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Over the last two or three decades, chronological, spatial and 
social religious variation has been an increasingly significant area 
of study in the research into pre-Christian Scandinavia among 
archaeologists, historians of religion, folklorists and researchers 
in sacred place-names. One important aspect of religious varia-
tion, which however has rarely been emphasized in Old Norse 
studies, is that even individual people usually lack a uniform sys-
tem of religious beliefs and practices, alternating instead between 
certain more or less incongruent or even inconsistent subsystems 
or configurations of religious thought, behaviour and references 
of experience. Such forms of personal alternation between com-
plexes of religious beliefs and behaviour usually occur spontane-
ously and instinctively. Often, the parallel frames of experience 
are closely associated with corresponding socio-cultural spheres 
in the person’s own life world, relating, for example, to varying 
types of subsistence and cultural-ecological milieus, or member-
ships and activities within different social groups.

Anthropological researchers of religion have for a long time 
emphasized such forms of individual alternation between different 
religious identities. For students of Old Norse religion, however, 
observing similar variations is much more difficult. While anthro-
pologists may gain detailed personal data from their informants 
by a variety of means and methods, the researcher into Old Norse 
religion lacks such possibilities. Does this mean that this aspect of 
religious variation is in fact impossible to study for the researcher 
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into Old Norse religion? Maybe not. In the present paper, I sug-
gest that existing sources on Old Norse religion may actually indi-
cate that people shifted between certain partly parallel patterns of 
religious experience, beliefs and behaviour. Below, I refer to these 
patterns as religious configurations.

Religious Configurations – A Suggested Framework
I understand a socio-cultural configuration to be a relative and 
functionally dynamic arrangement of socio-cultural parts or ele-
ments that make up a whole. It is a pattern of thought, behaviour, 
emotions, and sometimes spatial movement, which reflects cul-
tural values, norms and perception of reality, and as such defines 
a framework for action. By religious configurations then, I mean 
concurrent complexes of religious beliefs, religious practices and 
frames of experience which are related to certain corresponding 
socio-cultural settings, forms of subsistence and spatial cultur-
al-ecological milieus.

As far as I know, the first researcher to study this phenomenon 
focusing particularly on religion was Åke Hultkrantz, who iden-
tified three parallel “coherent systems of religious elements”, or 
“configurations of religious beliefs”, in the lived religion of the 
Wind River Shoshoni in Wyoming, USA. These configurations 
were related to the hunter’s vision quest, the Sun dance, and the 
telling of myth. When one of these concurrent configurations dom-
inated over the other two, it momentarily displaced these in the 
area of active belief. The decisive factor triggering this domination 
was each configuration’s functional association with a dominant 
social situation.2 Since Hultkrantz was particularly interested in 
the cognitive and intellectual attitude among the Shoshoni to the 
incoherent relationship between their in a strictly logical sense 
incompatible religious configurations, it might be worth relating 
his study in some detail.

The Shoshoni were fundamentally a hunting community, and, 
as in so many other hunting cultures, the individualism of the 
hunter was a prominent feature. The core of the hunter’s configu-
ration of religious belief consisted of the vision quest, associated 
with a category of nature and animal spirits called puha. The most 
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significant of these were Lightning, Thunderbird and Eagle. The 
vision quest took place in isolated locations that were often asso-
ciated with mythical stories and decorated with rock carvings of 
animals, in whose forms the spirits could make themselves known. 
During the visionary trance, the spirits transferred their powers 
to the hunter and guaranteed him hunting luck. As the Shoshoni 
increasingly became a warrior community that lived off hunting 
buffalo on the prairies, their needs for cohesion and social organ-
isation grew. This was manifested in the Sun Dance, which took 
place within the community and actualised a different configura-
tion of religious belief. At its centre stood the Supreme Being Tam 
Apö, who was identified with both the sky and a power behind 
the sky. Tam Apö was the creator of the universe, the upholder of 
cosmic order and a guarantor of the prosperity of the tribe. The 
Sun Dance also involved Mother Earth, the personification of the 
living earth itself, and the Buffalo, which presided over the buffalo 
herds of the prairies and provided people with food and hides for 
clothes.

The Sun Dance and the vision quest brought two religious con-
figurations to the fore that were largely logically incongruent. In 
the hunter configuration, Lightning and Thunderbird were ranked 
the highest in the hierarchy of spirits. In the Sun Dance configura-
tion, the highest in rank was the Supreme Being Tam Apö. The Sun 
Dance did not concern the puha spirits, while the Supreme Being 
and Mother Earth played no part in the vision quest. According 
to Hultkrantz, there appears to have been no attempt to relate or 
compare the highest beings from each religious configuration to 
each other.

