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Abstracts

Some Scandinavian and Celtic Magical Texts and Practices Friday
9.45am
GS 1.06Stephen Mitchell

Harvard University

Throughout his career, the doyen of Old Norse studies, Einar Ól. Sveinsson,
promoted the likely connection between Irish and Icelandic literary traditions
(e.g., 1929, 1975). Revisited by many other fine scholars over the decades, this
question of Hyperborean literary relations was carefully reviewed with respect to
the broad spectrum of Celtic traditions, modern as well as ancient, by Rosemary
Powers (1987), who specifically focussed on the use of spells (gaesa and álög). One
interesting ‘pair’ of this sort, but not part of her corpus, was noted at least as early
as 1928 by Jöran Sahlgren (and later, in 1939, by Konstantin Reichardt); it consists
of the many points of comparison, including the use of magic, between the Old
Irish ‘The Adventures of Connla the Fair’ (Echtrae Chonnlai) and the Old Icelandic
eddic poem ‘Skírnir’s Journey’ (Fǫr Scírnis), and appears to provide a further use-
ful aperture for such a comparison. In my paper, I will build on previous work
in the area (e.g., Harris 1975; Larrington 1992; Gunnell 1993; Mitchell 2007, 2011),
looking to examine taxonomic, rather than phylogenetic, comparisons between
these and similar texts, centering on how magic is used in such situations.
Primary works:

Echtrae Chonnlai and the Beginnings of Vernacular Narrative Writing in Ireland:
A Critical Edition with Introduction, Notes, Bibliography, and Vocabulary. Ed.
Kim McCone. Maynooth Medieval Irish Texts, 1. Maynooth: Department
of Old and Middle Irish National University of Ireland Maynooth, 2000.

Eddukvæði. Ed. Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason. Íslenzk fornrit.
Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornrítafélag, 2014.

Secondary works:

Einar Ól. Sveinsson. 1929. Verzeichnis isländischer Märchenvarianten. FFC 83.
Helsinki: Suomalinen Tiedeakatemia.

Einar Ól. Sveinsson. 1975. Löng er för: Þrir þættir um írskar og íslenzkar sögur
og kvæði. Studia Islandica: Islensk fræði, 34. Reykjavík: Bókaútgáfa Men-
ningarsjóðs.
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Gunnell, Terry. 1993. ‘Skírnisleikur og Freysmál. Endurmat eldri hugmynda
um ‘forna norræna helgileiki’.’ Skírnir 167: 421-59.

Harris, Joseph. 1975. ‘Cursing with the Thistle: ‘Skírnismál’ 31, 6-8, and OE
Metrical Charm 9, 16-17.’Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 76: 26-33.

Larrington, Carolyne. 1992 (1993). ‘’What Does Woman Want?’ Mær and
munr in Skírnismál.’ Alvíssmál 1: 3-16.

Lönnroth, Lars. 1977. ‘Skírnismál och den fornisländska äktenskapsnor-
men.’ In Opuscula Septentrionalia. Festskrift til Ole Widding. 10.10.1977. Ed.
Bent Chr. Jakobsen et al. Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzel. Pp. 154-78.

Mitchell, Stephen A. 2007. ‘Skírnismál and Nordic Charm Magic.’ In Re-
flections on Old Norse Myths. Ed. Pernille Hermann, Jens Peter Schjødt and
Rasmus Tranum Kristensen. Viking and Medieval Scandinavia, Studies, 1.
Turnhout: Brepols. Pp. 75-94.

Mitchell, Stephen A. 2011. Witchcraft and Magic in the Nordic Middle Ages.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Power, Rosemary. 1987. ‘Geasa and álög: Magic Formulae and Perilous
Quests in Gaelic and Norse.’ Scottish Studies 28: 69-89.

Sahlgren, Jöran. 1928. ‘Sagan om Frö och Gärd.’ Namn och bygd 16: 1-19.

Reichardt, Konstantin. 1939. ‘Die Liebesbeschwörung in Fǫr Scírnis.’ Journal
of English and Germanic Philology 38: 481-95.
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The Trojan Connection and the Mythological Sense of Self Friday
10.30am
GS 1.06Arngrímur Vídalín

University of Iceland

Through a joint literary and idea-historical approach the construction of the
Icelandic self and history will be viewed through the medieval appropriation of
classical heritage. Several Old Norse texts claim a Trojan origin for Scandina-
vian society; often claiming that the pre-Christian pantheon led by Óðinn was
in fact Trojan expats in Scandinavia, sometimes implying that the Norse and the
Greco-Roman pantheons are one and the same. The classical heritage claimed by
Icelanders seems to be derived from the Carolingian tradition of consolidating
power through legendary (pagan) genealogy while remaining devoutly Chris-
tian.

A new mythological tradition is thus formed, in which remnants of bygone
religions are employed euhemeristically in conjunction with a fundamentally
Christian worldview. This paper will seek not to part this new tradition into
pagan or Christian elements, but rather to seek an understanding of it in the uni-
fied manner in which it is presented in the sources: a construction of self-identity
and history in which Greek leaders came to be worshipped as gods in a Greek-
like pantheon, subsequently siring the lines of Scandinavian kings who later con-
verted to the true faith. This medieval understanding of history has the political
ramifications that Icelanders are a people of pedigree and great heritage, with
a line of kings which can be traced through legendary empires to the first man:
Adam, who was created by God himself.

