordendorf
brooch; this 1s discussed in section 3.6.1 below) when dealing with continental sources.
"T'his indicates the variety of spellings and pronunciations of the name without creating
undue obscurity. "I'he same rules will be adopted, as far as possible, with the names of
other Germanic deities (e.g. Pérr for Scandinavia, Punor for England and Ponar for the
continent). When talking about Wodan generally, rather than specifically as he appears in

Scandinavia, England, or on the continent, the form Wodan will be used.
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Preface

The study of pre- and non-christian religious expression among the Germanic
tribes has brought forth some of the most various and exciting, if not always the most
plausible, scholarship of the modern period. One deity in particular has attracted a great
deal of attention, namely Wodan. The extraordinary variety of evidence — or supposed
evidence — for the cult of Wodan and for mythological narratives relating to Wodan has
done much to create this situation. The huge geographical and chronological range of
such evidence has also played a part in these developments. The methodologies and
approaches applied in studying this evidence, however, have not always been well-defined
or, indeed, capable of producing plausible results.

Many studies of heathen religion and mythology have failed to set out their
methodologies. Moreover, they have often suftered from a lack of attention to the
geographical and chronological patterns found 1n their evidence, and from failures to
identify all the useful evidence or to exclude evidence which cannot safely be used. "I'his
has resulted in the development of a modern, scholarly picture of Wodan which
represents a monolithic construction of evidence good, bad, and indifterent into a
composite figure believed somehow to have pervaded the pre-christian Germanic world
from the Iron Age through to the conversion of Scandinavia.

The present study seeks to disperse this monolithic figure. It sets out and
discusses the methodologies which it employs, and these methodologies allow for the
development of a very different picture of Wodan. In fact, the starting point for this study
is the understanding that we cannot have a picture of Wodan; Wodan 1s not a single
phenomenon, but a complex of figures developing 1n various contexts, for various reasons.
We must allow for the possibility of chronological and regional variations. We must also
allow for the possibility that Wodan does not always appear in his capacity as a heathen
deity.

With this in mind, I will now outline the scope and aims of this study. It seeks to
provide a plausible new model for the development of Wodan as a cult figure, by asking

the following questions: When and where was Wodan actually worshipped as a deity, and
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by whom? How did his cult arise, and how did it change and develop throughout its
lifespan? What were the causes of this development? One must also recognise, however,
that Wodan has an extremely vigorous afterlife as a figure appearing in christian contexts;
in fact, this study argues that he was probably more important, in much of the Germanic
area, after christianisation than before. The following questions are therefore also posed:
What forms does Wodan take at different times and in different places? How and why is
he re-used and re-imagined in christian contexts? Can one trace patterns in these
developments, and connections between manifestations of Wodan?

'T'o begin answering these questions, we would do well to consider briefly some

post-medieval readings and representations of Wodan; that is, the previous scholarship on

Wodan.



1. Previous Scholarship

1.1 Introduction

Wodan, also known as Woden, O%inn, Godan, Upin and by a host of other

names, 1s the most versatile Germanic heathen deity ever created. Not only does his name
vary from place to place, time to time, author to author, and even within a single text, but
also his uses vary enormously. In some contexts he appears as a war-god, or as a god of
trickery; in others he 1s portrayed as a human king or magician; sometimes his name
seems to be nothing more than a vaguely-defined word with magical connotations. 1 his
s as true of modern representations of Wodan as it is of medieval representations. This
thesis 1s circular; in examining the medieval representations of Wodan, one must begin
with a discussion of previous scholarship on these representations. Such scholarship 1s,
however, merely a continuation of the processes of reading and representing Wodan
which created the medieval traditions and representations which will be examined in this
thesis; indeed, this thesis is itself yet another representation of Wodan. 'T'he sheer volume
of post-medieval scholarship relating to Wodan, and to heathen religious expression and
its medieval literary representations, precludes a detailed examination of any substantial
proportion of the scholarship in the limited space available here. "T'his survey will,
therefore, examine the broad trends of such scholarship with reterence to certain specific

examples (although many others could be mentioned).

1.2 1'he Beginnings of Modern Scholarship on Germanic Pre-
Christian Religions

Acknowledging that, as argued above, any attempt to pinpoint the origins of
modern scholarship on heathen deities, their cults and their representations, is merely to

point to an arbitrary text, let us dub Olaus Magnus’s Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus



the first piece of modern scholarship on heathen deities. First published at Rome 1n 1555,
this work is admittedly not the first historiographical work to treat of heathen deities;
that distinction belongs to Fredegar’s Chronicon or the Origo Gentis Langobardorum, both
of the seventh century CE. Nor is it the first historiographical work which discusses the
origins of heathen deities and specifically attempts to synthesise the author’s sources for
heathenism into a more or less coherent picture; Saxo Grammaticus and Snorri Sturluson
made efforts in this direction centuries before Magnus. Both Saxo and Snorri quote from
their sources, moreover, and both make some attempt to assess the validity of their
sources. Magnus 1n fact follows his sources — Saxo looming large among these — very
closely, and the division between his work and that of the thirteenth-century
mythographers is really an arbitrary chronological division which may reflect other
political and social developments in Europe between the thirteenth and sixteenth
centuries, but which does not easily fit the development of traditions concerning heathen
religion and mythology. Magnus, nevertheless, provides the first original work of the early
modern period on heathen religion and mythology (the first printed edition of Saxo’s
Gesta Danorum also belongs to this period, appearing in 1514), and his work continued to
be influential into the nineteenth century.’

What, then, does Magnus have to say about Wodan? He repeats information
from Adam of Bremen’s description of the temple at Uppsala but ascribes it to loannes
Magnus, Archbishop of Uppsala; draws in Saxo’s euhemeristic portrait of Oinn; derives
‘Odens dag’ from O%inn; and suggests that Jordanes’s Gothic Mars was Wodan and was

offered human sacrifice.” Other material from Saxo also appears, portraying Odinn as a

soothsayer (pp. 115, 122-23). Magnus did not know all the sources which are now available

to scholars, but he knew several of the richer (if not necessarily more reliable or useful)

' On the date of the first printed edition of the Gesta Danorum, and Walter Scott’s use of
Magnus Olaus, see Andrew Wawn, 1 he Vikings and the Victorians: Inventing the Old North in
Nineteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Brewer, 2000), pp. 17-18 and 71. On the relationship of
the editio princeps of the Gesta Danorum to Saxo’s original composition, see Ivan Boserup, “The
Angers Fragment and the Archetype of Gesta Danorum’, in Saxo Grammaticus: A Medieval
Author between Norse and Latin Culture, ed. by Karsten Friis-Jensen (Copenhagen: Museum
Tusculanum Press, 1981), pp. 9-26.

* Olaus Magnus: Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus: Romae 1557, introduction by John
Granlund (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1972), p. 100.



ones, such as Saxo’s Gesta Danorum. He makes some attempt to order the information
available to him, and to draw conclusions from his sources. With his conclusions,
however, scholarship on heathen religion, and particularly on Wodan, was already
faltering. T'he interpretation of Jordanes’s Mars as Wodan created a new Wodan who had
not existed previously, and who remains to this day the Wodan of most popular
conceptions and much scholarship. This is Wodan the pan-Germanic deity, the
bloodthirsty war-god, demanding human sacrifice. By establishing Wodan as a deity
known to the Goths, Magnus set up an orthodoxy in which Wodan must have existed
prior to the Gothic migration, and among most if not all Germanic tribes (many scholars
still assume that this was the case, but there 1s no firm evidence for this understanding of
the geographical spread of the cult of Wodan; see section 2.2.3, below). The suggestion
of human sacrifice also became a commonplace in modern depictions of Wodan, although
the evidence that the cult of Wodan involved human sacrifice rests solely on relatively late
medieval Scandinavian sources, such as Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae
Pontificum and Old Icelandic sagas.” As we shall see, such sources provide very poor
evidence for extra-Scandinavian early medieval heathenisms (see section 2.1, below).
Magnus’s method of reading a Roman pagan deity-name as equivalent to a heathen deity,
moreover, set a highly undesirable methodological precedent which is often unthinkingly
followed to this day.” It is true that medieval texts had equated heathen and pagan deities
since the seventh century CE, but these equations arise in the context of specific attempts

to draw parallels between pagan and heathen deities, or even to argue that these deities

> Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum, in Quellen des 9. und 11. Jabrbunderts zur Geschichte
der bamburgischen Kirche und des Reiches, ed. by G. Waitz, B. Schmeidler, H. Bresslau and G.

