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The Great Goddess of the north

In studies o f  religion and m ythology the figure o f  a Great G oddess is 
frequently discussed. She is often  recognized in the im perious and v io
lent deities o f  M iddle Eastern tradition: Anat, Ishtar-Inanna, Cybele, 
or A starte.1 A nother form  o f  th e Great G oddess has also b een  p ostu 
lated as an archetype. She is said to  have existed  in a pre-patriarchal 
society and to  have em bodied  th e  prim e forces o f  life, birth, death, 
and regeneration. She ruled suprem ely, b ut she was robbed o f  her 
powers by a m ale-dom inated group o f  warrior gods.2

In th e present study the term  Great G oddess does n ot pertain to  
the reconstructed archetype but to a fem ale godhead o f  great stature, 
as exem plified  by th e Mediterranean divinities. In the definition o f  this 
essay such a goddess is a m any-layered creature w h o  does not belong  
to  th e  faith o f sim ple m en. She arises w hen  smaller com m unities have 
been gathered to  form  a kingdom  or a state, and m any local deities 
have m erged in her persona. From the close protectress o f  a village lad 
she w ould  b ecom e the com panion o f  a king. The entrance o f  foreign  
forces and influences from  abroad w ould  have w orked their w ay upon  
the figure. Intellectuals and priests w ould  have left their im pact on her 
shape.

In this paper I w ish  to  trace the presence o f  this kind o f  deity  
among the Germ anic p eop les and to explore her com position. Schol
ars o f Germ anic m yth have, on th e w hole, paid little attention to  
fem ale godheads, and a study, as th e one at hand, has as y et not been  
undertaken.

A  superficial v iew  does n ot reveal the existence o f  a Great G oddess 
in the Germanic realm. Tacitus o f  th e  first century speaks o f  the three  
great, m ale gods Hercules, Mars, and Mercury;3 Adam  o f  Brem en

1 See, for instance, Helck.
2 See, for instance, Gimbutas.
3 Tacitus, ch. 40.
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(eleventh century) nam es th e m ale gods Ó ðinn, Þórr, and Freyr.4 Y ett  
Tacitus describes the ritual o f  the goddess N erthus m ore fully th a n  th e!  
ritual o f  other gods;5 a day o f  th e w eek  bears th e  nam e o f  th e goddess»  
Frigg; place nam es in Scandinavia testify  to  honor rendered to  the?  
goddess Freyja.6 It m ay be that th e  features o f  a Great G od d ess are? 
m erely obscured. Closer exam ination indeed  reveals a fem ale d e ity  o ff  
great stature in three m ain form s and in three m ain areas o f  t l ie  G e r 
m anic world: Freyja linked w ith  areas o f  Sw eden, Þorgerðr H ölgabrúðrr  
w ith  the Hlaðir Jarls o f  Norway, and Percht-H olda w ith  th e peop les»  
o f  the continental mainland.

The lands w hich  w ere inhabited by th e G erm anic nations are b y  no> * 
m eans uniform . The plains o f  northern G erm any stretch from  a cen 
tral m ountainous region to  th e N orth  Sea and the Baltic, an d  were?  
em ployed  for agriculture since th e N eolith ic . A nd  D enm ark shares the? 
ecological and geographic conditions o f  her G erm an neighbor. The? 
southern part o f  the Scandinavian peninsula is fertile and th e co a st iss ; 
favorable to  seafaring. M uch trade d eveloped  in harbors, such as Birkai i 
on the Mälar lake o f  Sw eden and in th e O slo  Fjord. A griculture ceasess ; 
further north w h ile  the coastal regions still offer grazing grou n d  forr ■ 
flocks and herds. Y et m ore northerly th e  land b ecom es h o stile  to ) > 
hum an habitation, and frost and cold  m ore m enacing and d ead ly ,, , 
w hile the heavy w oods o f  the northern regions provide a h o m e  forr ' 
animals o f  m any kinds. W e may exp ect that m ore p eop le  en tered  andi I 
settled  th e southern, fertile areas and here th e godheads w o u ld  bearr ’ 
th e  im print o f  m any cultures.

The goddess Freyja of Eddie myth

She is th e m ost com p lex  o f  the p otent fem ale forces.7 She h erself, herr • 
brother Freyr, and her father Njörðr belong to  a sub-group o f  the? > 
gods: th e Vanir w h o  cam e to dwell w ith  th e  Æ sir in Ásgarðr (gy l 23).. 
She has one (gyl 35) or tw o  daughters (HKR I, ch. 10), b o th  nam ed! I 
‘jew el', w hom  w e never m eet. H er husband Ó ðr le ft her and s h e  • 
searches for h im  in m any lands. Tears she sheds for her lost husband! I

4 Magistri A dam  IV, 26.
5 Tacitus, ch. 44.
6 de Vries II, 308-11.
7 See also: Motz 1993 a, 93-101.
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turn to  gold (sk 36). Thus she is n o t presented as a w ife or m other and 
she is, essentially, unm ated.

She clearly is the m ost im portant o f  th e  fem ale godheads, and she 
alone is the heroine o f  an Eddie lay —  H yndluljóð ,8 She is desired  
m ore than others for her beauty; a giant m ason and the giant Þrymr 
dem and Freyja, rather than another w om an, as th e paym ent for a pre
cious gift (gyl 42, þrym). A nd Snorri Sturluson calls her the noblest o f  
th e goddesses (gyl 24).

Myths

A ccording to one account she w as th e mistress o f  Ó ðinn w ho, in this 
story, was a hum an chieftain. In this m yth she beheld  one day a neck
lace o f  great beauty w hich  had b een  crafted by four artisans. She was 
so entranced by the splendid jew el that she paid the dem anded price: 
a loving em brace for each o f  th e four craftsm en-sm iths. In this w ay  
she gained her attribute: the necklace Brisingamen. W hen  later it was 
stolen  from  her by the crafty Loki she instigated an unceasing battle to  
regain her possession (sor).

In the p oem  H yndluljóð  the goddess forces th e cave-dwelling  
Hyndla to  reveal the ancestry o f  Óttarr, Freyja’s hum an lover. This 
know ledge w ou ld  help him  to  claim  his paternal heritage, i.e., the  
kingship o f  the land. This lore is d isclosed as th e tw o, Freyja on a boar 
and Hyndla on  a w olf, travel together on the ‘road o f  th e dead’ —  
valsinni.

Goddess of Love

W hile Freyja is n ot show n as a w ife  or m other she is clearly drawn in 
her sexual encounters. She is accused by Loki o f  having been  the  
‘w hore’ o f  all th e Æsir and Elves w h o  are assem bled in the festive hall 
(Is 30). Hyndla com pares her to a goat in heat:9

8 The Hyndluljód — song of Hyndla — appears w ith  other mythical poems in the so- 
called Poetic Edda. Together w ith the  Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson (thirteenth 
century) it provides one of the m ost im portant sources of Germanic myth.

9 hdl 47;
Rannt at Œði ey þreyiandi
scutuz þér fleiri und fyrirscyrto
hleypr þú, eðlvina úti á náttom ,
sem m eð hçfrom  Heiðrún fari.
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Always in heat you ran to Óðr
and many crept beneath your skirt.
Sister, you run out at night
even as Heiðrún runs after bucks.

And once she was discovered in her brother’s arms (such  u n ion s w ere; • 
the custom  in her fam ily) (Is 32). She offered herself to  each  on e o ff : 
the artisans w h o  m ade Brisingamen, and she had a hum an lover —  - 
Óttarr. Snorri names her the ‘G oddess o f  L ove’ —  ástaguð  —  andl I 
declares that she is pleased by songs o f  love (sk 20). Surely sh e is ai 1 
creature o f  strong sexual desires.

Relation to war

She is also allied w ith  th e craft o f  war. D aily she rides to  strife to  r e -  ■ 
ceive half o f  those w ho w ere slain (gr 14); she instigated an unceasing? 5 
fight to  regain her jew el and her m anor bears th e  name: folcvangrr ' 
‘battlefield’; she rides the boar Hildisvini ‘boar o f  b attle’ (hdl 7).