Irish Influences in Scandinavian Mythology? Friday
11.00am
GS 1.06Morten Warmind

University of Copenhagen

The nature and the extent of influence from Ireland on the body of Old Norse
literature from Iceland is an old problem, which surfaces now and again. When
discussing Scandinavian and Celtic similarities it seems appropriate to address
some possible instances of Irish influence on the mythological tales once again.

One such instance is Mimir, who is often described in general retellings of
‘Nordic Mythology’ as a severed head with the gift of speech, providing Odin
with wisdom. This image is based on the account of the war between the Æsir and
the Vanir in the Ynglingasaga, presumed to have been written by Snorri Sturlus-
son. Other sources pertaining to Mimir are not nearly as clear as to his status, and
it is far from unlikely that this particular conception of Mimir may have been in-
fluenced by the far more common trait in Irish literary tradition of severed heads
having the power to react and even speak. In my paper I propose to discuss this
case and some other instances of possible Irish traits.
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Northern Myths. The Localisation of ‘Dietrichs Ende’. A
Geographic-Mythological Transfer from Italy to the ‘Northern’

HemisphereFriday
11.30am
GS 1.06 Jörg Füllgrabe

Goethe University Frankfurt

The period of the Germanic migration is the basic background for the later
conception of these Teutonic ‘heroic ages’. Dietrich von Bern/Didrik/Thidrek is
the literaric figuration of Theoderich the Great, the most famous King of the Goth
in Italy.

But at the end of his kingdomship the heretic Theoderich became more than
only a slightly paranoid, with the negative effect of sentencing senator Sym-
machus and the philosopher Boethius – and the even worse sentencing pop to
live imprisonment of Pope Johannes. In catholic standing point this was a ‘mega-
capital-crime’ – and so is the description of Theoderichs death connected with his
condemnation. In texts of this tradition, Theoderich was thrown into the volcano,
localised in, I think, the Vesuvius, as the door to hell.

But on the other hand we have a change, not only in place but although in
function: Praying to the mother of Christ, Maria, the heretic king is able to save
his soul – in spite of the awful things even by the worse things he had done. This
way of being saved can be found in Nordic tradition: But there are even more
mythical interpretations of ‘Dietrichs Ende’ in central and northern Europe.

To compare the myths on the localisation of ‘Dietrichs Ende’ and the switch
over between a ‘real’ landscape – changing in different traditions – and its antag-
onistic interpretation – will be theme of this lecture.

Flogging a Dead Horse: Sovereignty, Horses and the
Crypto-Celticity of ‘Romance’Friday

2.00pm
GS 1.06 Dara Hellman

University of Cambridge

While it has been reasonably well established that in the narrative of Pwyll, the
connection between horses and sovereignty is explored, and that Rhiannon ful-
fills some of the functions of Epona, its manuscript neighbor and structural twin,
Gereint vab Erbin has been relegated to liminality by literary critics and folk-
lorists alike, ostensibly because of its (continental) cultural contamination. How-
ever, if we posit the existence and agency of elements of the Celtic/Scandinavian
pantheon in the Mabinogi, including the ‘romances’, the question remains, what
is the narratological/allegorical effect of the embodiment of these deities? Gereint
and Enyt suffers under the yoke of dismissive and conflicting interpretation, inso-
far as narrative reflects a set of expectations on the part of the audience/s. Gereint
vab Erbin may in fact offer a vital link in the explication arc and the evolutionary
trajectory of tales of this type.
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Oswald’s Tree Friday
2.00pm
DHT LG.08Clive Tolley

University of Turku

The reign of Oswald, king of Northumbria (635–42) and saint (and proba-
bly conqueror of Edinburgh for Northumbria), was marked at its inception and
conclusion by a treow, a word with a wider connotation than the modern tree:
at Heavenfield, he set up a treow in the form of a cross, before securing victory
against the Welsh king in battle shortly afterwards; at Oswestry, he was defeated
by Penda, and his remains set up on a treow in the form of a stake. The legends
of Oswald are recorded by Bede and subsequent historians, notably Reginald of
Durham. I look at Norse and Irish traditions of the sacred tree and associated mo-
tifs (such as the raven/eagle, figuring prominently in Reginald, and the níðstöng,
the Norse pole of insult), which I suggest would either have been familiar or
acted as parallels to the Old English legends, to examine how the legendary tra-
dition, probably beginning with Oswald himself, may have shaped an essentially
mythological, if christianised, landscape for the saint’s exploits.

Lugaid Ríab nDerg, Sinfjotli, and the Typology of Myths About
Incest Friday

2.30pm
GS 1.06Anna Pagé

University of Vienna

Episodes of incest occur frequently in all mythologies, from the intermarriage
of sibling deities to creation myths involving a primordial couple. It is typologi-
cally common that, while incest involving deities is unremarkable, incest involv-
ing humans is generally heavily tabooed. It is not always the case, however, that
the children of an incestuous union are tainted by their origins, and in fact they
may benefit from it. In ‘The Third Donkey: Origin Legends and Some Hidden
Indo-European Themes,’ (Indo-European Perspectives: Studies in Honour of Anna
Morpurgo Davies, ed. J. H. W. Penney. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2004)
Calvert Watkins called attention to the association between sibling incest and var-
ious types of foundation myths in several Indo- European traditions, particularly
with regards to the establishment of new family dynasties. In this paper, I ex-
amine the conceptions of Lugaid Ríab nDerg, Sinfjotli (as well as the three sons
of Gwydion and Gilfaethwy) as cases in which sibling incest is used as a repair-
strategy to correct or prevent damage to the family unit. I argue that while these
stories may not fully reflect the narrative pattern proposed by Watkins, they do
reflect the same function of sibling incest as a means of establishing or renewing
family, particularly in the context of concerns about kingship. In focusing primar-
ily on the children of incest rather than their parents, these types of stories differ
markedly from stories such as that of Oedipus, in which incest results in disaster
for the family and the kingdom.
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Myth, Nationalism, and Independence:
Re-contextualizing Norse and Celtic Myth in Icelandic and Irish