Pertz, trans. by Werner T'rillmich and K. Nobbe, Ausgewihlte Quellen zur deutschen Geschichte
des Mittelalters, 11 (Berlin: Riitten & Loening, 1961), p. 472 (book 4, chapter 27). See also the
well-known narrative of Starkadr’s sacrifice of King Vikarr to O8inn in Gautreks saga, in
Fornaldar Ségur Norburlanda, ed. by Gudni Jonsson, 4 vols (Reykjavik: Edda, 1950), 1v, 30-31.

* See, for instance, H. R. Ellis Davidson, Pagan Scandinavia, Ancient Peoples and Places, 58
(london: T’hames and Hudson, 1967), p. 72; David Wilson, Anglo-Saxon Paganism (London:
Routledge, 1992), p. 23; Hilda Ellis Davidson, The Lost Beliefs of Northern Europe (London:
Routledge, 1993), p. 79; Rudolf Simek, A Dictionary of Northern Mythology, trans. by Angela Hall
(Cambridge: Brewer, 1993), pp. 211-12; Lotte Motz, The King, the Champion and the Sorcerer: A
Study in Germanic Myth, Studia Medievalia Septentrionalia, 1 (Vienna: Fassbaender, 1996), p. 101;
Richard North, Heathen Gods in Old English Literature, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon
England, 22 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 79.



were identical. Such attempts do not, however, prove that the use of a pagan deity-name
alone could refer to a heathen deity; quite the opposite, for if medieval writers had fele
that they could use a pagan deity-name — on its own, and without explanation — to
refer to a heathen deity, they would scarcely have attempted to draw parallels between, or

argue for the identity of, pagan and heathen deities.

1.3 Gods of the Norsemen: Recovering Edda and Saga 1in the
Nineteenth Century

So much for the father of modern scholarship on heathen religion and mythology.
Magnus’s implicit methods and assumptions are still to be found in recent scholarship,
but the next major change in scholarship on heathen religion and mythology came with
the modern dissemination of the Old Icelandic sources which were, apparently, not used
by Magnus. The nineteenth century saw a rash of publications of syntheses of Old
Icelandic mythography. A typical example is R. B. Anderson’s impressively-titled Norse
Mythology: or, Ihe Religion of our Forefathers, containing all the Myths of the Eddas,
systematized and interpreted, whose preface makes the no less impressive claim ‘that 1t 1s
the first complete and systematic presentation of the Norse mythology in the English language ™.
In Anderson’s work are reflected the nationalistic and romantic 1deals ot his day.
Describing Longfellow as ‘the Nestor among American writers on Scandinavian themes’
(p. 11), he goes on to invent heathens as noble savages, ‘[nearly] in sympathy with
Christianity’ (p. 27), in touch with nature and full of poetry: “I'he old mythological
stories of the Norsemen abound in poetry of the truest and most touching character.

"T'hese stories tell us in sublime and wondertful speech of the workings of external nature’

(p- 33)-

> R. B. Anderson, Norse Mythology: Or, The Religion of Our Forefathers, Containing All the Myths
of the Eddas, Systematized and Interpreted, 2nd edn, (Chicago: Griggs; London: Triibner, 1876), p.
8 (Anderson’s italics). Further references to this work in the paragraphs which follow are given in
parentheses 1n the text.



"The nationalistic side of Anderson’s views is perhaps more disturbing to a2 modern
reader. He begins his first chapter with a harangue against the use of non-Germanic
loanwords in English: ‘we have watered our mother tongue long enough with bastard
Latin; let us now brace and steel it with the life-water of our own sweet and soft and rich
and shining and clear-ringing and manly and world-ranging, ever-dearest ENGLISH’ (p.
23). This ‘world-ranging’ is strangely echoed, moreover, in the opening paragraph of
Anderson’s section on Wodan (Anderson refers to him as ‘Odin’), i1n which he claims that
the deity’s name is derived from the verb vada ‘to walk’; and that Wodan ‘is the all-
pervading spirit of the world’ (p. 215; Anderson’s italics). It is curious that Anderson’s
linguistic nationalism allows him here not only to use, but even to stress, the Latin
loanword ‘pervade’, but, leaving this oddity aside, Wodan pervading the world seems to
recall English ranging the world; the more so, since Anderson takes the euhemerism of
Saxo and Snorri at face value, but credits his ‘historical Odin’ (pp. 232-236) with teaching
‘the art of poetry to the Norsemen’ (p. 235). Anderson’s Wodan 1s a euhemerised
historical hero, not only of inward-looking linguistic nationalism, but also of nationalism
of a more militant kind, directed against Latin-speaking Rome (p. 232).

"T'hese are strands which prove common enough in the nineteenth-century
handbooks of Old Icelandic myth. Nationalism and Romanticism combine in much of
this material to produce an idealised vision of Germanic pre-christian religion which takes
no account of the chronological problems posed by the Old Icelandic evidence, and which
s, in many ways, not dissimilar to Tacitus’s equally unreliable presentation of the

(sermani as noble savages.

'T'he nineteenth century also saw, by contrast, the beginnings of scholarly efforts
to disentangle the developments of pre- and non-christian religious expression from the
complex chronological and geographical spread of evidence. H. M. Chadwick’s Cult of
Othin represents an important example of this trend, and one which deserves a special

place in this survey as a relatively large-scale study directed specifically at the cult of



Wodan and its development.® To this day, it remains an admirably complete and well-
argued prece of scholarship. Unfortunately, its fundamental premises and assumptions are
quite untenable, and these insecure foundations prejudice the value of the majority of the
book’s conclusions. Chadwick makes extensive use of saga material to build up a picture of
Wodan,” and, using this picture as a guide, then seeks to establish where, when and how
Wodan was culted in Germania from the first century CE onwards.” Chadwick’s
arguments are generally well-constructed, but his assumptions fail him completely;
material 1n sagas, Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum, and a few ambiguous skaldic by-
names suffice for Chadwick to view hanging as a preferred method of sacrificing to
Wodan.” The argument is plausible, but only if one accepts (and few scholars now do)
that all of these sources constitute reliable evidence for pre-christian religious practice. On
this basis Chadwick goes on to argue that all instances in ancient writers of Germanic
tribes hanging people are evidence of those tribes culting Wodan." As is usual, moreover,
Chadwick reads classical references to Germani worshipping Mercury (and,
contradictorily, also Ares) as references to the worship of Wodan."' These flaws render
Chadwick’s conclusions almost worthless, although his work does assemble much of the
most important textual evidence for the cult of Wodan, and some of that for later

representations and uses of Wodan.

1.4 Attempts at an Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte:
Systematising Histories of Heathenism

Chadwick’s work 1s notable also as an attempt at a more systematic study of

heathen religion, which attempts to contextualise mythology within cult practice. His

° H. M. Chadwick, The Cult of Othin: An Essay in the Ancient Religion of the North (LLondon:
Clay, 1899).