Relation to kingship

She is instrum ental in gaining Óttarr’s kingship and she is th e  m istresss j 
o f  th e  chieftain Ó ðinn (sor). H er nam e Freyja marks her as a ruler andl I 
a queen.

Relation to riches

The tears she sheds for her husband turn to  gold  and gold  m ay bee ? 
defined in poetic  diction as ‘show er o f  Freyja’s ey es’ (sk 36). H e ir '  
daughters’ nam es both  m ean ‘jew el’; and she ow ns a precious gem .

Character

W e gain the im pression o f  an em otional and im perious b eing. Shee 
wanders in bitter sorrow as she searches for her husband and sh e iís 
strong and loyal to  her lover Óttarr. She alone has th e  courage to  pouir 
ale for a threatening giant w h o  had invaded th e stronghold  o f  th e  godis 
(sk 17). She also exp lodes in fury w h en  it is suggested that sh e b e mar - - 
ried to  th e giant Þrymr (þrym  13). She instigates unceasing warfare tco > 
regain Brisingamen. Turning in anger against H yndla she threatens heir r
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w ith death by fire. Thus she is strong in her protectiveness and strong 
and fierce in her hostility.

*  *  *

It is often  claim ed that Freyja is a pow er o f  fertility .10 Y et she has no 
im pact on the fruitfulness o f  w om en  or on the fruitbearing pow ers o f  
the land and o f  the flocks. H er strongest links are w ith  sexuality, 
wealth, and war. In these aspects she has counterparts in fem ale 
divinities o f  the ancient M iddle East.

Middle eastern analogies 

Ishtar-Inanna

The Sum erian Inanna and the Akkadian Ishtar have fused in th e texts  
and cannot be truly separated. Both are strong in their sexuality. It is 
so vital an elem ent in their m ake-up that all desire ceases w hen  the  
godhead descends into th e  underworld:11

The bull springs not upon the cow, the ass im
pregnates not the jenny. /  In the street the man 
impregnates not the maiden. The man lies in his 
(own) chamber, /  The maiden lies down on her side.

Inanna herself is consum ed by longing for sexual embraces, as ex 
pressed in her love songs to  D um uzi, the husband o f  her y o u th .12 A nd  
th e list o f  lovers, enum erated by Gilgam esh is long. Like Freyja, the  
goddess is mistress o f  a ruler, and, like Freyja, she helps him  to  the  
throne. H e w ill be king because h e has assuaged her erotic longing, 
and she declares:13

Since by his fair hand my loins were pressed 
since on my pure vulva he laid his hands . . .  
the shepherdship of the land . . .  I will declare 
for him . . .

10 As by Turville-Petre 177; Polomé: entry Freyja; de Vries II, 307.
11 ANET ]o8; “The Descent o f Ishtar.”
12 The love poems are probably the  m ost striking feature o f Sumero-Akkadian lit

erature. In ever varying images the poems describe the  goddess’ courtship; they dwell 
on her beauty, her sexual longing, and her fulfilment.

13 Klein 137.
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A nd King Shulgi claim s that he was chosen  ‘for the vulva o f  Inanna’.
Like Freyja, Inanna-Ishtar is a goddess o f  m any jew els. T h ese are ■ 

taken from  her, one at every portal, as she descends in to  th e  under
world: her rings, her crown, her necklace, hand and ankle rings, breast: 
ornaments, as if  they w ere elem ents o f  life .14 She is also a harlot, th e:  
hierodule o f  th e gods. A  hym n describes her going to th e  ale h ou se  to  > 
search for a lover:15

O, harlot you set out for the ale house . . .  
to solicit for a lover . . .  you my lady dress 
as one of no repute . . .  the beads of a harlot 
you put around your neck.

She is also th e patron goddess o f  th e harlots and a girl o f  pleasure m ay' 
b e called ‘daughter o f  Inanna’.16 Innanna’s necklace bears th e name:: 
‘C om e man, co m e’. If w e  note that this necklace is th e sign o f  the har
lo t’s calling, and if  w e  rem em ber that Freyja received  her jew el ass 
wages for her love w e may find y et another parallel b etw een  the tw o) 
divinities and another elem en t o f  significance for Freyja’s attribute.17

Like Freyja, Inanna-Ishtar is linked w ith  hum an warfare: in a h ym n i 
o f  self-praise she proclaim s herself a warrior:18

When I stand in the front line of battle /
I am the leader of all the lands, /  . . .  
when I stand in the midst of battle /  I am 
the heart of the battle.

Hammurabi designates her as ‘M istress o f  th e Battlefield’.
Ishtar-Inanna is a vengeful creature; she w ishes to  destroy G il— 

gamesh w h o  spurned her love; she sends D u m u zi to  th e  underworld! I 
because he had n ot sufficiently m ourned her disappearance, and shee ? 
creates plagues in a country w here she had b een  v iolated  in  heir - 
sleep .19 Yet, like Freyja, she feels deep sorrow at th e  loss o f  a beloved! i

14 The Akkadian version of the  descent, related of Ishtar, notes: a crown, earrings.,, 
necklaces, breast ornaments, belt o f b irth  stones, hand and ankle rings; W in ter 304.

15 Jacobsen 140; BE XXXI, no 12-20.
16 W inter 342, citing Falkenstein 1964, 116.
17 A nother Eddie goddess was said to  have received wages for her love: Gefion ob >- - 

tained a bracelet for embracing a young lad, Is 22.
18 Jacobsen 137, SBH no. 56, obv. 16-38.
19 D ietz 89; entry: Inanna 6, citing Kramer 1949, 399-405.
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being, as she w eeps for the “sw eet husband, w ho w en t away, w ho . . .  
looking for pasture was killed in th e pasture.”20

Anat

A  goddess o f  the younger generation is also prom inent among the  
Canaanites, as sister o f  the m igthy Baal and as the daughter o f  El and 
A scherah.21 She is not as sexual a creature as Inanna, and her em otions 
center on her brother, a w eather god and a force o f  fruitfulness. W hen  
this divinity is slain she wanders in v io lent sorrow through th e coun
try, gashing her forehead and her arms, and she cries in anguish: “Baal 
is dead .”22 W hen  she com es upon  his slayer she hacks h im  to  pieces 
and throw s the bits across th e fields. This action appears to be 
effective in Baal’s return to life. A nd once, like Freyr, the brother held  
th e sister in his arms.23

T h e goddess is o f  overw helm ing violence. She threatens her ow n  
father w ith  assault w h en  he does n ot accede to  her w ishes:24

I shall smash him to the ground like a lamb /
I shall make his grey hair to blood . . .

W h en  a young prince obtains a b ow  w hich  she claims as her ow n she 
descends on him  in fury and inadvertently takes his life .25 She slaugh
ters ‘p eop le  from  the shore o f  the sea and from  th e  w est' to  wade 
knee-deep  in their b lood. In Egyptian iconography she is seen w ith  a 
helm et, spear, and battle axe, as th e protectress o f  th e Pharaoh.26 
Ramses III speaks o f A nat as his ‘sh ield ’.