Mythical storytelling further increased this incoherence. The 
mythical configuration was brought to the fore mainly during the 
winter months when the Shoshoni spent a large part of their time 
together indoors. Although the mythical stories were often enter-
taining and full of humour and epic embellishment adapted to the 
audience at the time, most story-tellers maintained that the myths 
were, as they called them, “true stories”. These stories were set 
long ago in a legendary time, when a series of supernatural beings, 
the foremost of which were Wolf and Coyote, inhabited the world. 
Assisted by Coyote, Wolf was the creator of animals and humans, 
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the order of nature and the prerequisites for life, but he was also 
the instigator of death. However, even in this case there were no 
established ideas about, for example, how Wolf in the mythical 
configuration related to Tam Apö of the Sun Dance configuration, 
or Lightning and Thunderbird of the hunter configuration. The 
Shoshoni people perceived these three parallel belief complexes 
separately as equally true and logically cohesive, as they were 
related to different social and cultural-ecological settings.

Analogous phenomena have also been observed elsewhere. 
For example, Stanley Tambiah has emphasized that villagers in 
rural Thailand switch between what he viewed as four distinct 
“ritual complexes” of both Buddhist and indigenous traditions, 
which are nevertheless linked together in “a single total field”.3 
An example from closer to home is given by Matti Sarmela, who 
claims that Finnish pre-Modern popular culture and popular 
religion consisted of three major tradition-ecological segments 
or “cultural systems”, historically linked to hunting, slash-and-
burn cultivation and agricultural farming.4 Similarly, during his 
anthropological fieldwork among the Bambara and Mandinka 
in Mali, the historian of religion Tord Olsson observed that the 
lived religion of these peoples is structured into three overall 
“ritual and mythical fields”, linked to farming, hunting and spirit 
possession, and that “people, in many cases the same individu-
als, are moving between these fields”. The ritual field related to 
farming is centred on the village and its surrounding arable land 
and is characterised by ancestor worship, secret societies and a 
complex cosmological tradition linked to the farmer’s activities, 
life cycles, marriage, as well as a body of conceptions about the 
Supreme Being and Creator, and other beings created by him. 
The hunter’s ritual field, by contrast, primarily uses the bush as 
its arena. Here the cult is mainly focused on certain spirits called 
Djinns, believed to live in the bush and roam around near vil-
lages and farmland, as well as a pantheon of deities that has 
no direct significance in the ritual field of farming. The Djinns, 
finally, are also at the centre of the third ritual field related to 
spirit possession.5

The concepts religious configuration, complex, system, and 
field used in the referred studies, are semantically synonymous. 



Configurations of Religion in Late Iron Age and Viking Age Scandinavia 343

The limited scope of this paper restrains me from referring to fur-
ther parallels from around the world (although it should be noted 
that such phenomena are by no means exceptional). Instead, on 
the basis of the examples already given, it is possible to outline the 
contours of a more general framework of the alternation between 
religious configurations, for example:

—— That religion is not a uniform or homogeneous system, ei-
ther in a society as a whole, or in the arrangement of reli-
gious beliefs and behaviour of individual people or groups.
—— That the lived religion is an integrated part of everyday life, 
and is consequently formed (and transformed) by people’s 
day-to-day livelihoods, subsistence and affiliation to social 
groups.6

—— That religious beliefs and behaviour relating to correspond-
ing forms of subsistence and social and cultural-ecological 
milieus, may form into parallel religious configurations.
—— That people, both individually and as social groups, may al-
ternate between these different religious configurations, and 
that a decisive factor in these alternations is the person’s 
or the group’s movement between the corresponding social 
and cultural-ecological settings.
—— That the beliefs and practices of the religious configuration 
that temporarily dominate a person’s active belief, may mo-
mentarily displace the beliefs and behaviour of other reli-
gious configurations.

Religious Configurations in Late Iron Age and Viking Age 
Scandinavia
Can the general framework of religious configurations, as out-
lined above, be applied as a form of lens or raster through which 
we may study Old Norse religion? And if so, may this lens reveal 
some sort of parallel religious configurations even in Late Iron 
Age and Viking Age Scandinavia? In my opinion, it can and it 
does. I suggest that there existed at least three major religious 
configurations in Scandinavia during this period: the religious 
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configuration of the farmstead community, the religious con-
figuration of the hunting and fishing grounds, and the religious 
configuration of the warband institution. In addition to this, one 
could argue for the existence of a fourth mythological configura-
tion as well, although this would partly coincide with the religious 
configurations of the farmer and of the warrior.