” Chadwick, pp. 3-28.

* Chadwick, pp. 29-48.

> Chadwick, pp. 16-20.

' Chadwick, pp. 35-39.

"' Chadwick, pp. 30 and §3-54.



reliance on medieval mythography presents considerable chronological difficulties, but his
work does represent a significant move away from the common nineteenth-century
tendency to view pre-christian religion largely in terms of anachronistically well-ordered
mythological cycles. This tendency, moreover, leads into a new and still useful approach
to heathen religions, which attempts to synthesise heathen mythology and cult practices,
viewing both as manifestations of heathen religions.

'T'his approach is broader in its use of evidence, drawing in both medieval
mythography and the historiography and hagiography of the late classical and early
medieval periods. "T’he move to broaden the evidential bases of studies of heathen cult 1s
also reflected in an increased focus on archaeological, toponymic and epigraphic evidence.

'T'o this movement towards a more broadly-based approach to studying
heathenisms belong two important works entitled Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, one by
Jan de Vries, the other by Karl Helm.'” Both works were published in two volumes over
the course of the earlier part of the twentieth century, with the final instalment, the
second part of Helm’s second volume, appearing in 1953. Both scholars recognised the
problematic disjunction between the evidence for North Germanic cults and that for the
religious beliefs and practices of the extra-Scandinavian Germanic tribes, although Helm
never published the projected third part of his second volume, on North Germanic
religions. "T'hey also took account of the chronological gap between early archaeological
evidence and classical historiography and ethnography, on the one hand, and the medieval
sources, on the other hand.

'T'his understanding of the complexities of the subject 1s important, and continues
to be so. T'hese grand projects of religious history are still valuable as reference works,
drawing together prodigious volumes of evidence for pre-christian religion among the
Germani. 1'he interpretations of this evidence that are put forward in these works are,
however, not always so useful. Although their accounts are often plausiBle, they are also

often marred by the drawing of injudicious connections between disparate evidence.

"> Helm, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte; Jan de Vries, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte,
Grundriss der germanischen Philologie, 12, 2 vols (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1935-1937); see also Helm’s
more specific study, Wodan: Ausbreitung und Wanderung seines Kultes, Giessener Beitrige zur
deutschen Philologie, 85 (Giessen: W. Schmitz, 1946).



T'hus, although some of the major problems of non-contiguous patterns of evidence are
recognised in these works, they still fall prey, when examining phenomena on a smaller
scale, to making unjustified associations between pieces of evidence which need hardly be
related. T'his perhaps results in part from a sense that, just as Germanic heathenisms
could be examined in large-scale, monolithic publications, so these forms of religious
expression were themselves more homogenous and monolithic than we might now
suppose. > As the shared title says, these were histories not of Germanic religions, but of
Germanic religion.

Despite their shortcomings, however, these ambitious attempts at a total history
of heathenism are not without their usefulness, not only as a mine of information, but
also because they lay substantial foundations which much subsequent scholarship builds
on and modifies. 'T'he more focussed studies of particular regions and developments which
have followed these works owe much to them for beginning to disintegrate the myth of a
homogenous heathenism, and at the same time the amassing of evidence, undertaken 1n

an attempt to create a history capable of accounting for heathenism as a whole, has

provided a valuable, 1f sometimes simplistic, model on which to build.

1. Volk and Folklore: Reading Modern Reflexes of Heathenisms

''he attempt to broaden the evidential bases of studies of pre-christian religions
did not seek simply to bring into consideration under-explored classical and medieval
evidence. Another possible source of evidence which began to be considered was modern
folklore, which, 1t was thought, could provide evidence for heathen cult beliefs and
practices, 1f 1t could be established that particular elements of folklore stemmed from pre-
christian times. "This 1s a perfectly reasonable position to take, save for the fact that it can

never be determined with any degree of certainty that modern folklore has such ancient

" Such a position was not without its early critics, however, such as Wilhelm Boudriot, who
points out the difficulties both of unconnected evidence, and of evidence which is essentially

dependent on literary sources, in the preface to his Die altgermanische Religion in der amtlichen



origins. Occasionally one can be reasonably certain that a practice or belief did not begin
until the medieval period, or even later, but this does not prove the antiquity of those
practices and beliefs which cannot be shown to have begun in or after the medieval period.
Only unequivocal contemporary evidence can prove the antiquity of a cult element, and,
where such evidence exists, recourse to later evidence 1s hardly necessary.

'T'he folkloric method is foreshadowed in Benjamin T'horpe’s impressive
compendium of nineteenth-century Germanic folk beliefs, but this text focuses on
description more than analysis of such beliefs."* For the development of a genuine
folkloric method we must look a little later. An important application of the folkloric
method to the cult of Wodan occurs in Otto Hofler’s Kultische Gebeimbiinde der
Germanen.” It does not seem implausible that, among some Germanic tribes, military
specialist groups with an exclusive membership existed.'® Hofler (and, indeed, Wallace-
Hadrill) may be correct that such groups had some religious observances or beliefs specitic
to them, but it is hard to establish certainly that this is the case. "T'his, however, 1s
precisely what Hofler does, adducing as evidence modern and late medieval folkloric male-
only groups with a martial flavour, ranging from the Wild Hunt, through Robin Hood
and company, to Morris dancers."’

'T'he results of such a method are vivid, but hardly uniformly convincing.
Nevertheless, less extreme arguments from folklore are often accepted. Wodan's supposed

leadership of the Wild Hunt, for instance, continues to appear in some accounts of his

kirchlichen Literatur des Abendlandes vom . bis 11. Jabrbundert (Bonn: Ludwig Rohrscheid, 1964),
pp. 1-8.

'* Benjamin Thorpe, Northern Mythology: Comprising the Principal Popular Traditions and
Superstitions of Scandinavia, North Germany and the Netherlands, 3 vols (London: Lumley, 18¢1-

1852), 11 and III.
"> Otto Hofler, Kultische Gebeimbiinde der Germanen (Frankfurt a.M.: Moritz Diesterweg, 1934).

' See, for instance, J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, 7he Long-Haired Kings and Other Studies in Frankish
History (London: Methuen, 1962), pp. 154-55.

' Hofler, Pp- 36-37, 48-49. De Vries, also writing in the 1930s, urged extreme caution in dealing
with folklore evidence, concluding that ‘when we possess an accurate knowledge of the origin of a
modern popular tradition we may trace the line of development downwards, but to seek from
modern folklore the way to a source which 1s only superficially known to us, seems to me a
fruitless task’ (Jan de Vries, Contributions to the Study of Othin Especially in His Relation to
Agricultural Practices in Modern Popular Lore, Folklore Fellows Communications, 94 (Helsinki:

Societas Scientiarum Fennica, 1931), p. 63).
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cult.”® The folkloric method should perhaps be seen within the wider context of 1930s
German nationalism, with its development of the neo-pagan reconstructive religiosity of
the Jugendbewegung, and its emphasis on the German peasant or farmer as the lifeblood of
the nation; an emphasis, moreover, which came to a chilling dead-end in the Second
World War. At the same time, a folkloric approach to pre-christian religion has had less

unpleasant popular reflexes, as in post-war Britain, where it formed the basis for another

. .. . 19
reconstructive religious movement known as Wicca, founded by Gerald Gardner.