*  *  *

The resem blances b etw een  Freyja and her eastern goddesses are 
strong. A ll three are essentially unm ated, married only temporarily, 
and their links w ith  m otherhood  are weak. T hey care deeply and 
deeply m ourn th e loss o f  a beloved; yet they  are also vengeful and

20 Jacobsen 50, RA VIII (1911) i6iff.
21 Pope and Rolling, entry: Anat; M otz 1993 a, 103-04.
22 Gaster 194, Tablets IAB in the  enum eration o f Virrolleaud 1931, 1934.
23 Lipinski 68.
24 W inter 232, citing Beyerlin 200 CT 13 IV/V, 6-13.
25 Gaster 294, Tablets VAB; La légende phénicienne de Danel; Virrolleaud 1936.
26 Stele ANEP 473 in the  British M useum; Pope and Rolling, entry: Anat 1.
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im petuous. Theirs is a close, protective alliance w ith  a hum an king. 
A ll three show  vestiges o f  an earlier form  as M istress o f  W ild  Beasts: 
A nat sw oops as a bird upon th e prince;27 Inanna-Ishtar is often  sta
tioned  on a lion, and Freyja rides a w oodland beast. A ll three are 
placed w ithin  a fam ily as m em bers o f  the younger generation. Freyja’s 
relation to  her brother has a parallel in A nat’s relation to  her brother  
Baal, and Freyja’s sexuality a parallell in Inanna’s erotic adventures and 
th e selling o f  her love. Both Freyja and Inanna are in possession  o f  
m any nam es’, indicating a fusion o f  m any local deities. A ll three are 

creatures o f  th e air: Freyja and A nat ow ning w ings,28 and Inanna as th e  
‘Q ueen o f  H eaven’.29

The m any resem blances b etw een  Freyja and th e  eastern goddesses  
cannot have arisen by accident. I suggest that th e  Indo-European  
tribes had experienced  th e cultural im pact o f  th e M editerranean  
nations, from  w h om  th ey  had also learned their agricultural tech 
niques.30 This heritage was brought by th e tribes, such  as th e  G er
m anic peop le, to  th e various places in w hich  th ey  settled . A  Bronze 
A ge statuette, found in Denm ark, represents a naked fem ale figure 
w ith  a marked vulva, wearing a torque. She fully  fits th e  im age o f the  
sexual goddess (statuette from  Farø; Brøndsted II, ill. 225).

The northern form

W hile Freyja shares aspects w ith  M editerranean divinities she exhib its 
others that m ake her a creature o f  the N orth.

Goddess of Seafarers

This quality o f  Freyja is n ot usually noted. She is, how ever, the daugh
ter o f  Njörðr, a seafaring god, w h o  dw ells in th e ‘p lace o f  sh ips’, the  
‘harbor’ —  N óatún. T o him  one prays for good  fortune in seafaring 
and fishing (gyl 23). Freyja, too , was born in N óatún, and thus she also

27 As in footnote 25; Pope and Rölling, entry: Anat 5.
28 Freyja has a feather garment which enables her to fly (Þrym 3); Pope and Rölling, 

entry: Anat 6; she is shown w ith wings on an ivory plate from  the  palace of Ugarit.
29 The name In-anna actually means: Q ueen of Heaven; D ietz, entry: Inanna-Istar, I, 

a; Ishtar is symbolized by a star.
30 It is usually believed that the  Indo-Europeans were nom adic cattleherders, as by 

Bruce Lincoln. It is quite clear, however, th a t they knew agriculture, possessing words 
for ‘furrow’, ‘barley’, ‘grinding’; see Gramkrelidze.
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is a creature o f  the harbor. H er habitation is Sessrúmnir and this name 
appears in Snorri’s list o f  ships. The noun rúm  has, in fact, a meaning 
o f ‘room  on a ship, rowing bench', and Sessrúmnir w ould  mean ‘place 
o f row ing benches’. Freyja’s by-nam e M ardöll —  m ar  ‘ocean ’ —  w ould  
relate her to  th e sea.

W e know  that Freyja’s brother also ow ns a m ighty boat —  
Skíðblaðnir —  and that h e too  was born in ‘th e place o f  ships' (gyl 24). 
Thus th e Vanir gods all have a linkage w ith  travel o f  th e sea. These  
deities are also rich: Freyr and his father are th e ‘w ealth  giving gods’ 
(sk 6, 7), and all three are linked w ith  th e royal office. Thus Freyr’s by
nam e Yngvi also has th e m eaning ‘king’. Just these affiliations o f  the  
Vanir: w ealth , seafaring, and royal rule, w ere noted  by Tacitus as 
characteristic elem ents in the life o f  th e  Suiones, inhabitants o f  S w e
den. T hese sent their sw ift boats across the sea, w ere ruled by m ighty  
kings, and it ‘was an honor to  be rich' (Tacitus, ch. 44).

In th e area o f  Uppland, Sw eden, sea trading had indeed  b een  vital 
since th e  Bronze Age and through harbors and market tow ns m uch  
w ealth  w as created.31 H ere to o  kings arose w h o  w ere able to  consoli
date their pow ers and eventually unite the provinces o f  Sweden. W e  
find indeed  a massing o f  Vanir nam es in inscriptions and locations o f  
the area o f  the Uppland kings; into this region the Vanir gods were 
placed by m edieval m ythographers.32 Freyja thus becam e th e priestess 
o f  the tem ple o f  Uppsala w hich  had b een  established by her brother 
(HKR I, chs. 4, 10). W e m ay conclude that Freyja and her family w ere 
shaped in som e m easure by their stay in th e dom ain o f  a rich, seafar
ing nation and its m ighty kings.

Priestess and Witch

Freyja w as m ade a priestess at the tem p le o f  Uppsala and she kept up  
the sacrificial rites (HKR I, chs. 4, 10). T he saga also relates that she 
knew th e magic skill, called seiðr, w h ich  she im parted to the Aesir. In 
Sörla þ á ttr  she instigated unceasing strife by bew itching a young war
rior w ith  a potion  o f forgetfulness:33

31 Jones 34, 78, 79; such towns were Birka on the  Mälar lake and Hedeby in 
Denmark. In the  sixth century Jordanes speaks of the  Suihones as a mighty nation 
which sends its wares to southern markets; cited by Jones 25.

32 He is called ‘God of the  Swedes’ in íslendingabók ch. 12; personal appellations 
containing the name Frey- occur m ost num erously in runic inscriptions in the Uppland 
region of Sweden; Beck 92.

33 Sörla þ á ttr— sor, ch. 7.
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Heðinn was seized so forcefully by his bewilder
ment and lack of remembrance through the ale 
which he had drunk, that he could do nothing else 
but follow her counsel; and he did not remember 
that he and Högni had been joined as blood brothers.

The fight b etw een  th e warring factions never ceased because th e  god 
dess raised, through her m agic powers, th e dead to  life and to  con tin 
ued  carnage. She also was derided by Loki as a w itch  — fordæ ða  (Is 32).

Freyja’s m agic skills indeed  belong w ith  her northern environm ent. 
T he seidr, as described in som e sagas, is a perform ance con d u cted  b y  a 
gifted individual, man or w om an, w h o  attains a state o f  h eigh ten ed  
em otions by various means, and in this state is able to  foresee or even  
influence the future.34 T he practice resem bles the m agic séance o f  a 
shaman, as it is w id ely  perform ed am ong arctic and subarctic nations.

The drink o f  forgetfulness —  óminnisveig  —  poured  b y  Freyja, 
m atches the drink óminnisveig —  poured by Grim hildr for G úðrún  
w hich  was full o f  ‘evil and noisom e’ things and w h ich  in du ced  
Gúðrún to  her diastrous marriage (G udr II, 22, 23). T he effectiveness  
o f  the magic p otion  is very visible in th e N orse texts, and in its p osi
tive form it brings w isdom , inspiration, and im m ortality.35

The p oem  H yndluljóð  portrays Freyja fully in tun e w ith  N orse b e
liefs. She gains w isdom  from  a chthonic creature, Hyndla, w h o  dw ells  
in a cave, as Ó ðinn  gains know ledge from  a prophetess, lying in her 
tom b (bd), and as h e gains w isdom  from  a sibyl w h o  rises through  the  
nine realms o f  th e underworld (vsp 2). This scenario is based  on the  
b elie f w hich  underlies the p henom enon  o f  sham anism , that to  obtain  
w isdom , healing, or salvation one m ust leave th e  w orld  o f  m en , and 
one m ust visit th e chthonic and celestial spheres.36 In th e  E ddie p oem  
Freyja indeed engages in a journey to  Valhall, Ó ðin n ’s habitation; she 
rides on the ‘road o f  the dead’ —  valsinni —  (hdl 6), on  th e Toad o f  
th e gods’ —  godveg —  (hdl 5), to  th e ‘sacred d w elling’ —  vé heilag  —  
(hdl 1).