Revivalist PoetryFriday
2.30pm

DHT LG.08 Vanessa Iacocca
Purdue University

Inspired by the interest in Romanticism, nationalism, and medievalism per-
meating Europe in the nineteenth century, literary revivalists re-contextualized
and reinvented their native myths to render national pride and identity. In the
cases of Iceland and Ireland, the revitalization of Norse and Celtic myth respec-
tively not only inspired nationalism, but ultimately helped justify increased po-
litical autonomy for these nations.

In this paper, I plan to discuss how Scandinavian and Celtic myths and leg-
ends were ‘usable’ in promoting nationalism and effective in providing cultural
arguments for Icelandic and Irish independence in the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Specifically, I intend to discuss how similar themes found in both
Celtic and Norse mythology, such as heroism, honor, and suffering, as well as
differing themes were manipulated and re-contextualized by Icelandic and Irish
revivalist poets for nationalistic purposes. In doing so, I will compare and con-
trast elements of Norse and Celtic myth themselves, discuss the manner in which
Norse and Celtic myth were utilized and reinterpreted by Icelandic and Irish re-
vivalist poets, and analyze the impact this reuse of myth had on the Icelandic and
Irish independence movements.

Innovation and Continuation in Celtic Studies: One PerspectiveFriday
3.00pm
GS 1.06 Dean Miller

University of Rochester

Looking for trends and directions in a new century/millennium: first, on in-
dividuals, organizations, and publications. We have two new ‘megatheories’ to
add to Allen’s pentadic system as it is made apparent in the I-E sources, that is
the Sauzeau brothers’ La quatrième function and Lyle’s Ten Gods (both volumes
published in 2012). I note Claude Sterckx, whose ‘Groupe de contact interuniver-
sitaire’ and the journal Ollodagos continue to encourage Celtic Studies, and two
members, Sterckx himself and Patrice LaJoye, published Mythologie du monde
celte (2009) and L’arbre du monde. La cosmologie celte (2016) respectively. The
meeting of the ‘groupe’ in Santiago de Compostella in 2004 was a veritable Feast
of Transdiscipline, with special attention to archaeology. Sterckx can also take
credit for further explorations of the Breton thoughtworld, as in his mentoring
of Gaël Hily (whose big book, Le dieu celtique Lugus, appeared in 2012). The
Societas Celto-Slavica convened its first meeting in 2005 – bringing together the
two termini of Indo-Europe, and seemingly looks forward to a productive future,
while Celtdom has a solid footing in Scandinavia. (Jacqueline Borsje’s ‘Power of
the Word’ group spun off from the Celto-Slavic Society). Linguistic research of
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course continues. In terms of ‘deletions, deaths and defections’ I note the demise
of Studia Indo-Europæ and the Indo-European Studies Bulletin (the new journal
Nouvelle Mythologie Comparée/New Comparative Mythology, with its core in
Sterckx’s ‘groupe,’ balances against these losses). We mourn the passing of the
veterans Edgar Polomé and C. Scott Littleton early in the new epoch, but all in
all Celtic Studies looks to be in excellent health. If I had to predict, I’d see the
creation of new and larger comparative and synthesizing projects.

The Heroic North: Norse Mythology, Norden and Nordic Noir –
the Appropriation of Norse Mythology in the Cause of the

Heroism of the Folk Friday
3.00pm
DHT LG.08John Dyce

Scottish United Reformed & Congregational College

Both elites and wider populations have often found it useful to appropriate
legendary texts of mythic heroism to establish lineage, identity, meaning and
power. In our context, we find it in the medieval use of the fornaldarsögur on-
wards. The argument that the ‘national romanticisation’ of Norse mythology by
Grundtvig and others came to a dead end through a lack of popular engagement,
anti-Germanification, the cultural radicalism of Brandes, and the taint of associ-
ation with Nazism is critically examined. From an ethno-culturalist/symbolist
perspective, the paper reflects on a continuity in the 20th/21st Nordic Noir writ-
ings as they create heroic/anti-heroic characters, explore the Nordic folkeånd, chal-
lenge beliefs about contemporary society as a golden age (of equality, democracy
and justice), and (including the eco-Gothic strand) struggle against the giants of
the world.