1.6 Heathenism, Nationalism and Racism: The Second World
War

In 1936, looking out from a relatively untroubled Switzerland at the increasingly
stormy political life of Germany, Carl Jung wrote an essay entitled, simply, “‘Wotan’; an
essay which, ten years on, appeared to be as much prophecy as reflection on contemporary
troubles. “Wotan’, Jung argues, ‘is an Ergreifer of men and he is really the only explanation
[for National Socialism], unless we wish to deify Hitler”. Not that Jung literally saw a
one-eyed deity with his spear and ravens as the root cause of National Socialism, rather he
understood Wodan as a personification of the psychological and social patterns and
imperatives which, 1n his view, drove the development of National Socialism:

Wotan 1s a fundamental characteristic of the German soul, an irrational,
psychic factor, which acts like a cyclone on the high pressure of civilization
and blows it away [...] Wotan represents a primeval Germanic factor, and
...] 1s the most accurate expression of a basic human quality which is
particularly characteristic of the German.”’

** For examples, Motz, pp. 78-79.
" Gardner sets out his ideas in two monographs published in the 1950s: Gerald B. Gardner,
Witcheraft Today (London: Rider, 1954) and G. B. Gardner, 7The Meaning of Witchcraft

(London: Aquarian Press, 1959).
? C. G. Jung, “‘Wotan’, trans. by Barbara Hannah, in C. G. Jung, Essays on Contemporary Events,

trans. by Elizabeth Welsh, Barbara Hannah and Mary Briner (Loondon: Kegan Paul, 1947), pp. 1-

16 (p. 7).
*! Tung, p. 8.
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T'his, in its own right, constitutes a scholarly approach to the study of pre-christian
religions, arguing that they can all be understood essentially as figurative representations
of human psychology through myth. Such a method could be seen as a reasonable enough
way to read religious practice, or, for that matter, any other form of human endeavour at
all, since all human activity is necessarily shaped by human psychology. One should simply
note the caution, however, that the psychology of the citizens of Switzerland in the early
twentieth century may well have been quite dissimilar from that of early medieval
(Germani; attempting to read from human activity to human psychology 1s difficult but

not unreasonable, whereas reading from human psychology to human activity 1s at best

useless.

What 1s remarkable about Jung’s essay, in fact, is not his central psychological
reading of National Socialism, but his recognition that, although Wodan the ‘psychic
factor’ acted essentially within the sphere of the irrational, even the intellectual life of
Germany was profoundly influenced by National Socialism. In few areas of research 1s this
more apparent than in studies of Germanic heathenisms, and 1t is precisely this area of
study which Jung himself picks out, not only obliquely in the title of his essay, but also
specifically in his comments on Martin Ninck's Wodan und germanischer Schicksalsglaube.*
Ninck 1s, Jung avers, one of those men ergriffen by Wodan the Ergreifer, and this 1s
abundantly clear in his work.”’

Hitler’s fondness for the operatic works of Wagner has often been remarked;
indeed, Wagner’s popularity has suffered as a result.”* These artistic reworkings of
Germanic mythography were not, however, the only works on heathenism which found
favour 1n Nazi circles. Wilhelm Gréonbech’s Danish work Vor Folkeet 1 Oldtiden,
published in Copenhagen between 1909 and 1912, was translated into German in the late
1930s, and recetved, in the translated edition, a preface by Otto Hofler which appeals to
the rhetoric ot the German Volk and its Bauern which informed National Socialism to

such a great degree:

* Martin Ninck, Wodan und germanischer Schicksalsglaube (Jena: Eugen Diederichs, 1935).
23
Jung, p. 9.
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Die Volkskunde findet bei Gronbech die lang entbehrte grofiangelegte

Darstellung des altgermanischen Bauertums, das wir kennen miissen,

wenn wir die spiteren Entfaltungen unseres Volkstums historisch

begreifen wollen.”

As we have already seen, studies of heathenism were often used as platforms for
nineteenth-century nationalism, and, as we can see here, still more sinister forms of early
twentieth-century nationalism also found their scholarly reflexes in such studies. Nor,
indeed, has this tendency entirely disappeared (see section 1.8, below, on Danish scholarly

nationalism), although it has not since been assoctated with nationalistic movements after

the stamp of National Socialism.

1.7 Religion within Society: Dumézil and the Linguistic-
Religious Fallacy

"T'he French scholar Georges Dumézil argued that heathen mythology reflects an
ancient pan-Indo-European theological structure involving a central trinity of deities
responsible for three crucial socio-political functions, namely rulership (‘souveraineté’),
military power (‘force’), and fertility (‘fécondit€).”® One of the difficulties with this
approach 1s that Dumézil’s evidence for his views is largely drawn from Scandinavian
mythographic materials, such as Snorri Sturluson’s Edda and the Gesta Danorum of Saxo
Grammaticus; as is discussed below (section 2.1), basing models of heathen cult on such
late, literary evidence is not particularly safe. A still greater difticulty, moreover, 1s that
Dumézil’s model simplistically imagines religious and mythological ideas as developing in
much the same way that languages do, in a branching chronological tree, usually only

slightly disturbed by cross-dialect transters such as loanwords and pidginisation. There 1s

* See, for instance, the examination of Thomas Mann’s changing attitudes towards Wagner in
George Bridges, “I'he Almost Irresistible Appeal of Fascism, Or: Is It Okay to Like Richard
Wagner?’, The Germanic Review, 64 (1989), 42-48.

» Wilhelm Gronbech, Kultur und Religion der Germanen, trans. by Ellen Hofmeyer, ed. by Otto

Hofler (Hamburg: hanseatische Verlagsanstalt, 1937), p. 9.
* Georges Dumézil, Les Dieux des Germains: Essai sur la Formation de la Religion Scandinave,

Mythes et Religions (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1959), p. 1.
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simply no reason to suppose that religious and mythological ideas do develop in this way.
"T'he fact that proto-Germanic *Tiwaz is cognate with Greek Zevg and the first element
of Latin Jupiter does suggest that *T'iwaz may be seen as developing from a pan-Indo-
European god who also gave rise to Jupiter and Zeus, but no other heathen god can be
shown to develop in this way.”” On the contrary, there is considerable evidence of
transfers between heathen and non-heathen religions, and such transfers can occur much
more readily and on much greater scales than can linguistic transfers; the most dramatic
example 1s, of course, the conversions of the various Germanic groupings to christianity,
in which a more or less complete replacement of heathen cults by christian cults was
achieved in a remarkably short space of time, and over wide geographical areas. 'The
replacement of Celtic languages by a Germanic dialect — English — in the British Isles,

by contrast, has been underway for more than a millennium and a half, and 1s not yet

complete in some regions.

1.8 The Age of the Improbable: Directions in Scholarship from
the 1960s to the Present

In general, scholars have become increasingly reluctant to attempt studies of
heathen religious expression. Since the 1960s this subject has been relatively little studied,
largely 1n reaction to some of the more extreme and improbable previous scholarship, and
perhaps also as a response to the misreadings and misappropriations of Germanic myth for
nationalistic and racist ends before and during the Second World War (see section 1.6,
above).

‘T'here has, nevertheless, been a steady, if slight, production of work in this area.
‘T'here are those who still champion fanciful interpretations. The very title of Otto

Hantl’s Der Urglaube Alteuropas: Die Edda als Schliissel zur Steinzeit is enough to arouse

one’s suspicions, and the contents amply confirm them; here is a real wilde Jagd, chasing

* Jan de Vries, Altnordisches etymologisches Wairterbuch, 2nd edn (Leiden: Brill, 1977), sub Iyr.
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likenesses of deities out of rock formations and using the Poetic Edda as the key evidence

. ¢ o 28
for a reconstruction of a proto-Indo-European mythology and religion.

A quite different tack is exemplified by Richard North’s Heathen Deities in Old
English Literature, in which North conjures heathen deities from the vernacular literature
of christian Anglo-Saxon England with remarkable ease, and, of course, the aid of the
Scandinavian mythographic key which is so often thought to unlock every secret of
heathen religion.