In the p oem  Freyja also functions as a priestess. She w ill offer a 
sacrifice to  Þórr, ask him  to b e friendly towards H yndla (hdl 4); sh e is 
accused by H yndla o f  w ishing to ‘question’ or to  ‘te st’ her (hdl 6). The

34 Such a performance is described in Eiriks saga rauda, ch. 4 and in Hrólfs saga 
kraka, ch. 3.

35 See: M otz 1993 b.
36 See: Findeisen; Merkur.



The great goddess of the north 3 9

verbs denoting her activities are: blóta, biðia, freista. A ll three belong  
to  th e cultic activities enum erated in the Eddie p oem  H åvam ål (144):

.. do you  know  h ow  to  test?/do you know  h ow  to  pray? do you  
k now  h ow  to render sacrifice?”37 And, in the m anner o f  a priest or 
priestess, Freyja praises the gifts bestow ed  by Ó ðinn on the world o f  
men: the gift o f  song on th e  poet, arms and victory on th e warrior, 
good sailing w ind on the sailor (hdl 2, 3).

The Dog Affinity of the Goddess

The nam e Hyndla has th e  m eaning ‘small dog'; she and Freyja are 
closely related; the goddess nam es her ‘sister’ (hdl 1), and Hyndla 
addresses Freyja as ‘relative’ —  edhnna (hdl 46, 47). It is difficult to  
assess Freyja’s relation to the animal. W e may consider that Freyja’s 
action in th e poem  resem bles a shaman’s journey. In such an under
taking shamans are dependent on th e assistance o f  their helping spirits 
and these are often  in th e form  o f  beasts. In order to  gain th e support 
o f  his animal familiar th e shaman w ould  im itate his behavior, the  
wriggling o f  a snake, th e grunting o f  a bear, or th e barking o f  a dog. It 
is possible that Hyndla represents Freyja’s animal helper w h ose action 
is vital to  the undertaking. If w e  accept this explanation w e m ight find 
an understanding for th e blasphem ous ditty concerning Freyja:38

I do not want a deity who barks
Freyja seems a bitch to me.

The Warrior Goddess

In her warlike aspect Freyja blends w ith  the Valkyries, th e battlem aids 
o f  northern m yth .39 Like these she rides to strife to  receive th e bodies 
o f  dead heroes (or to  choose w h o  is to  be slain). In Sörla þ á ttr  (sor) 
Freyja bears the Valkyrie’s name: Göndul. Freyja’s steed, a boar, in  
turn belongs w ith  N orse sym bolism  o f warfare: a h elm et m ay be des
ignated as hildigöltr, valgöltr, hildisvin  ‘boar o f  b a td e’ and it m ay be  
crested by a boar.

37 For a full discussion of the verb freista, see: Ruggerini 159-62; for a discussion of 
senda, see: Liberman.

38 Hjalti Skeggjason, skj I, 131.
39 Motz 1993 a, 73-4.
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The Eddie Goddess

T he Hyndluljóð  exhibits a pattern w hich  also appears in other Eddie  
p oem s.40 A  frame is set; m uch inform ation is brought forth, in m o n o 
logue or dialogue, and occupies th e bulk o f  th e com position; th en  th e  
frame closes. T he frame has been  com pared to  a stage on w hich  a per
form ance is enacted; the bulk o f  p oem  thus w ou ld  contain th e  vestiges  
o f  a play, o f  probably a ritual nature.41 A  close look, h ow ever, reveals 
that no clearly dramatic action is unfolded on th e ‘stage'. W h at w e  
find instead is a pronouncem ent: a prophecy (Baldrs D raum ar), a 
curse (Fgr Scim is), a disclosure o f  w isdom  (Vafþrúðnism ál, G rim nis- 
m át), inform ation on esoteric speech  (A lvissm ál). T h e action, th e clash  
o f  forces and its resolution, is accom plished w ith in  th e fram e.42 The 
pronouncem ent is o f  magical or religious significance, and w e  m ay 
w onder w hy it  is enveloped  and enclosed.

It may b e observed that in the poem s cited  a ruling god m eets a 
m em ber o f  a different race: a sibyl, a giantess, a hum an king, a giant, a 
dwarf, and the god always subjugates his opponent. T h e frame thus 
affirms the pow er o f  th e dwellers o f  Ásgarðr. In th e HyndluljócI Freyja 
forces her ‘sister in the cave’ to  disclose know ledge w h ich  she does not 
w ish  to  give and to  travel on a journey on w h ich  she d oes n ot w ish  to  
go. In the end Hyndla exp lodes in anger, possibly b ecause she under
stands that she has been  used  against her w ill (hdl 46, 47).

T he scenario o f  Hyndluljóð  is also m et in  th e p oem  Baldrs 
D raum ar. Ó ðinn  seeks and wakes a dead sibyl and questions her 
against her w ill about events fated for his son. She answers, b u t in  
the end, like Hyndla, she turns in wrath against th e deity .43 The  
frame poem s cited  appear to  have com p lex  functions; they  convey  
or preserve num inous lore and they affirm th e superior pow ers o f  
th e ruling gods. T he god achieves his victory through speech, 
through certain poetic  form ulae, h en ce through his p ow er over the  
spoken word. Þórr thus declares in th e p oem  A lvíssm á l: “W ith  m any  
w ords I have ensnared you  (alv 35).” W e may interpret th e  poem s  
as expressions o f  an Eddie theology: th e  quest to  establish the

40 Beck 7-27.
41 As by Phillpotts.
42 M otz 1996 (forthcoming).
43 It is usually believed that the  w rath o f the  prophetess arises on her recognition of ’ 

the  god, as by Fleck: b u t in the  Hyndluljód there is no sudden recognition.
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legitim acy o f the ruling divinities.44 Through th e H yndluljóð  Freyja 
has b ecom e a missionary o f  this faith.

* * *

W e have encountered th e fo llow in g com ponents o f  the goddess 
Freyja: a divinity o f sexuality and war, such had arisen in  the M iddle 
East, is also a deity o f  seafaring kings, a creature steeped  deeply in th e  
magical and ritual practices o f  th e  N orth, w h o  shares the warlike 
nature o f  the northern battlem aids, and a prom oter o f  Eddie theology.

Þorgerðr Hölgabrúðr — the northern goddess

Þorgerðr does not belong to  the fam ily o f  Eddie gods. O n e sentence  
only is d evoted  to  her in Snorri’s Edda. H e states that she was th e  
daughter o f  King H ölgi after w h om  Hålogaland is nam ed and that she  
as w ell as her father received sacrifice in their honor (sk 44). Thus w e  
know  that she belongs to  the northern part o f  N orw ay and that she 
was w orshipped as a divinity. R eferences in sagas show  her close alli
ance w ith  the Hlaðir Jarls w h o  h eld  sw ay over th e northern areas or 
N orw ay.44

Her tem ple stands in a clearing o f  the forest; it is surrounded by a 
w ooden  fence and richly decorated w ith  gold and silver carvings. T he  
im age o f  the goddess, in turn, is adorned in a costly  manner. Into this 
sanctuary Jarl Håkon leads his friend, Sigurðr Brestason, before the  
latter sets out on a dangerous journey. Through gifts the Jarl show s his 
devotion  to  the goddess and advises his friend to  do the same. If she is 
kindly inclined she w ill allow  it that a ring is taken from  her finger. 
And, indeed, the lady is, eventually, gracious to  Sigurðr.45

In a bitter m om ent o f  his life, w h en  the Jarl m ust face his enem y in 
battle (at Hjörungavágr) the Jarl prostrates h im self before his fulltrúa  
—  his fully faithful —  friend and im plores her for her help. She is n ot 
m oved  by his prom ise o f  gold  and silver, nor by his prom ise o f  th e

44 During the ninth century the  Jarls o f H laðe rose to prom inence from their base in 
Hålogaland, and extended their rule southwards. They attained virtual sovereignty over 
northern Norway during the reign of Harald hárfagri and Hakon góði. After 974 A.D. 
Jarl Håkon executed full sovereignty over alm ost all of Norway. H e was the  last of the  
pagan rulers and a staunch upholder of pagan faith until he was defeated by Óláfr 
Tryggvason and killed by his own thrall. Davidson.