There is, of course, an obvious chronological layering between 
these suggested religious configurations. Hunting and fishing are 
much older livelihoods than farming, which in turn spread to 
Scandinavia several thousands of years before the rise of the 
aristocratic warband institution during the Early Iron Age. 
However, since this cultural historical development involves 
an unmanageably large timescale,7 I will settle for the obser-
vation that the suggested three or four religious configurations 
existed in parallel in Scandinavia during the Late Iron Age and 
the Viking Age.

Furthermore, Scandinavia constitutes a very large geograph-
ical area, and encompasses natural environments which vary 
from region to region. Since these shifting ecological conditions 
affected people’s day-to-day subsistence, and since religion was an 
integrated part of everyday life, obviously Scandinavia’s shifting 
cultural-ecological milieus indirectly allowed considerable reli-
gious variation. Hence, although I maintain that the suggested 
religious configurations were common throughout the Germanic 
parts of Scandinavia, there must have existed extensive regional 
variations, both within each religious configuration, and in the 
significance of one religious configuration in proportion to the 
other.

Finally, each of the religious configurations encompassed 
numerous beliefs and traditions of varying origin, and any effort 
to summarize all of their aspects and characteristics in only a few 
pages will inevitably lead to an all too simplified result. However, 
since the primary objective and motivation of this paper is to 
introduce an alternative theoretical and methodological perspec-
tive of religious variation into the research of Old Norse religion, 
and since I for the sake of this argument nevertheless need to pres-
ent such summaries below, I will focus only on the core or seman-
tic centre of each of the religious configurations.
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The Religious Configuration of the Farmstead 
Community
The most basic social foundations in Late Iron Age society in 
Scandinavia were the communities of the family and lineage, 
the farmstead, and the local settlement area. The households of 
both the aristocracy and the peasants were fundamentally self-
sufficient through farming, animal husbandry, hunting and fish-
ing. Livelihoods and the annual agricultural cycles constituted a 
shared dominating interest8 for the whole community, and this 
common ground was also reinforced by the fact that many peas-
ants lived directly adjacent to the large aristocrats’ farms and were 
linked to them through work and possibly tenancies, etc.

The religious configuration of the farmstead community 
involved more or less all people, i.e. women and men of all ages 
and social classes. It encompassed much of what in a broad sense 
related to the maintenance of a good life, such as cosmic order and 
regeneration, societal stability and peace, agriculture and stock 
raising, prosperity, pregnancy and birth, puberty rituals, marriage, 
and other phases of the life-cycle, health, illness and remedies, 
death and burial, the relationship to the dead, as well as all of 
the religious beliefs and daily ritual behaviour associated with the 
many aspects of the domestic household, the farmstead and its 
infields. Unfortunately, due to the lack of sources our knowledge 
of the domestic side of the configuration of the farmer is rather 
scant. But it should be noticed that the evidence that we do have 
on the domestic religion for the most part does relate to the areas 
just mentioned.9

Fortunately, there is more information about the public dimen-
sion of the religious configuration of the farmstead community. 
The hope and aspiration for cosmic order, prosperity and the 
regeneration of the crop and animal stock, as well as the well-be-
ing of land and people, obviously comprised the semantic centre 
of this religious configuration. This is apparent for example in 
the common pre-Christian ritual formula til árs ok friðar. The 
word friðr primarily refers to ‘peace, unity’, but the term also 
had certain sexual connotations that strengthened the ritual for-
mula’s associations with regeneration and fertility. The term ár 
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means ‘year, annual yield/harvest, yield from crops and livestock’. 
Semantically ár ok friðr therefore expresses the hope of a new 
year, annual yield/harvest, fertility and peace.10 This was also an 
explicit purpose of the seasonal festivals of the agricultural year, 
which according to several sources were celebrated til árs ‘for 
the harvest, annual yield,’ til árbótar ‘for better annual yield’, til 
gróðrar ‘for the crops’, etc.11