Thor and the Dagda: Defenders of the Homeland Friday
4.00pm
GS 1.06John Shaw

University of Edinburgh

Among the Irish gods described in mediaeval sources, the Dagda with his
multiple activities, enormous appetites and frequently burlesque appearances is
certainly among the most puzzling. Little work has been carried out by compara-
tive mythologists on his likely antecedents, although he is widely acknowledged
to be at the centre of the pre-Christian Irish ‘pantheon’. Attention has routinely
been drawn, mostly based on the Dagda’s huge club, to parallels within the early
Greek, Indic, and Norse traditions, although their wider significance has yet to
be thoroughly explored. Features shared with the Norse gods centre on Odin;
and most dramatically on Thor, whose position has lately begun to be reassessed.
The focus will be on comparisons between the Irish god and Thor: whether they
are part of a shared tradition and if so what their possible antecedents may be.
A brief reference will be made to sky gods within the wider Indo-European and
Eurasian contexts.
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There and Back Again: The Center and the Margin as Enhancers
of Meaning in Celtic Literature and ArtFriday

4.00pm
DHT LG.08 Beatriz César Loureiro

University of Coimbra

The Otherworld, often associated with liminal places, is as a motif of extreme
complexity. Hidden within the mortal realm, the access to the Otherworld is,
more often than not, achieved by breaking a barrier not of distance but of per-
ception. The permutations between the center and the margins within the Celtic
worldview can be regarded as an extremely rich field if we are looking for im-
ages with the purposeful blurring of the borders of reality. Both in literature and
in material artistic production, these images – that belong to the same fictional
linguistic discourse, albeit with different semiotic functions – activate different
mechanisms of memory that allow a more complex combination of knowledge.

In this communication, I propose to analyze the communication capabilities
of these images from the moment that they themselves – produced by mixing
and juxtaposition of both realistic and fantastic elements – take center stage as
material anchors for conceptual blends, increasing the stability of the structure
and thus allowing a more complex reasoning. I venture to say that, without these
courageous excursions beyond the ‘center’, upon returning, the Celts would not
be able to make sense of themselves.

Ascending the Steps to Hliðskjálf: A Presentation on the Cult of
Óðinn in Early Scandinavian AristocracyFriday

4.30pm
GS 1.06 Joshua Rood

University of Iceland

Medieval Icelandic literary sources often portray the god Óðinn as an ultimate
sovereign. They describe him as the god of kings and great warriors, whom he
would welcome into his hall, Valhöll after they died in battle. They also describe
him as the actual ruler of the gods themselves, as the so-called ‘alföðr’, whom,
according to Snorri Sturluson, writing in the thirteenth century, the other gods
served as children do their father. It is natural to question how Óðinn developed
into the ruling, all-seeing god that we are presented with in these sources.

This presentation attempts to shed light on this question by addressing the
cult of Óðinn as it seems to have evolved within the newly emerging warrior-
based aristocracy of southern Scandinavia during the centuries prior to the Viking
Age, well before the Medieval accounts were written. Using a critical approach
to sources and a focus on archaeological evidence, the presentation attempts to
demonstrate how the deity might have developed within the said milieu and
what uses his cult may have served for those who worshipped him.

The presentation addresses questions such as when Óðinn came to become as-
sociated with warrior-kings in Scandinavia, where this might have occurred, and
how it might have happened. By means of this process, the presentation seeks
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to provide contextual insight into the relationship that seems to have existed be-
tween rulers and religion in pre-Christian, southern Scandinavia, and provides a
theory as to how Óðinn might have come to be called ‘alföðr’.

Wilderland and Timeless Land: The Power of Norse and Celtic
Wilderness Ideas in J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-Earth Friday

4.30pm
DHT LG.08Amber Lehning

Pacifica Graduate Institute

There are innumerable causes of today’s numerous environmental crises, but
at the root of many of them can be found bad stories. These destructive mod-
ern myths create the kind of intellectual separation between humanity and the
natural world which can logically end up justifying the worst of environmen-
tal excesses, and – unlike concrete, scientific problems with empirical ecologi-
cal solutions – this separation cannot be ‘fixed’ in any physical way. The only
way to counter these bad stories is to shift some of the deep belief they com-
mand into new, positive, good stories. One of those good stories is arguably
the popular mythopoetic masterpiece of J.R.R. Tolkien, brought to life in the
twentieth-century books which form his Middle-earth legendarium (and spread
more broadly through the modern consciousness by the twenty-first century films
directed by Peter Jackson). The mythic wells from which Tolkien drew are ex-
tensive, ranging from Ancient Greece and the Near East to medieval poetry to
twentieth-century adventure tales, but two of the strongest streams running into
his river of influence flow from the Norse and Celtic realms. This paper will ex-
amine the relationship between humankind and the natural world as depicted in
some of the Norse and Celtic sources of Tolkien’s Middle-earth, and it will seek
to explore how the unique melding of the two in his beloved modern myth helps
create a positive counterweight to today’s destructive environmental attitudes.

Perceiving the Otherworld Friday
5.15pm
GS 1.06Gregory Toner

Queen’s University Belfast

The Irish Otherworld is notably fragmented and, although it remains in com-
mon use, the integrity of the term itself has been disputed. It occupies a differ-
ent space which Mark Williams (2016, 89) describes as ‘somehow superimposed
upon our own like a sheet of tracing paper’. Midir, for example, says that he
and his kind can see humans but that they cannot see him and in a number of
stories mortals can hear Otherworld beings without seeing them. In the Voyage
of Bran, the world of mortals and Manannán’s otherworld occupy the same time
and space but Bran cannot see the supernatural realm which seemingly exists in
a dimension beyond our own. Heroes encounter the people of the síd in their
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sleep and Otherworld dwellings emerge from the mist or darkness and disap-
pear again the next day. In this paper I will examine the various ways in which
people encounter and perceive the Otherworld and it is hoped that this analysis
will shed some light on the allusive and elusive nature of the Otherworld.