45 Flat I, 144-45; Færeyinga þáttr ch. 23.
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lives o f m any m en, but she yields to  his entreaties w h en  h e offers her  
th e life o f  his young son, aged seven. As th e battle starts th e  sky dark
ens, lightning flashes, thunder sounds, and Þorgerðr and her sister are 
apparent in the m idst o f  carnage. It seem s, as if  an arrow issu ed  from  
every finger and every arrow took  a man:46

Then I heard the storm of Hölgabrúðr /  raging grimly 
from the North /  rained hail unto men’s shields, /  here sky 
stones battered the fierce eyed warriors /  to cause 
bitter death.

In another episode th e Jarl turns to the goddess w h en  h e w ish es to  
avenge a slight. Through her m agic pow ers she en d ow s a p iec e  o f  
w ood  w ith  life, equips th e man w ith  a spear and sends h im  on  his 
journey. A nd indeed  h e kills the offender and thus avenges th e  insult 
to  the Jarl.47

The worship o f  Þorgerðr was also brought to  Iceland. H ere also a 
sanctuary w as erected for her in a clearing, and here she w as h on ored  
together w ith  Þórr in his carriage and her sister Irpa. This tem p le  w as  
later burned by an angry settler.48

Þorgerðr’s im portance to  pagan faith is affirmed by th e  fury o f  Óláfr 
Tryggvason, th e Christian king w h o  defeated Jarl H akon. H e se t  fire to  
her tem ple and her im age and dispersed her treasure in h is m issionary  
zeal.49

Since the divine stature o f  Þorgerðr is assured by her sanctuaries, 
her acceptance o f  sacrifices, her pow erfu l help , and th e w rath o f  th e  
Church, and since she was n ot a goddess o f  th e Eddie p antheon , w e  
m ust assum e that Eddie m yth does n ot encom pass all th ere  is to  
north-G erm anic religion. T h e study o f  Þorgerðr thus w ou ld  allow  us a 
glim pse into beliefs w hich  are ignored in th e  p oem s and prose o f  
Eddie m yth and show  us th e godhead o f a different fa ith .50

46 Jomsvikinga saga, ch. 34. The poem  is by Bjarni Kolbeinsson, skj II, 7, 32. The 
battle of Hjörungavágr was betw een Jarl Håkon and Danish and W endish troops. 
Legendary tradition transformed these forces into the  ‘Jomsvíkings’, supposedly a 
group of professional warriors.

47 Flat I, 213; Ólávs s. Tryggvasonar, ch. 173.
48 Hardar s. ok Hólmverja, ch. 19; her sanctuary in Norway also was destroyed by an 

angry man, according to  Njáls s. ch. 88.
49 ólá fs s. helga, ch. 112; HKR.
50 The figure o f Þorgerðr has been discussed by N orah Chadwick. She believes that 

the  Jarl had relations w ith tw o women, one human, Þora (who was in fact his mistress) 
and one superhuman: Þorgerðr, for such was the  pattern  of archaic faith. G ro  Steins-
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W hile Þorgerðr is not a m em ber o f  th e fam ily o f  th e gods she 
clearly is a m em ber o f  th e fam ily o f  giants. H er nam e is listed by 
Snorri in his enum eration o f  giantesses;51 K e tib  saga hcengs relates that 
she hastens to attend a m eeting o f  th e trolls —  troUaþing —  w here the  
m ightiest o f  the trolls w ill m eet (th e terms for trolls —  troll —  and 
giants —  jö tn ar  —  interchange in the tex ts).52 Som etim es she also 
bears the designation: Hörgatroll.53 A  giantess m ay be incorporated  
into th e h ousehold  o f  the gods through marriage, as were Skaði and 
Gerðr; Þorgerðr was n ot assim ilated in this way.

N eglected , as she is, by Eddie m yth  w e  only know  her in a cultic 
aspect, i.e., in her relationship w ith  m en. W e do n o t know o f  her deal
ings w ith  other gods or her adventures. In th e sagas, conversely, w e  
frequently encounter giantesses, outside o f  a cultic context and em 
b edded in story matter, w h o  are vividly described. It is possible that 
m yths o f  the goddess-giantess Þorgerðr w ere retained in a literary set
ting concerning other m em bers o f  her family; these too  m ight have 
had a place in faith, and a location m ight bear th e  nam e o f  a troll- 
w om an .54 W e shall n ow  try to  ascertain if  any o f  Þorgerðr’s qualities 
m ay be affirmed and m ore fully show n through her sisters in  the sagas.

Habitation

Like Þorgerðr, giantesses o f  the sagas are usually related to  a specific 
dw elling place and usually, like Þorgerðr’s, it lies in  th e N orth. Som e  
giantesses are stationed in the very lands o f  the Hlaðir Jarls: Gandríðr, 
Fríðr, Flaumgerðr in Dofrafjall (Trondelag) and Gúðrún, Þordís, 
Eimyrja, Eisa, G löð in Hålogaland. Y et m ore giantesses have their 
hom es in th e northern regions: Brana, Hrímgerðr, Sleggja in  th e Polar

land finds a different context: according to  this the king or god m ust marry a giantess in 
order to  create a royal line. To her Þorgerðr and Helgi are the  original ancestors o f the 
Hlaðir Jarls, later supplanted by Óðinn and Skaði; Steinsland 220-225. Gustav Ström 
believes that Þorgerðr was a goddess rather than a giantess. Since she was a figure of 
the  North she was fused w ith trolls and giants in later tim e because these live tradi
tionally in the N orth. He deduces her im portance from the many places in which she is 
remembered, i.e., skaldic poems by Tindr Hallkelsson, Þorkell Gislason, Bjarni Kjol- 
beinsson, the Norwegian ballad of Aasmund Frægdagævar, the  Icelandic tale of Flagda- 
æva hölda.

51 Edda Snorra: Þulur, trollkvinna heiti.
52 Ketib s. hængs, ch. 3.
53 The name Hörga-troll is given to her in Jomsvikinga s. and in Ketib s. hamgs; she is 

nam ed Torgerd H ukebrud in a later ballad, cited by Steinsland 222.
54 Such as H ítardalr in Iceland, hom e of Hit; Bárðar saga SruefeUsáss, ch. 13; for 

giantesses as part o f faith, M otz 1984 b; 1993 a, 60-87.
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lands, Gnipa, G eit, Syrpa, Glám dís, Hergerðr in G reenland, T ögld,, , 
Geirríðr, Gríðr on th e  shores o f  the W hite Sea, Hrafnhildr, and! I 
Hildigunnr in Finmark. Few giantesses dw ell in the South, and t h e  * 
Arctic O cean received th e name: Trolle-botn ‘sea o f  th e  tro lls’;55 h e r e  : 
Þorgerðr finds her residence according to  a later ballad.56

Names

T he nam e G erðr recurs am ong th e appellation o f  th e spirits. W e  findl I 
Gerðr, Ám gerðr, Flaumgerôr, Hergerðr, Hrím gerðr, ím gerðr,, . 
Margerðr, Skjáldgerðr, Skrámgerðr, U ngerðr.57 T h e nam e Lathgertnai t 
is cited by Saxo Gram m aticus in his book  on D anish history: and thiss ; 
nam e m ay be rendered as ‘Gerör o f  the H laðir’.58 T h e nam e Gerðir • 
may be traced to  an IE root *gherd- w ith  a basic m eaning o f  ‘to  en
close', as apparent in the O N  noun garðr ‘enclosure’ and N orw egiam  i 
gierde- ‘fen ce’. O n th e basis o f  this root the nam e m ay b e interpreted! I 
as ‘the one enclosed’ or as ‘encloser, i.e., protector’.59 Þorgerðr’s n a m e  : 
strongly affirms her closeness to  th e  saga spirits.