In addition to a variety of local deities12 and spirits related to 
the household, the farmstead and the arable lands (which might 
actually have played a more prominent part in everyday religion 
than did the higher gods), it is evident from both theophoric place 
names and literary depictions, that the public cult relating to the 
religious configuration of the farmstead community was above all 
devoted to uranic and chthonic gods such as, for example, Þórr, 
Ullr, Freyr, Freyja and Njǫrðr.13 The worship of Þórr and Freyr may 
have partly overlapped, although, judging from the distribution of 
the theophoric place names, at least in some areas of Scandinavia 
the significance of one over the other may also have varied region-
ally.14 In the Norse mythological sources, Þórr appears to have a 
special position as the protector of the cosmos and the people,15 
whereas Freyr and Freyja in particular were assumed to guarantee 
regeneration and fertility.16 Freyr was therefore called inn fróði 
‘the prolific one’,17 and bore epithets such as árguð ‘god of the 
year’s crop’, and fégjafi ‘the bestower of fé [= cattle or riches]’.18 
According to Adam of Bremen, Thor (ON. Þórr) reigned in the 
air and controlled thunder, lightning, wind, rain, sunshine and 
crops, while Fricco (i.e. OSw. Frø, ON. Freyr) “bestows peace 
and pleasure on mortals” (pacem voluptatemque largiens mortal-
ibus).19 Adam’s choice of words may allude to the formula til árs 
ok friðar, which according to some scholars appears to have been 
particularly linked to the worship of Freyr and Njǫrðr.20

The fact that prosperity and regeneration constituted a domi-
nating interest within the religious configuration of the farmstead 
community is also indicated by terms such as ármaðr, árguð and 
ársæll. The ármaðr ‘the year man, the harvest man’, was accord-
ing to an Icelandic family saga a ruling spirit who ensured good 
yields from grain fields and livestock.21 The name árguð was, 
as already mentioned, an epithet for Freyr. The adjective ársæll 
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described certain kings and noblemen, who through their inherent 
luck and good relationship with the gods guaranteed good years 
of prosperity for the land and its people.22 In this role, the ársæll 
ruler and Freyr the árguð carried similar functions.23 The latter is 
related to the fact that aristocrats were expected to manage the 
public sanctuaries and uphold the public worship on behalf of the 
people and the land. Several Old Norse sources even state that 
the gods were deemed able to turn against the people and punish 
them with bad years and crop failure if the nobles did not fulfil 
their duties.24

Probably, the inscription on a 7th-century rune stone in Stentoften 
in Blekinge province, Sweden, relates to this cultic task of the aris-
tocracy. An extract from the text reads:

niuhAborumRniuhagestumRhAþuwolAfRgafj

niu habrumR, niu hangistumR, HaþuwulfR gaf j

[With] nine goats, nine stallions, HaþuwulfR gave year [= a good 
annual yield].25

The final rune j in the quotation is an ideograph, referring to the 
word Proto-Norse jára = ON. ár ‘year, annual yield, harvest’. Thus, 
at some point in the 7th century, a man HaþuwulfR in Blekinge 
ensured a new year with a good annual yield for the land and 
people by sacrificing nine goats and nine horses.

The rune stone from Stentoften is, however, interesting for 
additional reasons. Alongside HaþuwulfR, the inscription also 
mentions the name HariwulfR. It is highly likely that the men 
carrying these names were úlfheðnar, elite warriors dedicated to 
the god Óðinn. The names thus remind us of a different religious 
configuration in Late Iron Age and Viking Age Scandinavia.

The Religious Configuration of the Warband Institution
The aristocratic warband or comitatus is very prominent in archae-
ological, literary and onomastic sources about Scandinavia during 
the Late Iron Age and the Viking Age. The embryo of this institu-
tion appears to have developed as early as in the Late European 
Bronze Age. Subsequently it was affected by the Celtic culture 
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and by Roman civilisation. A central arena of the warband was 
the aristocratic hall, which was introduced in Scandinavia onto 
certain large farms in the 4th and 5th centuries AD, while in the 
7th century grander halls started to appear in central-place com-
plexes, consisting of, for example, assembly sites, marketplaces, 
craft sites, public sanctuaries and monumental burial mounds. In 
the European Migration Period the warband was a central insti-
tution among all Germanic peoples, and in Scandinavia it retained 
this position during the Viking Age.26

Ideologically, the most prominent arena for the warband com-
munity was the hall, where the warlord and his wife convened 
their retinue with feasts and rewarded the men with exchanges of 
gifts, in return for their promises to fight and possibly die for their 
lord and lady. In this respect, the ceremonial gathering in the hall 
constituted a social foundation of the retinue, although it was also 
a highly formalised religious communion, which appears to have 
been expressed most strongly during the fellowships of the ritual 
meal and especially of drinking.27