"T'he work of Karl Hauck and others on the bracteates should also be mentioned
here. Again, Scandinavian mythography is used as a key to far earlier, and far less clear,
evidence. In this case the bracteates are interpreted as depicting Wodan, and, again, there
is little or no evidence to support the thesis.”’

Hauck’s work has found enthusiastic support in Denmark, whence many of the
bracteate-finds originate. The importance of certain areas of Denmark as centres for the
production of bracteates, when taken together with Hauck’s connection of Wodan with
the bracteates, has reinforced a new scholarly nationalism which 1s particularly evident in
Scandinavia, and especially in Denmark. Erik Moltke has written a monograph on the
origins and development of the runic script, arguing that Denmark was the cradle of the
elder futhark.™

A similar emphasis can be seen in Lotte Hedeager's recent monograph, Skygger af
en anden virkelighed: Oldnordiske myter, which draws on archaeological and literary
evidence (primarily Old Icelandic mythography) to claim that Wodan originated in
Scandinavia and spread from there throughout Germania as the chiet deity of the
Migration Age’s warrior aristocracy.” Margaret Clunies Ross rightly dismisses this

argument as highly implausible in her review of Hedeager’s book, but she nevertheless

*® Otto Hantl, Der Urglaube Alteuropas: Die Edda als Schliissel zur Steinzeit, Versffentlichungen
aus Hochschule, Wissenschaft und Forschung, g9 (Thibingen: Grabert, 1983).

* See sections 2.2.1 and 2.3.2. See also Kathryn Starkey, Imagining an Early Odin: Gold
Bracteates as Visual Evidence?’, Scandinavian Studies, 71 (1999), 373-92, who argues convincingly,
on the basis of comparisons between later textual sources and bracteate iconography, that
Wodan/Odinn need not be depicted on the bracteates; even by the exercise of Hauck’s own
method, then, his identifications are insecure.

? Erik Moltke, Runes and I hetr Origin: Denmark and Elsewbere, trans. by Peter G. Foote
(Copenhagen: National Museum, 198s).
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accepts that the Asir were ‘a widely known pantheon’ through Migration Age
. 32 L
(Germania.™ As we shall see, the situation — at least as regards Wodan — was rather

more complex than this suggests.

A case bearing some similarities to that of Hedeager — although based more on
literature and folklore, and less on archaeology — is made by Lotte Motz in The King, the
Champion and the Sorcerer: A Study in Germanic Myth. This book presents a
sophisticated view of Wodan’s development as a cult figure, arguing that ‘the chief

divinity of the Germanic nations did not find his origin in a mythical but in a cultic
context, that he was fashioned in the image of an ecstatic visionary, possibly a wandering
priest, as exemplified by the metrogyrtes of the Phrygian Mountain Mother Cybele, and
that he was reshaped into a2 mounted warrior-magician in the context of a martial
culture”. Unfortunately, this model suffers from being based mainly upon the evidence of
Sdcandinavian mythography and contemporary folklore, and by ignoring crucial earlier
evidence such as the various versions of the Langobard ethnogenesis.

A rather ditterent, but no more plausible, understanding of Woden appears in an
article by Kenneth Harrison, which argues that Woden was a human king who actually
lived in the Migration Age.”® The difficulties with this interpretation are discussed in
section 3.5, below. T'hor Heyerdahl and Per Lilliestr6m have also espoused such neo-
euhemerism, but arguing that Wodan 1n fact lived not in Germania but in the Azov

35
drca.

! Lotte Hedeager, Skygger af en Anden Virkelighed: Oldnordiske Myter (Haslev: Samleren, 1997).
% Clunies Ross, Alvfssmdl, 8 (1998), 113-15 (p. 114).

» Motz, The King, the Champion and the Sorcerer, p. 70.

* Woden’, in Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the I hirteenth Centenary of the Birth
of the Venerable Bede, ed. by Gerald Bonner (London: SPCK, 1976), pp. 351-56.

> Thor Heyerdah! and Per Lilliestrom, Jakten pd Odin: Pd Sporet av vdr Fortid (Oslo: Stenersen,

2001).
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1.9 Understanding Literary Evidence: Re-Using and Re-
Imagining Wodan

One response to the problems inherent in dealing with the cult of Wodan has
been more constructive than the silence which is the norm. Several scholars have
recognised the possibility and value of studying references to Wodan as evidence for
christian re-uses and re-imaginings of the deity. Work by scholars such as David
Dumuville and Craig Davis on the Anglo-Saxon royal genealogies has done much to help
us understand the nature and uses of these particular texts, and hence, why they use
Woden.”® This work clearly shows the political stimuli for the development of these
genealogies, and moves us away from the simplistic idea that Woden was believed to be an
ancestor by heathen Anglo-Saxons, and from the still more implausible view that the cult

of Woden among the heathen Anglo-Saxons involved a form of sacral kingship.

In response to an article by J. S. Ryan, which attempted — like North’s Heathen
Gods, but with more restraint — to discern traces and reminiscences of the cult of
Woden 1n Old English literature, Audrey Meaney argued for understanding literary,
toponymic and iconographical evidence within its contemporary cultural context, rather
than viewing it as evidence for much earlier cultural life.”” This recognition of the need to
see evidence within plausible contexts is an important element of the present work (see
the discussion of this in section 2.1, below). Meaney also notes the importance of making

‘a clear enough distinction between Woden and Othin’, a point which 1s taken up and

* David N. Dumville, “The Anglian Collection of Royal Genealogies and Regnal Lists’, Anglo-
Saxon England, 5 (1976), 23-50; Craig R. Davis, ‘Cultural Assimilation in the Anglo-Saxon Royal
Genealogies’, Anglo-Saxon England, 21 (1992), 23-36. See also Kenneth Sisam, ‘Anglo-Saxon
Royal Genealogies’, in British Academy Papers on Anglo-Saxon England, ed. by E. G. Stanley
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 145-204, and Thomas D. Hill, “Woden as “Ninth
Father”: Numerical Patterning in Some Old English Royal Genealogies’, in Germania:
Comparative Studies in the Old Germanic Languages and Literatures, ed. by Daniel G. Calder and
T. Craig Christy (Cambridge: Brewer, 1988), pp. 161-74.

*”7. S. Ryan, ‘Othin in England: Evidence from the Poetry for a Cult of Woden in Anglo-Saxon
England’, Folklore, 74 (1963), 460-80; A. L. Meaney, “Woden in England: A Reconsideration of
the Evidence’, Folklore, 77 (1966), 105-15.
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extended in the present work (see section 2.2.3, below).”® Ryan’s approach, however, has
not been entirely abandoned more recently; North’s Heathen Gods is, in many ways, a
larger-scale application of Ryan’s method, while Raymond T'ripp has also argued for the

implicit representation of O%inn’s ability to converse with the dead in the Old English

.39
elegies.

'I'homas DuBois’s recent book Nordic Religions in the Viking Age 1s a good, 1f
slightly mis-titled, piece of scholarship. DuBois concedes the problems of using late
medieval literary evidence for pre-christian religion, and therefore structures his book
around not only an account of some important features of pre-christian religion, but also
some case studies of literary responses to, and representations of, Scandinavian
heathenisms in the sagas. He also points out the problems of specificity and localisation of
cult — alongside the difficulties of using sagas as evidence — in his recognition of
contlicting evidence from literature, for instance in the case of Valholl as a centralised
afterlife destination, as against the localised, family-specific destinations encountered 1n
some sources.” The work still suffers, however, from a slight tendency to assume the
reliability of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century witnesses to pre-christian practices, and

this particularly impacts on DuBois’s arguments for Finno-Ugric shamanic influences on

Scandinavian religious practices.