Celtic Myth and ArchaeologySaturday
9.30am
GS 1.06 Jonathan Wooding

University of Sydney

On the face of it, archaeology and myth would seem to have few points of
connection. Archaeology is a discipline increasingly concerned with scientific
analysis, while one definition of ‘myth’ would only see it beginning only where
other evidence leaves off. Taking the broader view that myth is a narrative of ex-
planation, however, there is something to be learned from comparing myths with
the interpretive narratives derived from archaeology. We will also reflect on the
changing balance between the sacred and profane in some recent archaeological
interpretations.

Metal Cauldron in Archaeology and Myth Across EurasiaSaturday
10.30am
GS 1.06 Olha Bielopolska

National University Kyiv-Mohyla Academy

The research aims to discover commonality in sacral symbolism of metal caul-
drons used from the Late Bronze Age till the Middle Ages in several cultures in-
habiting Euroasia. Based on the prior study of the Scythian culture (VII–II BC,
the Black Sea steppes), the current research intends to confirm the hypothesis
claiming that cauldrons, besides its utility functions, were highly sacral symbols
in different cultures. To trace the paradigm of the artifact’s sacral significance a
study of archaeological record and comparative analysis of mythology were un-
dertaken. Due to absence of direct Scythian mythology, myths and legends of
some other cultures speaking Indo-European and Uralic languages were com-
pared.

The study revealed the similar sacral significance of metal cauldrons in Celtic
and Scandinavian (Western Europe), Nart (the Caucases) and Western Siberian
myths, legends and sagas. The cultures of the peoples, separated by thousands
of miles, differing in household traditions and chronology, shared three common
symbols, with archaeology giving the evidence and mythology explicating it.

Thus the mythological symbol of healing and resurrection archaeologically is
presented by cut bones of domestic animals from Scythian cauldrons. Prosper-
ity and wealth symbol explicates the intention to feed the community from the
cauldron afterlife. Cauldrons widely found in burials, according to mythology,
present them as an element of the cosmic axis.

Thus, the study proved that a metal cauldron has an archaic multicultural
sacral significance that might already exist in the Late Bronze Age and was pre-
served till the Middle Ages.
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When Knowledge Comes from Far Away: The Cognate Stories of
Urashima in Japan and Oisín and Niamh as an Example of the

Unlike Yet Important Contribution of Japanese Mythology to the
Better Understanding of Celtic Mythology Thanks to the

Comparative Approach Saturday
10.30am
GS G.04Paolo Barbaro

École Pratique des Hautes Études

The story of Oisín in the Land of the Young (Tir na nÓg) and the Japanese
folktale of Urashima in the Eternal Land (Tokoyo no kuni) show similarities so pro-
found and at so many levels that we cannot but label them cognate tales. More-
over, these narratives – the closest of their kind to the extant academic knowledge,
found at the two edges of Eurasia – are not isolated but belong to very rich con-
texts, both in their respective cultures and in a comparative perspective. A com-
parative and contextual analysis allow us to assert that this is one more among
the examples of the unlike yet evident relationship existing between Japanese
and Indo-European – and in particular Celtic – mythology, to be classified with
the others listed by renowned mythologists such as Scott Littleton and Yoshida
Atsuhiko. Moreover, the existence of such cognate tales has a number of theoret-
ical consequences, such as the possible explanation of the existence of the same
myth at the edge of Eurasia; its dating; as well as the possibility of reconstructing
a *proto-myth.

The Materiality of Myth: Divine Objects in Norse Mythology Saturday
11.00am
GS 1.06Sara Ann Knutson

University of California Berkeley

The vivid presence of material objects in Norse cosmology, as preserved in the
literary myths, carry under-explored representations of collective belief-systems
and the material experience of Iron Age Scandinavia (AD 400–1000). This paper
proposes an archaeological reading of Norse mythology to help explain how an-
cient Scandinavians understood the presence and role of deities, magic, and the
supernatural in everyday mundane life. The Norse myths retain records of ma-
terial objects that reinforced Scandinavian oral traditions and gave their stories
power, memory, and influence. From Thor’s hammer Mjölnir, Freyja’s feathered
cloak, and Loki’s magical flying shoes to Sigyn’s bowl and Rán’s net, such mate-
rials and the stories they color are informed by everyday objects of Iron-Age life
– spun with magic, belief, and narrative traditions that made them icons. Indeed,
‘pots and poetry’ were created and used by the same people and thus belong to
the same cultural context of ancient Scandinavia (Morris 2000; Hedeager 2011). It
is suggested that mythic objects promoted a belief system that not only relied on
materials, but one that also expected objects to be imperfect tools. The imperfec-
tions evident in the divine Norse objects and the ways in which the gods interact
with their materials are part and parcel of the Scandinavian religious mentality
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as well as collective social reality. This work poses questions of the relationship
between materiality and myth and seeks to offer reinvigorated understandings
about the Scandinavian world-view during the Iron Age.

Voicing the Gods: Literary Representations of Magical Speech
and Music in Early Irish SourcesSaturday

11.00am
GS G.04 Sharon Paice MacLeod

Canada Council for the Arts

This paper will explore literary depictions and representations of magical speech,
poetic recitation and music (both vocal and instrumental) associated with deities
and other supernatural figures in early Irish literary sources, including the Met-
rical Dindshenchas, Cath Maige Tuired, and other poetic and narrative settings.
It will focus on speech acts and ritualized vocalizations and sound that were re-
ported to be (or were perceived as being) outside of normal conversation, and
either credited with magical power, associated with the attributes of a god or
goddess, or connected in some way with divine wisdom or the Otherworld. Spe-
cial attention will be paid to the nuances of terminology used to describe these
sound forms, as well as the powers attributed to them.