The Weather

Þorgerðr’s storm  rages from  the N orth  and hailstones fall from  heaveni i 
w hen  she aids her hum an friend in battle. Powers over th e  elem ents,, 
especially th e elem ents o f  storm  and cold, are also h eld  by others o lf  
her race: a troll-w om an sends her friends good  sailing w in d  (Sturlaugss • 
s. starfsam a); snow  begins to  fall w hen  Grimr is approached b y  g ian t- 
w om en  ( G rím s s. loðinkinna); Illugi experiences an in tensity  o f  cold  ass ; 
he m eets a giantess (Ittuga s. Gríðarfóstra); a river is w h ip p ed  b y  haill 
and lashed by tem pests sent by giant-w om en (Þd 5, 8). A  giantess may/ 
herself bear th e nam e o f  an elem en t o f  w intertim e, such  as Mjøll,, 
Drifa, and Fönn, all m eaning ‘sn ow ’, and thus b e id entified  w ith  ai 
phenom enon  o f  w inter.60

55 M otz 1987 a, 472, in  18.
56 Steinsland 222.
57 M otz 1981 a, for a systematic listing of giantesses’ names.
58 Saxo, Book IX, as cited by Chadwick 414.
59 In 1909 Olsen suggested the meaning ‘fenced in field, fertile earth ’ as in terpreta

tion of the  name. He sees the  giantess Gerðr as the  personification o f th e  fertile earth.. 
Yet the  meaning of ‘fertility’ cannot be detected in the noun or in any o f its congeners.. 
Motz 1981 b, 124-26.

60 These wom en are the daughters of King Snær ‘Snow’.
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Skills in warfare

In the battle o f  Hjörungavágr Þorgerðr h erself stands in the m idst o f  
bloodshed. Her sisters in th e sagas are indeed  skilled and gifted  
fighters: they  w ield  such arms as a sword —  skálm  —  (Sörla s. sterka), 
a pike —  atgeirr —  (Sturlaugs s. starfsam a), a spiked club —  gadda- 
kylfa —  (Illuga s. Tagldarbana), a knife —  sax  —  (H álfdanar s . 
Brönufóstra) .61 T he battle against a troll-w om an is som etim es fiercer 
and m ore difficult than the battle against a giant, as in th e case o f  
Mána (Sörla s . sterka) or Sleggja (Hálfdan ar s. Brönufóstra). And  
battle-axes are equated w ith  troll-w om en —  öxar kalla menn 
trollkvinna heitum  (sk 48). A  giantess' nam e, such as G unnlöð —  gunnr 
‘battle’, or Hrafnhildr —  hildr  ‘b attle’, po in t to  th e warlike nature o f  
the spirits.62

Alliances and magic powers

The second part o f Þorgerðr’s nam e —  brúðr —  has the m eaning  
‘bride’, and it marks her as a young w om an and as an erotic being  
though w e find her in no overtly erotic relationship in the tex ts.63 In 
the sagas a giantess is frequently related in sexual union to  a hum an  
hero, and she m ay bear the h ero’s child. Such is th e  fate o f  Fríðr w ho  
dallies w ith  Búi (Kjalnesinga s.) and o f  Hildigunnr w ho is em braced by  
Örvar-Oddr (Ö rvar-O dds s.). Snorri cites Þorgerðr together w ith  her 
father; and this too, a father-daughter pair em erges in tales about the  
fam ily o f  giants.64 W e thus m eet D ofri and his daughter Fríðr 
(Kjalnesinga s.) or Brúni and his daughter Hrafnhildr (Ketils s. hængs). 
A s Þorgerðr em ploys her m agic pow ers to  en d ow  a p iece o f  w ood  
w ith  life, so a giantess may em ploy her m agic pow ers to  restore a m or
tally w ounded man to health (Þorsteins s. G eim efjufóstra), or to pro
tec t him  through her gifts (H álfdanar s. Brönufóstra).65

6] Motz 1987, 469, fn 58; Motz 1984 a, 93-95.
62 Motz 1981 a, 500-01.
63 Only one poem  may show a reference to  erotic dealings betw een the  Jarl and the 

giantess. Tindr Hallkelsson skj I, 136 states, describing the  Jarl’s station in battle: ‘It is 
not as if Gerdr made a bed for you in her arms’.

64 Motz 1984 a, 86-7.
65 1984 a, 90-91.



4 6  Lotte M otz

Protectress of human hero

Strongly marked in th e life pattern o f  a giantess is her p ro tective  allii- - 
ance w ith  a hum an hero w h om  she m ay guide through life. H e usualhy / 
m eets her in th e travels o f  his you th  in great distance from  his home.*. . 
Som etim es she tests his strength through her physical assault, ancdl 
w hen  she is defeated and she has b een  granted m ercy she b eco m es hiss s 
loyal friend. Som etim es she finds h im  in agony or close to  d eath  ancd 1 
she heals his w ounds. A  troll-w om an, riding on a w olf, offered H eð in m  1 
her help in com bat as h e was passing through a forest (H H j, prose)). . 
She may b ecom e his mistress or support him  only as a friend. W hern 1 
he leaves her dwelling she m ay b estow  on h im  rich parting gifts. Thuss s 
Mána offered Sörli armor w hich  could  n ot be ou t by w eap on s and ;a i  
sword w hich  could  pierce steel and stone. Brana b u ilt a b o a t fow r  
Hálfdan, the father o f  her child, w hich  was always fo llo w ed  by ;a 1 
favorable w ind.66

Som etim es the alliance is sealed w ith  a form al prom ise as betw eern  1 
Ásm undr and Hergerðr; she declared: “Spare m y life and I w ill b e  youir r 
friend.”67 Thus she saved Ásm undr from  drowning w h en  his sh ip  wa.is s 
broken in a storm  (Á sm undar s. A tlasonar). A  m an’s nam e som etim esss  
indicates that he has gained th e guidance and protection  o f  a giantess»,, 
as did Þorsteinn Geirnefjufóstri. In alliances o f  this kind w e find thte 1 
m ost striking o f  the analogies to  th e  life pattern o f  Þorgerðr and he;r r 
loyalty to  her hum an friend.

*  *  *

Þorgerðr m ight share yet m ore aspects w ith  her sisters o f  th e  tales». • 
Like these she m ight have th e ability to  transform h erself in to  a b ea stt.. 
Like these she m ight be connected  w ith  the flocks and herds o f  pas^- - 
toral existence. T hese feature are, how ever, n ot presented; sh e m ighit t 
have, like Freyja and Ishtar, lost m any o f  her animal alliances.68

W e have found that th e elem ents w hich  m ake up th e persona o f f  
Þorgerðr Hölgabrúðr possess a counterpart in th e  giantesses o f  th<e? 
tales. T hese are presented in a story context, b ut th ey  m ust h ave beem  1

66 Motz 1993 a, 60-4.
67 Ásmundar saga Atlasonar, ch. 4.
68 Forað of Ketib saga hængs may change into a whale; Skinnhúfa and Vargeisa turrn 1 

into vultures (Hjalmþérs saga ok Öhnss); M otz 1984 a, 96-97: Arinnefja is th e  mistresss s 
of a flock of goats: Egib saga einhenda; M otz 1987 fn 53.
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m odeled  on th e daimons o f  the landscape w hich  w ere revered by the  
local population.69 W hen  the com m unities w ere united  to form a 
kingdom, governed by a single ruler, one spirit rose to  national stature. 
She no longer lived in a m ountain  or a m ountain cave b u t in a tem ple  
b uilt by m en. That her sanctuary was stationed in a forest may be a 
testim ony to her origin in the wilderness. M uch gold and silver was 
rendered to th e deity and she herself was represented through a man- 
m ade form . W e do n ot know  that sacrifice w as given to  th e w oodland  
spirits, but it is clear that Þorgerðr received as offering besides gold  
and treasure also the lives o f  men.