1.10 Conclusion

"The development of scholarship on Germanic heathenisms and their literary
reflexes and representations 1s, in general, a process of recognition of new sources and new

methods. Attempts to identify new sources for Germanic pre-christian religion have not

** Meaney, ‘Woden in England’, p. 105.

* Raymond P. Tripp, ‘Odin’s Powers and the Old English Elegies’, in The Old English Elegies:
New Essays in Criticism and Research, ed. by Martin Green (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University

Presses, 1983), pp. §7-68.
“ Thomas A. DuBois, Nordic Religions in the Viking Age (Philadelphia: University of

Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp. 74-81.
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always been entirely successful; the possibilities of modern folklore and of the bracteates,
for instance, have been rather overstated by some of their more enthusiastic proponents.
kqually, some new sources have not immediately been complemented by effective
methodologies for their interpretation; the evidence of sagas, and of the Edaas, for
instance, has been used as evidence for far longer than it has been viewed within 1ts
thirteenth-century, literary context. A number of approaches which seemed valuable 1n
earlier scholarship are not now regarded as being as valuable as they once were, but it 1s
hard to deny that present scholarship would be much the poorer and less developed had
they not once had their day. With the observation, then, that our own methods,
approaches and assumptions may not seem as useful in ten years’ time as they do now, but
should be understood as part of an ongoing process of invention of heathenisms, rather

than as a culmination of the previous scholarship, discussed in this chapter, let us turn to

‘Models and Methodologies’.
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2. Models and Methodologies

2.1 Introduction

T'he title ‘Uses of Wodan: The Development of His Cult and of Medieval Literary

Responses to it’ points towards several of the major areas of methodological difficulty in the
study of pre-christian deities, and especially of pre-christian Germanic derties. In general,
scholarship 1n this area has not attempted to discuss methodology in any particularly
systematic way; the methodologies employed by a particular scholar can often only be
deduced from his or her work, rather than being set out explicitly as a part of that work.
Previous scholarship has often focussed, moreover, either on the cult of Wodan or on his
representations as a literary figure. Although it is possible to examine erther of these
phenomena 1n 1solation, one of the fundamental bases of this work is the assumption that
examining all the uses of Wodan together as a complex of inter-related cultural phenomena is
“crucially important to our overall understanding of the figure Wodan. There are certainly
many discontinuities — as will become clear 1n the course of this thesis — not only in the
evidence for such cultural phenomena, but also amongst the phenomena themselves. It 1s
nevertheless important to try to appreciate how the figure or figures who develop from
Wodan function as parts of a whole phenomenon, since this greatly improves our chances of

correctly identifying the sequences and patterns of development and evidence which are to be

found 1n our material.

A revision of some of the basic assumptions on which most studies of pre-christian
religion among the Germani have been based is also 1n order, for all too often they are simply
not plausible. Scholars have been far too ready to assume, for instance, that the Germanic

theophoric names of the days of the week were loan-translated into the Germanic languages
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at an early date. Yet there is no reason to suppose that this is the case, and a number of good
reasons for supposing that the borrowing in fact took place in a learned christian context (see
section 3.4, below).

Scholars have also tended to focus on evidence which is familiar in form and therefore
easy to understand. 'T'his has caused undue weight to be attached to historiography, and
many scholars are still prepared to accept Tacitus’s portrait of Germanic society and religion
in the Germania as accurate, despite strong arguments for the unreliability of Tacitus."
Carole M. Cusack, in her recent study of conversion, notes these difficulties with Tacitus’s
evidence, but nevertheless argues that Tacitus’s Germania provides evidence for cults of
Wodan, Thonar, Tiw and Njor®r, and for a form of king-cult’.” This is hardly satisfactory;
if "Tacitus’s evidence 1s problematic, then at least some attempt to read past the distortions in
this evidence is required if the evidence 1s to be used. T'he fact that historiography 1s familiar
in form and easy to understand does not necessarily mean that it 1s easy to interpret, and
scholars need to accept that simply acknowledging that this evidence is problematic and then
using it anyway 1s hardly a viable methodology; noting the problems does not remove them.
Let us use historiography as what it is; evidence for how historians viewed, depicted and re-
invented (ermanic pre-christian religion. For actual evidence of cult, and for a model of
Germanic heathen cult against which to evaluate historiographical evidence, we must turn to
evidence which relates more directly and 1n a more straightforward manner to such cult. The
Romano-Germanic votive inscriptions to Matrons, found principally along the Roman side
of the Rhine, although also elsewhere 1n the Roman Empire, provide just such evidence, and
are considered later 1n this chapter as a means of building a working model of Germanic pre-
christian religions and religious practices.

An over-reliance on historiographical texts for evidence of pre-christian religions has

gone together with a tendency to view all evidence for figures arising from such religions as

' Rosemary Woolf, “The Ideal of Men Dying with their Lord in the Germania and in the Battle of
Maldon’, Anglo-Saxon England, § (1976), 63-81 (pp. 64-65).
¢ Carole M. Cusack, The Rise of Christianity in Northern Europe, 300-1000 (Liondon: Cassell, 1998),

pp- 19 and 35-37 (p. 36).
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providing direct evidence for religious beliefs and practices. This has been most obvious 1n
work dealing with Old Norse literary evidence for heathen deities and cult practices. In recent

years, however, the weakness of this approach has been recognised and studies of heathen
religions have dwindled considerably as a result. Richard North, however, has recently argued
that this 1s 1n fact in danger of becoming a restrictive ‘orthodoxy’ which is preventing useful
work simply because the subject is difficult to approach, and because previous work has often
proved fanciful.” In relation to the problem of discussing pre-christian religion on the basis of
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Old Icelandic texts, he has argued that ‘Icelandic evidence
even as late as the fourteenth-century Flateyjarbdk is admissible, if it can be argued that the
tradition expressed is more likely to be indigenous than borrowed from outside Scandinavia™.
'T'his methodological basis has allowed North to create a sophisticated model of heathen cult
in early Anglo-Saxon England based largely upon thirteenth- and fourteenth-century
Icelandic texts, which 1s ingenious but implausible, based, as it is, upon the untenable
assumptions that Scandinavian and English heathenisms were very similar, and that
indigenous Scandinavian traditions have necessarily survived several centuries without
alteration.

"The current work will therefore subscribe to the premise that all evidence should be
understood within the cultural and historical context in which it appears. Although we may
suppose that at least some of the Eddaic poems preserve older elements, their preservation in
a thirteenth-century manuscript indicates that we should begin by examining how they fit

within their wider thirteenth-century context.” In some cases it may be possible to identify

> North, p. x.

* North, pp. 93-94.