Re-Thinking Image & Myth. Some Remarks on Pictorial
Narration in Early Scandinavian ArtSaturday

11.30am
GS 1.06 Jonas Koesling

University of Bergen

I am interested in the relationship between picture-stones and the written
sources. This relationship can potentially be problematic, when using the former
as a source or illustration for the latter, and vice versa. This issue is e.g. relevant
to the image used on the conference’s website, a section of Gosforth Cross, that is
usually linked to the myth of Þórr’s Fishing for the Miðgarðsormr. Furthermore,
I have been questioning the methodologies of ‘reading’ artifacts as narratives,
especially the common praxis of ‘reading sagas’ from picture-stones.

I would like to suggest rethinking how to work on mythological material
when using pictorial artifacts keeping these two crucial issues in mind. I build
this upon earlier works of mine on Scandinavian picture- and rune-stones, while
carefully, and critically adding recent research in the fields of art history and art
theory.

I suspect it is likely that this also has relevance for the Celtic material. Thus,
I want to keep my paper open for looking into related disciplines, drawing upon
connections or paralleling phenomena.

As preliminary goal of a paper, I would like to perform a closer study on
Scandinavian picture-stones, discussing the material from a methodological an-
gle beyond traditional iconography or even iconology. I would rather address
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concepts such as motifs, genres or conventions, probably in connection with re-
cent thoughts in pictorial narratology. By this I hope to gain new insights in the
debate on (socio)historical roles and functional contexts of the analyzed material.

Priestess Groups in Pre-Christian Britain and Scandinavia, and
Beyond Saturday

11.30am
GS G.04Stuart McHardy

Society of Antiquaries of Scotland

Whether it is the 9 mothers of Heimdall in Scandinavia, the Scottish saints the
Nine Maidens, Morgan and her eight sisters in Avalon, the disir groups in the
story of Thidrandi in Iceland, or the group of 9 witches who battled St Patrick in
Ireland, groups of 9 females crop up time and again in myth and legend across
north western Europe, and beyond. A comparison of these traditions suggests
the possibility of discrete priestess groups in pre-Christian times, with their roots
deep in the past. The widespread association of such groups with powerful in-
dividual male and female figures suggests a deep-rooted idea of potentially sur-
prising antiquity. The survival of 9 maidens traditions attached to specific ancient
monuments speaks not only of their antiquity but of the reality that some tales
have survived locally into modern times.

Betrayal in Táin Bó Cúailnge Saturday
2.00pm
GS 1.06Dhanya Baird

University of Edinburgh

Betrayal features prominently in both the Book of Leinster and Recension 1
versions of the Irish mythological epic Táin Bó Cúailnge. Analysis of the rela-
tionships present in the Táin reveals that the denouement of many such betrayal
acts can be predicted by the complicated web of relationships that exist between
the characters in the text. While scholarship exists about many of these relation-
ships, such as Cú Chulainn’s relationships with his foster father Fergus and fos-
ter brother Fer Diad, the relationships existing among characters less central to
the text have not been examined as frequently. Several of these relationships are
only revealed in passing through the text’s description of an individual’s lineage.
However, these distant kinship bonds seemingly motivate the actions of a num-
ber of background characters including several of those killed by Cú Chulainn in
single combat, making otherwise incomprehensible betrayal acts and shifts in in-
tention seem logical. Through chart and diagram portrayals of such relationships,
it is possible to create a visual representation of the complex system of motiva-
tions lying just below the surface of the text, motivations that drive the action and
make certain betrayals not only logical, but expected. Based on these representa-
tions, I will arrive at some tentative conclusions as to what types of relationships
are prioritized in the mythological tales of the Ulster Cycle and what significance
such priorities may have to the wider field of Indo-European mythological study.
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A Problem of Giant Proportions: Distinguishing risar and jötnar
in the fornaldarsögurSaturday

2.00pm
GS G.04 Tom Grant

University of Cambridge

In scholarship on and translation of Old Norse mythological texts, the term
‘giant’ is applied uncritically. It is generally assumed that a homogenous class
of beings exists in this literature to which this modern label neatly applies. In
fact, the reality is less clear-cut. In the fornaldarsögur, a group of fantastical prose
works, Icelandic authors actually refer to two main groups of beings – risar and
jötnar – that are routinely subsumed under the term ‘giant’. In this paper, I will
argue that these beings are sufficiently distinct that they should not be read with
this term in mind, but instead considered in their own right.

I will begin by briefly exploring the etymological and mythological origins of
the labels risi and jötunn, in order to demonstrate that the distinction between
them is deeply seated. I will then draw attention to and analyse the divergent
characterisations of these distinct ‘giant’ figures in relevant fornaldarsögur. It is
my intention to focus on their independent physical and social qualities, as well
as the different relationships that these beings have with the human world in this
literature. I will conclude this paper with a new perspective on the text Þorsteins
þáttr bœjarmagns, where the oppositional natures of risar and jötnar are uniquely
played out. It is hoped that my findings will encourage a greater awareness of
the disjoint between native and imposed terminology when treating Old Norse
mythological material.