T he N orth  o f  N orw ay was less op en  to  foreign influences than the  
southern parts o f  Scandinavia. H ere w e  m ay exp ect to m eet a m ore 
archaic, m ore northern, kind o f  religion. W e have been  able to  ascer
tain one elem ent o f such a faith: a Great G oddess w h o  arose out o f  
th e  local spirits o f  the N orth, deeply em bedded in the northern land
scape, a fierce fighter, a recipient o f  hum an sacrifice, and th e loyal pro
tectress o f  a king.

The continental Goddess

The goddess Nerthus, described by Tacitus, was revered by seven  
tribes. Thus already in th e  first century o f  our era w e m eet a divinity  
w hich  has transcended th e boundaries o f  local w orship. Church  
docum ents o f  the M iddle A ges vigorously protest against the b e lie f in 
a deity w ho is often  equated w ith  Diana: “D ian a quce vulgariter dicitur 
fraw  Percht,”70 W e have no w ritten  docum ents, besides the protests o f  
the Church, to  tell us about this m ighty creature. But she has been  so 
w ell rem em bered through folktradition in the provinces o f  the G er
m anic w orld that w e gain a clear and vivid im age.71 T he know ledge  
com es to us from  many regions and she is know n by m any names. It 
may be argued that this finding points to the existence o f  m any local 
spirits; yet the persona beh ind  th e nam es is so unified and the charac
teristics so clearly marked that they seem  to  have arisen in one m ighty  
being, and the Church speaks consistently o f  th e honor rendered to

69 Such spirits have recently been designated as Owners and guardians o f Nature; 
Hultkrantz 1961; M otz 1984 b.

70 As stated in a fifteenth century Bavarian sermon, cited by W aschnitius 64.
71 I base myself on the  systematic and extensive collection by Victor Waschni- 

tius=Wasch. See also Motz 1984 c.
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one goddess. O ur inform ation m ust com e from  m any quarters because  
w e have no unifying m ythology.

A  m ultitude o f  nam es is recorded; 34 nam es are listed  for N orth  
Germany alone in th e collection  o f  N orth Germ an tales by K uhn and 
Schwartz.72 In Switzerland w e find such nam es as Streggele and Frau 
Seiden; Frau Perchta rules the A lp ine regions and Frau H o lle  prevails 
in Central G erm any.73 T he goddess, a spirit o f  th e w oodland , closely  
interacts w ith  th e  hum an population  through her visits. In h er yearly  
rounds she inspects th e order o f  the household  and th ese  take place, 
m ost usually, in th e w inter season. Thus the Christian feast day o f  
Epiphany is th e ‘N igh t o f  Perchta’ —  Perchtennacht —  in Styria;74 in 
the tw elve days betw een  Christmas and Epiphany Frau H o lle  roams 
th e countryside near W eim ar,75 Perht com es to  Tiers in  th e Tyrol in 
advent tim e and in th e  night before Epiphany.76

The Lady is awaited in great fear and hope, for she m ay se t th e  fate 
and fortune o f  th e  household  for th e entire year. O fferings are pre
pared for her arrival: eggs and dum plings placed on  th e  ro o f tops o f : 
houses in Tyrolia and th e G stam panudeln  ‘G stam pa dum plings’ baked  
for her in W älschnoven .77 Som etim es a dish is eaten in her honor, 
such as th e Bachlkoch, a porridge, covered w ith  a layer o f  honey  o f : 
w hich  all, m aster as w ell as servants, m ust partake.78 T h e C hurch de
clares:79

They are sinners who leave food for Perchta
in the Perchtennacht.

T he m ost rousing celebration o f  th e  year, th e Perchtenlauf, is per
form ed in her honor in th e tow n s and villages o f  Salzburg and! 
Tyrolia.80 In this custom  the young m en o f  th e com m un ities appear ini 
the role o f  the ‘handsom e’ {schöne) or th e ‘h id eou s’ (schiache)i 
Perchten, and the ‘h id eou s’ are by far m ore visible. C loaked in fur, 
wearing frightening masks, carrying bells and w hips, th ey  race im

72 Kuhn and Schwartz 413-18.
73 W e thus also find a Frau Rupfa, a Streggele, a Chunkle, etc.
74 Wasch. 19.
75 Wasch. 106.
76 W asch. 133.
77 Wasch. 43.
78 W asch. 57.
79 Wasch. 64, quoting: der gewissen Spiegel, a fourteenth century m anuscript.
80 Wasch. 37; W asch. 57.
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frenzy through the fields and tow ns, am idst th e deafening noise o f  
their instrum ents, and leap wildly, for it is believed  that as high as 
their leaps w ill grow th e produce o f  th e  earth. T he divinity herself 
may lead a procession. T he Church condem ns those w h o  join a 
‘crow d o f  dem ons’ to  fo llow  fraw Percht in her sacred night;81 in the  
seventeenth  century Rhinesius still speaks o f  th e ‘m enads’ in th e train 
o f W erra o f  the V oigtland.82

T he Lady greatly concerns herself w ith  w om en's duties, and espe
cially, w ith  th e task o f  spinning. In Tyrolia th e girls m ust finish w ith  
their set am ount o f  w ork before christmas or else their distaff w ill be  
destroyed.83 In Salzburg th e flax is tied  around the arm o f  th e neglect
ful spinner and then burned o ff w ith  a flam e.84 In Thuringia w oo l or 
flax is p laced on the distaff at Christmas tim e w h en  Frau H olle starts 
her rounds and it m ust b e w orked o ff b y  Epiphany w hen  she returns. 
A  jingle states:85

For every thread (left behind) /  a bad year
shall be had.

W hile diligence is dem anded by th e Lady there are also tim es w hen  all 
labor m ust cease. In Z w ettl o f  Lower Austria all spinning m ust rest 
betw een  Christmas and Epiphany;86 in Naussau Frau H olle is honored  
in this w ay on the last day before Christmas, the FrauhoUeabend 
‘D am e H o lle’s Eve’.87 W hen  a w om an near H alle tw ists her thread  
during the tw elve days o f  Christmas her distaff w ill be fouled  by Frau 
Harre.88

The Lady also supervises other labors o f  the household . O n  
Christmas Eve Perchta inspects the cleanliness o f  Styrian hom es. If 
she finds that dirt has b een  sw ep t into the corners she opens up the  
stom achs o f  the servant girls, fills them  w ith  th e  rubbish, and sew s 
them  back together. For this reason she always carries scissors, 
thread, and a broom .89 But near H asloch on the Main Frau H olle

81 Wasch. 83-84; quoting Burchardt of Worms.
82 W asch. 103, citing Tomas Reinesius: Werra cum comitatu sua.
83 Wasch. 33.
84 Wasch. 56.
85 Wasch. 105.
86 Wasch. 53; here the  Spinnweibl will come to tw ist the  flax.
87 Wasch. 93.
88 Wasch. 109.
89 W asch. 20.
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helps tired girls w ith  their loads and show s com passion to  th e  old  
and weak.90

The deportm ent o f  children also m atters to  th e deity. In G öttingen  
Frau H olle rewards th e w ell-behaved w ith  presents on  Christm as 
Eve,91 but she m ay also take those w ho do n ot please her to her forest 
dwelling, as in H eiderm oos o f  U pper Austria.92 In som e areas Frau 
Perchta is surrounded by a swarm o f  children, those w h o  cannot enter  
h ell or heaven because they w ere to o  young, w hen  th ey  died, to  be  
received in th e Christian faith.93 M ilk is set ou t in som e households; 
for Frau Perchta and her throng —  th e Perschtmilch. The m ilk  is; 
thirstily consum ed and w hat is left is fed  to  cattle to  give it h ea lth .94 
T he explanation o f  the them e m ust be a Christian interpretation o f  : 
the role o f  th e pagan goddess as a nurturer o f  children.95

The goddess m ay also assume th e leadership o f  th e W ild  H unt, a; 
ghostly throng w hich  rides in fury through th e sky, especiallay during; 
th e nights o f  w intertim e, and w hich  exp lodes w ith  deafening clam or’ 
o f  barking dogs, squealing pigs, or squeaking fiddles. There is also ev i
dence that th e phenom enon  was enacted in folktradition. Thus a m am  
was convicted at a w itch ’s trial (1630) for having fo llow ed  Frau H o lle ’s; 
retinue into her m ountain on N ew  Year’s Eve.96 A  w om an was ex iled l 
from th e tow n  o f  Bern for having ridden w ith  Frau Seiden.97 A . 
fifteenth century Bavarian m anuscript declares:98

. . .  many believe that in the sacred nights between 
the day of the birth of Christ and the night of 
Epiphany women come to their houses whose leader 
is the Lady Perchta.