> Against this view, Bjarne Fidjestal argues that it is useful and possible (although difficult) to
attempt datings of Eddaic verse; he praises Ashley Amos’s restraint in not attempting to date the
possible oral origins of Old English verse, but suggests that ‘given that the written history of Old
Norse poetry is much shorter than that of Old English poetry, applying this sagacious restraint to the
dating of Eddic poetry would amount to backing away from the task’ (Bjarne Fidjestal, The Dating of
Eddic Poetry: A Historical Survey and Metbodological Investigation, ed. by Odd Einar Haugen,

Bibliotheca Arnamagnaana, 41 (Copenhagen: Reitzel, 1999), p. 202; see also Ashley Crandell Amos,
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and date early material preserved in late manuscripts with some degree of confidence
(particularly in the case of skaldic verse), and in these cases it may also prove fruitful to
examine how that material fits within the contexts of its original composition. T'ownend
points out the need for such contextualisation, given that ‘skaldic praise-poetry is, in literary
terms, a genre that has not survived its contexts at all well, as so much of its meaning appears
to be contingent on the environment of original production and reception’, and he also argues
that, 1n the case of skaldic verse, we can place some reliance on dating of composition, since
our assumptions as to the accurate transmission and editorial reassembling of such skaldic
verse are ‘reasonable and generally accepted’.’ This is as true, in fact, of mythological skaldic
verse as of praise-poetry, but one should note that both these forms of skaldic verse can
usefully be examined within the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century contexts in which they
were preserved; the fact that Snorrt may misinterpret skaldic verse of the ninth and tenth
centuries does not render 1t pointless to examine his interpretation; for some attempts to do
just that, see sections §.2, and §.3, below. For most other forms of evidence, moreover, it is
not possible to date original composition reliably; even when this 1s possible it still remains
desirable to question the circumstances of preservation of the material as much as the
circumstances of composition. While this does reduce what we can determine about pre- and
non-christian cult, 1t places the findings that are produced on a firmer basis, and also
increases our understanding of the various ways in which christian authors and audiences used

and understood pre- and non-christian religion and religious figures.

Bearing 1n mind these basic premises and assumptions, this chapter will examine a
number of problematic types of evidence, namely iconographical, toponymic and philological.
‘T'hese types of evidence are potentially useful but difficult to interpret satisfactorily, and their

specific application to an examination of the cult and literary reflexes of Wodan will therefore

Linguistic Means of Determining the Dates of Old English Literary Texts, Medieval Academy Books, 9o
(Cambridge, MA: The Medieval Academy of America, 1980)).

° Matthew Townend, ‘Contextualizing the Knitsdrdpur: Skaldic Praise-Poetry at the Court of Cnut,
Anglo-Saxon England, 30 (2001), 145-79 (pp. 147-48).
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be considered. The second major section of the chapter is devoted to outlining 2 working
model of heathen cults and societies within which to evaluate the more specific evidence for

the cults and literary developments of Wodan, Woden and Oinn discussed in subsequent

chapters.

2.2 Approaches and Methodologies

2.2.1 Iconography

'I'wo major sources of iconography relating to Wodan have been identified, namely
the bracteates and the Wodan/monster sceattas. In both cases, there 1s little reason to
suppose that Wodan 1s, in fact, depicted on the artefacts in question; indeed, in the case of
the bracteates there are good reasons for supposing that their iconography was understood in

terms of Roman socio-religious models (see section 2.3.2, below). This section considers the

bracteates and the sceattas as a case study, and outlines the methodological implications of

this reassessment of the iconographic evidence provided by such artefacts.

A number of scholars have claimed that at least some of the extant bracteates depict
heathen mythological figures or scenes. T"he most important of these 1s undoubtedly Karl
Hauck, whose extremely lengthy series of articles and monographs “Zur Ikonologie der

Goldbrakteaten’ attempts to explain almost every known bracteate design in such terms.” It is

" Hauck’s writings on the subject are too extensive to list, and the present author has examined a
representative sample, for details of which see the bibliography. An almost complete list of Hauck’s
writings is available in the bibliography of Mirit Gaimster’s Vendel Period Bracteates on Gotland: On
the Significance of Germanic Art, Acta Archaeologica Lundensia, series in octavo 27 (Lund: Almqvist
& Wiksell, 1998), pp. 288-90. Hauck himself provides a readily-accessible summary of his
mythological identifications, and his arguments for these identifications, in his entry ‘Brakteaten’ in
the Reallextkon der germanischen Altertumskunde, ed. by Johannes Hoops, vols 1- , 2nd edn (Berlin:
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particularly important that one should review his work when dealing with the cult of Wodan,
since he 1dentifies depictions of Wodan on the majority of bracteates. The catalogue of gold
bracteates — Die Goldbrakteaten der Vilkerwanderungszeit: Tkonographischer Katalog — which
Hauck has prepared in collaboration with several other scholars, including Morten Axboe, is
rather more conservative in terming this figure the ‘Er-gott’, but Hauck’s sole-authored work

usually identifies the figure as Wodan.

What, then, are the bases of Hauck’s identifications? T he identification of Wodan,
Baldr and L.oki on the so-called Drei-Gétter bracteates rests entirely on a comparison with
Snorri’s account of Baldr’s death.® If the bracteates and Snorri’s account were more nearly
contemporaneous, and if the bracteate design were not so clearly based on solidi depicting
winged Victory crowning the emperor, this identification would not be entirely implausible.
T'he existence of one such bracteate on which the central figure (Baldr) appears to have a
spear or arrow embedded 1n his or her chest does little to strengthen the case, since the detail
1s unique to this bracteate, but central to the story as told in the Edda. If the story were
depicted on the bracteates, one might, therefore, expect this detail to appear on most, if not
all, of these bracteates.

T'he 1dentification of the profile head or human figure of the C-bracteates as Woden
is based on the Second Merseburg Charm.” Hauck argues that the animal beneath the head on
these bracteates can be identified with the lamed horse of this charm, while the head itself

represents Wodan healing the animal. Even if one discounts the chronological gap between

Walter de Gruyter, 1973- ); see this entry for a discussion of the identifications mentioned in this
section. For photographs and drawings of almost all of the extant bracteates, together with
commentaries, see Karl Hauck, and others, Dhe Goldbrakteaten der Vilkerwanderungszet:
Tkonographischer Katalog, Miinstersche Mittelalter-Schriften, 24, ed. by H. Belting and others, 7 vols
(Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1985-1989). Consider also similar claims by L.otte Hedeager, for instance, in
her ‘Myth and Art: A Passport to Political Authority in Scandinavia during the Migration Period’, in
Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and History, ro: Papers from the 47 % Sachsensymposium, York,
September 1996, ed. by T'ania Dickinson and David Grifhiths (Oxford: Oxford University Committee

for Archaeology, 1999), pp. 151-56.

® See Gaimster, pp. 30-32.

’ See Gaimster, pp. 44-48, and the Second Merseburg Charm, in Althochdeutsches Lesebuch, ed. by
Wilhelm Braune, 13th edn, rev. by Karl Helm (Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1958), p. 86.
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the bracteates and the charm, this hardly seems plausible. The animal often looks fairly
horse-like, and sometimes the head becomes an entire or partial figure riding the horse.
"T'here are, however, C-bracteates on which the animal does not look at all horse-like, as 1t 1s
often shown with toes or claws.'” Even if it can be definitely established that a horse is always
the intended animal, a man on or with a horse is hardly sufficiently distinctive for us to
1dentify him as Wodan. It would, moreover, seem to be the case that the motif with just a
head precedes the version with a rider (which is relatively r:al.re).11 T'hat the head could, in
some cases, be re-interpreted as a rider suggests that the story of the Second Merseburg
Charm did not underlie the motif, since such an iconographic context would make the
development of the head into a complete rider a misinterpretation; a head alone could signify
Wodan healing a horse, but a man riding a horse cannot also be healing that horse. Since one
motif (the rider) develops from the other (the head), we should expect them to depict the
same element (whether riding or healing) of the Merseburg narrative, but they cannot be
doing this. This sequence of iconographic development clearly does not support Hauck’s
contention that Roman models were re-imagined in terms of heathen mythological scenes;
the development is much more reminiscent of a gradual loss of understanding of the Roman
models, or, more interestingly, of a gradual ornamentation and elaboration of those models in
accordance with Germanic decorative tastes.