Like Father Like Daughter? Eochaid Ollathair and Bríg/BrigitSaturday
2.30pm
GS 1.06 Elizabeth Gray

Harvard University

Medieval Irish materials identify Bríg/Brigit as a daughter of Eochaid Ol-
lathair, ‘Eochaid Great Father’, sometimes under one of his other names or nick-
names which include ‘the Dagda’, ‘the Good God’, and Rúad Rofessa, ‘the Red
One of Great Knowledge’. Eochaid Ollathair and his children are prominent in
the imagined world of ‘supernaturals’ who populate medieval Irish tales where
they may be presented as gods or as magically-powerful mortals Irish law rec-
ognized the inheritance of family characteristics and similarity in voice, appear-
ance, and/or behavior (fineguth, finechruth, finebés) could serve to confirm legal
paternity. Brigit’s paternity is not in question, but exploring the relationship be-
tween Bríg/Brigit and her father in terms of shared traits/areas of expertise may
elucidate aspects of the significance of this family from a mythological perspec-
tive. Relevant materials include narrative sources as well as legal texts and Like
Father Like Daughter? Eochaid Ollathair and Bríg/Brigit.
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Norse Mythology and Modern Visual Media Saturday
2.30pm
GS G.04Blake Middleton

University of Aberdeen

Since the production of Richard Wagner’s Ring des Nibelungen at the inaugural
Bayreuth Festival in 1876 the image of the Vikings and Norse mythology has been
one skewed by misconceptions of both their appearance and purpose. To this
day, much of the subject’s nonprofessional audience cannot separate the Norse
from any image other than that of medieval terrorists and pirates. However, over
the preceding two decades numerous Television shows, Motion Pictures, Comic
Books, and interactive Video Games have been produced by those who seemingly
wish to showcase the culture and myths of the Norsemen in a fuller light.

This paper aims to examine the various visual media of Television, Movies,
Comic Books/Graphic Novels, and Video Games concerning the interpretation
of Norse mythology and from these determine the similarities and/or differences
from the source material. By examining these modern adaptations of the mythol-
ogy: what and how the 13th century Eddic sources have been changed, we will
attempt to discern what the modern audience has considered relevant/important
enough to retain, and provide some ideas why others have been lost or heavily
altered.

Examples of some of the potential sources to be examined include (but not
limited to): Thor (Comic Books and Films), American Gods (TV series), Elder
Scrolls: Skyrim (Video Game), Too Human (Video Game).

What’s ‘Love-God’ To Do with It? Mac Ind Óc in the Early Irish
Tradition Saturday

3.00pm
GS 1.06Érin McKinney

The National University of Ireland Galway

Óengus Óc, or Mac Ind Óc, is an ever-present yet elusive figure in early Irish.
Óengus is the ‘young son’ of the Dagdae and Bóand and master of the Brug na
Bóinde, noted for his wily guile, romances, and perpetual youth.

In spite of his myriad appearances in early Irish narrative, very little has been
written at length about Óengus himself. Is Óengus in Tochmarc Étaíne the same
figure who appears in Aislinge Óenguso, as well as throughout the Dindsenchas,
in the Fíanaigecht, and even in Early Modern Irish narratives such as Altram Tige
dá Medar? Most scholars, including Miranda Aldhouse-Green and Proinsias Mac
Cana, discuss Óengus primarily as a love-deity. For others, like Bernard Sar-
gent and Patrice Lajoye, Óengus parallels Mediterranean deities like Hermes or
Apollōn, via analogy with the Welsh Mabon. However, do these definitions and
comparative mythological constructs reflect the diversity of Óengus Óc’s com-
plex characterizations in Irish?

Based upon the findings of my MA thesis in Old and Middle Irish, this presen-
tation will interpret a cumulative overview of the figure of Óengus/Mac Ind Óc
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in the edited corpus of early Irish narrative. I will explore the following research
questions: how might a god of love, if that is what Óengus may, in fact, be said
to be, function specifically within an early Irish context? What does it mean to be
an Irish love-god?

How Irish is Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum?Saturday
3.00pm

GS G.04 Felix Lummer
University of Iceland

My thesis will be dealing with the presentation of the mysterious figure of
Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum in Old Nordic literature, his realm Glasisvellir and
the territory of Ódáinsakr which (in one account) is said to lie within it. The
image of this figure and his lands found in several Old Norse accounts clearly
fluctuates in various ways. The variability of the Guðmundr á Glasisvǫllum nar-
rative has caused scholars to divide into several schools of thought with regard to
its possible origin. The two main positions are diametrical opposed to each other.
The first (and more widely supported notion) is that this mythological compound
must have originated in Irish mythology and folklore, especially in the so-called
Immrama and Echtrae stories. The opposing school argues in favour of a more
local origin, stressing the connections and resemblances of both Glasisvellir and
Ódáinsakr to the Nordic otherworldly lands of the dead. The present paper aims
to follow up on this discussion, comparing the original Old Norse source mate-
rial and that found in Gesta Danorum to those Irish accounts that might have had
influence, assessing the degree to which it seems likely the motif could actually
have originated in Irish myth.