T he C odex o f  Augsburg, also o f  th e fifteenth century, remarks:99

90 Wasch. 81-88; in this area the goddess (Frau Holle) is more fully developed tham 
in other places; she rides on a white horse, takes baths in a pond, sings in the m oon
light; 81-83.

91 Wasch. 111.
92 Wasch. 54.
93 As in Styria; W asch. 18.
94 Wasch. 48.
95 The role of a nurturer of children who is not their biological m other is welll 

marked in Greek myth. The function may be perform ed by an im portant goddess, suchi 
as Hera or Artemis; she then receives the by-name: kourotrophos. Price.

96 Wasch. 86-87; this took place in Hesse.
97 Beitl, entry: Wilde Jagd.
98 W asch. 62; m anuscript o f Tegernsee of 1448.
99 W asch. 64.
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. . .  Diana, who is commonly known as fr aw Percht, is in the 
habit of wandering at night with her army.

It seem s that w om en w ere highly noticeable am ong th e devotees o f  
th e goddess.

W h ile the deity is not encountered in all th e areas o f  Germ anic 
settlem ent she appears in a large num ber o f  provinces from  the north
ern shores to  Italy and Switzerland. N o  other godhead is so w ell 
rem em bered or so vividly and consistently described. It is clear that a 
p ow erfu l fem ale divinity had b een  w orshipped am ong th e Germ anic 
nations o f  the Continent.

It also appears that th e goddess le ft her mark on iconography. A  
fem ale figure appears am ong am ulets ascribed to  the tim e o f  tribal 
m igrations (about 4 0 0 -6 0 0  A .D .). T he artifacts are small, coin-shaped, 
and m ade o f  gold; they w ere discovered in large numbers, especially in 
D enm ark and N orth and N orth-w est G erm any.100 T hey bear images 
w hich  are apparently o f  m agical or religious significance. Five o f  these  
‘bracteates' show  the picture o f  a w om an (IK 2; 350b: unknow n site in 
sou th -w est Germany; 389b: W elschingen, Kr. Konstanz, Baden- 
W ürttem berg; 311b: O berwerschen, Kr. H ohenm ölsen , Bezirk Halle; 
259b: Grossfahner, Kr. Erfurt, Bezirk Erfurt; IK 3; 391b: G udm e, 
south-east Fyn). She is uniform ly presented and w e cannot doubt that 
w e m eet in her a single being though the finds them selves derive from  
w idely  separated regions.101

She is show n full face and wears a crown; she seem s seated on  
throne w hich  som etim es m erges into her skirt. O n one am ulet her 
hands are empty; on others she holds staff-shaped instruments, som e  
o f  th em  ending in a cross; they appear to  be sym bols o f  royal power. 
T he im age o f  an im perial w om an is also drawn into a horse ornam ent 
from E schw ege in Thuringia. She too  wears a crown, is frontally pre
sented, flanked by heraldic animals, and she too  carries a staff-like 
object w hich  is probably a scepter (horse ornament; Eschwege, Kr. 
W erra-Meissen; Hauck, ill. 17).

These w om en  clearly represent ruling powers; y et no m ighty queen  
has com e forward in th e G erm anic provinces o f  Europe. The amulets,

100 These artifacts have been systematically reproduced, arranged, discussed, and 
interpreted by Karl Hauck, M orton Axboe, and Klaus Diiwel = IK.

101 Two of the  bracteates belong to central Germ any found near towns of Erfurt and 
Halle of the former GDR; one bracteate appeared in Fyn, another near the  Swiss bor
der and one in an unknown place of south-west Germany.
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m oreover, as apotropaic objects, w ou ld  portray th e superhum an  
forces. Karl H auck assumes that the bracteates picture Ó ðinn's w ife, 
the goddess Frigg.102 Y et no traces o f  a Frigg sanctuary w ere d iscov
ered in th e regions. Three o f  th e  im ages (IK 2:259b, IK 3:391b and  
Eschwege, see above) w ere discovered in  th e very heartland o f  th e  
Lady’s traditions. The creature o f  W elschingen near Switzerland is 
obviously the sam e as that o f  G udm e in Fyn. W e m ay assume that w e  
m eet here the Great G oddess o f  this discussion w h o  appears through
out the provinces o f  th e  Germ anic nations. T he am ulets testify  m ainly  
to  her im perial position; stars and horseshoe-shaped objects, probably  
crescents, recur am ong the im ages and these w ou ld  point to  a celestial 
aspect, as it is also held  by Freyja and Inanna.

* * *

W e may assum e that a pow erfu l fem ale divinity had developed  in 
som e areas o f  the Germ anic world; she was a creature o f  th e w ilder
ness and also a visitor to  hum an houses. This goddess was taken along  
by the tribes w h o  m oved  onwards to  conquer and to  settle in  n ew  
lands, and thus her cu lt was w idely  spread. W e know , for instance, 
that the N erthus w orshipping Anglii and Varini settled  in Central 
Germ any and w ere later know n as Thuringi.103 T he Thuringians in
deed exhib it great devotion  to  th e  goddess. It is on ly natural that the  
deity brought by im m igrating tribes b lended w ith  th e local spirits o f  
the w oodland. Thus she married the 'w ild m an’ —  T o m  salvadegh’ —  
in th e southern parts o f  T yrolia,104 and she becam e W echtra-Baba in 
Slovenian regions.105 W ith  th e  trium ph o f  the Church sh e lost her 
status in official, national religion and she sank back into th e  sphere o f  
local b e lie f in w hich, in  very archaic tim e, she had originated.

Unlike her northern sisters the continental goddess show s no  
affinities w ith  battles and her contact w ith  the w o m en ’s w orld  is

102 Michael Enright thinks that the  Lady represents a weaving goddess; he interprets 
a staff-like object in the  hand of the  Oberwerschen bracteate as a spindle, and the 
crosses at the  end of some of the  staves as yamwinders. H e speaks of distaff, spindle 
and flax as symbols o f a weaving being; these entities, however, belong to  the  craft of 
spinning.

103 As noted by Tacitus, Germania, ch. 40; a sixth century law code designates them  
as Thuringians: lex Angorum et Werinorum quid est Thuringiorum. C ited by the  Tacitius 
edition of Jankuhn-M uch, 445-46; see also: M otz 1992.

104 Wasch. 44.
105 W asch. 27.
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marked. T hese phenom ena m ay b e explained by the fact that she was 
rem em bered mainly in farmers’ households and n ot at th e  courts o f  
conquering kings. Similar affiliations w ere noted  w ith  th e Latvian 
goddess o f  fate, Laima, w hose m em ory was kept alive through centu
ries o f  Christian dom inance, by th e rural population .106 O n  the other 
hand, Percht-H olda d eveloped  or retained elem ents apparent in a 
spirit o f  a pastoral environm ent. H er follow ers, the Perchten, are 
m asked as goats; their leaping im itates th e  leaps o f  goats; th e Lady 
herself is som etim es seen in the shape o f  this beast.107 She also re
tained the features o f  a creature o f  th e wilderness, so that the  
Schnabelpercht possesses th e  beak o f  a bird o f  prey, rem em bered in 
her ‘iron n ose’;108 and Frau Harke o f  the H avelland leads her ferine 
beasts to  their cave.109

*  *  *

Let us state in conclusion that it was possible to reconstruct and probe 
the nature o f  a Great G erm anic G oddess through three m ain sources: 
Freyja through O ld N orse myth; Þorgerðr Hölgabrúðr through O ld  
N orse tales, and Percht-H olda through German folktradition.
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