The fundamental difticulty with the Hauckian position is that its identification of

depictions of heathen mythological figures rests primarily on texts, using a method which

Hauck has dubbed Kontext-Ikonographie’.’* This method is crucially flawed. A much safer

19 See, for instance, Die Goldbrakteaten, 11, 99-100; 2.61-62 (nos 78, 79 and 200.1).

‘! See Morten Axboe and Anne Kromann, ‘DN ODINN P F AUC?: Germanic “Imperial Portraits”
on Scandinavian Gold Bracteates’, in Ancient Portraiture: Image and Message, ed. by "Tobias Fischer-
Hansen and others, Acta Hyperborea, 4 (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 1992), pp. 271-
305 (p. 281 and fig. 14, p. 284); Kromann points out that a Roman reverse type showing a horseman
may have been the original model, but prefers the suggestion that the folds of the Emperor’s
paludamentum were elaborated into the animal. This would also account for the fact that by no means
all of these animals appear horselike.

"2 For a typical example of this method, attempting to explain Migration Age bracteate iconography
by drawing on much later texts including the Second Merseburg Charm (see section 4.3.1) and the
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methodology would first identify depictions which must necessarily have some supernatural
element or elements. Only by scrupulously examining the iconology alone can one formulate
a clear picture of what that iconology depicts; the context can then be examined to attempt
to broaden the picture thus obtained. An extensive examination by the present author of
Hauck’s catalogue of Migration Age bracteates has not revealed a single bracteate satisfying
the criterion of necessarily depicting a supernatural figure or scene.

A very considerable proportion of the known bracteates, however, do depict figures or
scenes wWhich are strikingly similar to those found on Roman medallions. 'This 1s not entirely
surprising, for Hauck himself admits that Roman medallions provided the original models for
the bracteates.”” Hauck’s contention is that, despite this Roman origin, the iconography of
the bracteates represents a radical re-use and re-interpretation of the Roman iconography in
order to represent heathen mythological scenes and figures. As section 2.3.2 below will show,
such a process 1s highly unlikely to have occurred; the development of the major strands of
bracteate iconography can far more readily be understood within a model of adoption and
comprehension of the original Roman socio-religious significance of the bracteates within

(Germania Libera.

In 1870, Dirks, writing in the Revue de la Numismatique Belge, noted that 1n 1863 ‘en
décrivant la trouvaille de Terwispel, [...] nous avons demandé s1 la téte en face des pieces de
cette trouvaille ne pouvait pas indiquer le fameux héros-dieu Wodan ou Odin’**. The ‘piéces
in question were sceattas, and, in his article in 1870, Dirks attempted a classification of this
coinage into four principal groups, one of which he named the “Wodan-monstre’ group,

following his identification of the coins 1n this group as possessing the face of Wodan on one

Prose Edda (see sections §.2 and §.3), see Karl Hauck, ‘Fiinens besonderer Anteil an den Bildinhalten
der volkerwanderungszeitlichen Brakteaten (Zur Ikonologie der Goldbrakteaten, XILIX)’,
Friibmittelalterliche Studien, 2.6 (1992), 106-48 (pp. 111-27).

' Hauck, Fiinens besonderer Anteil’, pp. 111-14.

" J. Dirks, ‘Les Anglo-Saxons et Leurs Petits Deniers Dits Sceattas: Essai Historique et

Numismatique’, Revue de la Numismatique Belge, th series, 2 (1870), 81-128; 269-320; 387-409; §21-41
(p- 397)-
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side, and a monster on the other.”” In this article, moreover, he went well beyond the mere
speculation of his earlier article, arguing that ‘Wodan ou Odin était la souche, le héros déifié
sous la protection duquel la monnaie, en acceptant son buste, était placée’ ®. There is nothing
to substantiate Dirks’s identification of Wodan, or his suggestion that a currency could be
specially protected by Wodan; sceattas of this type were, however, subsequently referred to as
Wodan/monster sceattas, simply as a convenient label. In time, however, the origins of this
label were entirely forgotten, and scholars began to treat the identification of this bearded
face as that of Wodan as proven to be accurate. No one thought to check whether anyone
had ever managed to prove that this was indeed Wodan. The power of tradition alone had
turned a speculation 1nto a closed case.

Even more clearly than in the case of the bracteates, this iconographic interpretation
is without basis. A bearded face could be intended to be almost anyone, and there 1s little
reason to suppose that Wodan is any more likely to be the figure depicted than 1s, say, Ponar,
or a god whose name 1s unknown to us, or, indeed, a human figure of authority. In fact, given
the use of portraits of human rulers on the mediterranean coinages which provided the
models for early Germanic coinages, it seems likely that a human ruler is depicted on the

Sceattas.

2.2.2. I'oponymy

Place-names are perhaps the most problematic sort of evidence, or potential evidence,
for heathen cults. Part of the difficulty with place-names arises from the fact that scholars
tend to treat place-names as a homogenous body of evidence which 1s etther highly significant
or scarcely significant at all. T'here are those who accept, for instance, that theophoric place-

names demonstrate the presence in an area of a cult of the deity whose name 1s referenced in

> For this classification, see Dirks, p. 271.
' Dirks, p. 398.
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the place-name. This has, historically, been a common tendency in scholarship relating to
early medieval Scandinavia, perhaps because evidence other than that provided by archaeology
and toponymy is scarce for this period in Scandinavia.'” Such an approach has continued in
use in some quarters until more recently.”® Then again, there are those who do not accept
such an understanding of theophoric place-names. A dialogue between these polar opposites
s difficult to find, as 1s a recognition of the complexity and individuality of place-names.
Although paucity of other evidence in Scandinavia has produced greater interest in
theophoric place-names than is common elsewhere in the Germanic area, in England place-

name scholars have been content to accept that theophoric place-names probably indicate

'" See, for instance, Magnus Olsen, Farms and Fanes of Ancient Norway: The Place-Names of a
Country Discussed in their Bearings on Social and Religious History, trans. by Th. Gleditsch, Instituttet
for Sammenlignende Kulturforskning, Serie A: Forelesninger, 9 (Oslo: Aschehoug; Leipzig:
Harrassowitz; Paris: Champion; London: Williams & Norgate; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1928), which counts over six hundred ‘heathen places of worship testified to by place-names’
(pp. 267-68). Olsen provides a district-by-district discussion of these place-names in his Minner om
Guderne og Deres Dyrkelse 1 Norske Stedsnavn (Kristiania: Steensball, 1923 [offprint from P. A.
Munch, Norrone Gude- og Heltesagn]), and suggests that place-names containing the elements aker,
vang and vin indicate sites for open-atr ritual practices which were replaced around 100 CE by temple-
based worship, reflected in place-names containing the element hof (pp. 35-37). Besides such grand
surveys there also exists a strand of scholarship which uses the toponymy of relatively small areas as a
key to reconstructing the religious organisation of the district in pre-christian times; a typical example
1s the discussion of the place-names of Virend in Elias Wessén, ‘Schwedische Ortsnamen und
altnordische Mythologie’, Acta Philologica Scandinavica: Tidsskrift for Nordisk Sprogforskning, 4 (1929~
30), 97-115 (97-100).

*® See, for instance, the extensive use of toponymic evidence in Odd Nordland, ‘Valhall and Helgafell:
Syncretistic I'raits of the Old Norse Religion’, in Syncretism: Based on Papers Read at the Symposium
on Cultural Contact, Meeting of Religions, Syncretism Held at Abo on the 8th-roth of September, 19686,
ed. by Sven S. Hartman, Scripta Instituti Donnerniani Aboensis, 3 (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell,
1969), pp- 66-99; also Kr. Hald, “T'he Cult of Odin in Danish Place-Names’, in Early English and
Norse Studies: Presented to Hugh Smith in Honour of bis Sixtieth Birthday, ed. by Arthur Browne and

Peter Foote (London: Methuen, 1963), pp. 99-109. John Kousgird Sarensen points out di<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>