Thor’s Return of the Giant Geirrod’s Red-Hot Missile Seen in a
Cosmic ContextSaturday

4.00pm
GS 1.06 Emily Lyle

University of Edinburgh

In the cosmological view sketched by Michael Witzel in The Origin of the World’s
Mythologies, the hero/young god must engage in a series of feats in order to cre-
ate the conditions for human life to flourish. I have suggested that the condi-
tions before the hero’s actions in the Indo-European context are envisaged as the
extremes too close, too hot, too dry and too wet. It is argued that this particu-
lar threat is ‘too hot’ and comes from a giant figure who is one of the old gods.
When Geirrod throws a red-hot missile at Thor, Thor catches it and kills the gi-
ant when he sends it back. I have given some attention to the Celtic parallel of
Lug’s deflexion of the destructive power of Balor’s eye in the book, Celtic Myth
in the Twenty-First Century, arising from previous colloquia in this series, and in
this paper I will concentrate mainly on the story in the Prose Edda and a related
cluster of narratives.
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From Ancient Germanic Phoneme to Quasi-‘Celtic’ ‘Rune of
Protection’: the Symbolic Reframing of the Futhark Rune Algiz

in Edinburgh’s Beltane Fire Festival Saturday
4.00pm
GS G.04Adam Dahmer

University of Edinburgh

Every May Eve since 1988, members of what is now called the Beltane Fire So-
ciety have annually enacted a modern reimagining of the pre-Christian Gaelic fes-
tival, Beltane, in Edinburgh. Initially reinstituted by anarchists in order to protest
Thatcherite anti-assembly ordinances, reclaim the once-derelict Calton Hill as
a public recreational space, and reconnect the citizens of Edinburgh with their
Gaelic cultural roots and the local landscape, the festival has since grown con-
siderably in both size and scope; it now comprises theatrical, acrobatic and py-
rotechnic displays by some two-hundred performers who draw inspiration from
various cultures and historical time periods. The consolidation of these eclec-
tic sources into a coherent whole over the decades since the initial revival of the
festival has often resulted in the creative reinterpretation of historically derived
source elements, and this phenomenon finds no clearer expression than in Beltan-
ers’ use of the Futhark character, Algiz. This rune – thought to have originally
represented the terminal ‘z’ phoneme in Proto-Germanic – appears frequently in
the regalia of Beltane ritual reenactors, who assign it sundry meanings, including
that of a symbol of life, a protective talisman, and/or an emblem of virility. This
paper will explore Beltaners’ conceptions of the rune, and seek out the historical
underpinnings of its modern symbolism within the Fire Society.

Valknut: The Development of Dogmatic Interpretation Saturday
4.30pm
GS 1.06Daria Segal

University of Oslo

A popularised Norse symbol valknut is most often associated with Óðinn,
Hrungnir’s heart, and a phrase: ‘viking symbol’. This paper examines the inven-
tion of a variety of valknut interpretations, their adjustment to the contemporary
society’s needs by employing Piercian understanding of a symbol, where such is
a sign with a conventional or arbitrary relation to the signified, and Renfrew’s
‘concept versus symbol’ theory, where concept not always precedes the symbol.
Furthermore, the paper traces how, from the archeological evidence surviving
from the 6-9th centuries (mainly Gotland stones), this symbol became attested
to with citations from the Prose Edda (Simek 1993), accompanied by strong con-
nections to Óðinn (Davidson 1964), and transformed into a new religious, even
extremist, symbol; along with runes, throughout the past decades becoming tat-
tooed on nearly every neo-Pagan-Norse believer.
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The Raven in Norse Mythology and the Pacific NorthwestSaturday
4.30pm

GS G.04 Jim Gritton
University of the Highlands and Islands

The raven has long held a special place in folklore and legend has it that
England will fall if the ravens ever leave the Tower of London. In literature,
Edgar Allan Poe (1845) and Charles Dickens (1841) were both fascinated by the
prophetic symbolism of the raven, as were many other writers including the
Brothers Grimm. The raven also plays an important role in Norse mythology,
both as a ‘beast of battle’ and the shamanic eyes and ears of Odin. Perched on
his shoulder, the twin ravens Huginn and Muninn whisper news of what they
see and hear. Across the ocean, the raven plays an equally prominent role in the
mythology of the indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest. Here the raven
is considered to be the creator of the world but also a trickster god – ‘constantly
selfish, sly, conniving, and hungry’ (AIHF, 2017). At first glance, the raven of the
Pacific Northwest is very different from the raven of Norse mythology, yet both
share an association with prophetic vision. For example, in Kwakiutl mythol-
ogy (Croft Long, 1963) boys’ placentas were left exposed so that they might be
eaten by ravens, thereby enhancing the boys’ prophetic ability. In this paper, the
raven’s role in both Norse mythology and myths of the indigenous peoples of
the Pacific Northwest will be explored and discussed. Instead of clouding our
thinking, it is hoped that such a comparison will provide a valuable counterpoint
to our knowledge and understanding of shamanic practice in Norse mythology.

Honey and Poison: Reframing the Pagan Past at Ǫgvaldsnes and
ElsewhereSaturday

5.00pm
GS 1.06 Jonas Wellendorf

University of California Berkeley

The pagan past held a strong fascination for medieval Scandinavian author-
scribes. After an initial period of unease after the conversion to Christianity
where they tried to keep the pagan past at an arm’s length, they set about re-
claiming and reframing this past in the twelfth century. In my presentation, I will
discuss some of the strategies used by Scandinavian authors and highlight some
of the concerns it gave rise to as these are reflected in the so-called Ǫgvaldsnes
episode of Oddr Snorrason’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar and elsewhere. I will also
compare briefly with roughly contemporary Irish Acallam na Senórach.
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