When a warrior was admitted into a warlord’s retinue, he 
entered into a relationship with his lord and lady that resembled 
adoption.28 This relationship is even reflected in the complex of 
myths and heroic sagas about Óðinn, who in several semi-myth-
ical heroic poems and fornaldar sagas is portrayed as an adviser, 
companion or foster-father to his chosen warriors. When his war-
riors die, Óðinn brings them to Valhǫll, where he acknowledges 
them as his óskasynir ‘wish-sons’, i.e. foster-sons,29 and invites 
them to endless feasting and drinking in the company of his 
female valkyries. These epic motifs thus fundamentally reflect the 
communion in the aristocratic hall between the warlord, his wife, 
and the “adopted” men of the retinue.30

But actually the motifs may even hint at a deeper religious 
relationship between the warrior god and the members of the 
warband community. Ideally, young men had to undergo cer-
tain initiation rites before they were admitted into the warband. 
Even though such rites are often secret, it is evident from sev-
eral sources that a vital part of the warrior initiation centred 
on a ritual drama during which the initiate assumed the shape 
of a wolf or bear, and received a new name that alluded to this 



Configurations of Religion in Late Iron Age and Viking Age Scandinavia 349

therianthropic transformation.31 It is, for example, in this cultural 
historical context that the names HaþuwulfR and HariwulfR on 
the Stentoften Stone must be viewed. These two names also appear 
on a contemporary rune stone in Istaby, Blekinge, together with 
yet a third analogous name HeruwulfR. The three names corre-
spond to a broader group of similar names testified to in a range 
of sources from different parts of the Germanic area, all have the 
final element PN. -wulfR, ON. m. úlfr ‘wolf’. The first element PN. 
haþu- in HaþuwulfR corresponds to ON. hǫð f. ‘battle’, and the 
name therefore means ‘Battle Wolf’. In HariwulfR, the first ele-
ment is PN. hari-, ON. herr m. ‘war-host’, and the name therefore 
means ‘War-Host Wolf’. Lastly, HeruwulfR means ‘Sword Wolf’, 
as the first element is PN. heru-, ON. hiǫrr m. ‘sword’. Most likely 
these men were given their names when undergoing initiations to 
become úlfheðnar and admitted into a warband.32 The úlfheðnar 
‘wolf-skins’ along with the berserkir ‘bear-shirts’ were the elite 
warriors with strong personal relations to Óðinn.

Óðinn, of course, was the god par preference of the royal and 
aristocratic warband institution, and he represented all the charac-
teristics of the at times capricious life in the warband community. 
On the one hand, he personified all the abilities that were regarded 
as virtuous and coveted within the warrior aristocratic hall cul-
ture. For example, Óðinn was the god of wisdom and the god of 
death, because he acquired his in-depth knowledge by voluntarily 
dying in order to be initiated into the mysteries of the Other World, 
conquering the finality of death and thus being able to consult the 
dead for advice. He was the god of poetry, which was a highly 
respected art form in the aristocratic hall culture. Ideally, each 
warlord had at least one skald in his retinue. He was the god of 
the mead, the most preferable beverage in the ceremonial drinking 
in the hall.33 On the other hand, he was also the terrifying, erratic 
and deceitful god of war and as such he personified the unpre-
dictability of violence and battle, as well as the warrior’s ecstatic 
rage. The latter is even reflected in his name, ON. Óðinn > PrGmc 
*Wōðanaz, from Óð-, *Wōð- ‘rage, fury’.34 Adam of Bremen, who 
in 1076 described an idol of Óðinn in the central holy place in 
(Old) Uppsala, emphasised this central aspect of Óðinn, relating 
that “Wodan, that is fury” (Wodan, id est furor).35
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According to the Eddic poem Vǫluspá, Óðinn initiated the first 
war in the world between the two tribes of gods: the Æsir and 
the Vanir. From a mythical perspective this was a prototypical 
action.36 When battles between aristocratic warlords are depicted 
in Old Norse skaldic poetry, the fallen, bloodied warriors on the 
battlefields are often described using concepts that also occur in 
religious sacrificial terminology, indicating a religious aspect of 
the violence.37 On the one hand, slaying enemies on the battle-
field could be conceived of as making sacrificial offerings to the 
god of war. On the other hand, death on the battlefield could be 
perceived as the warrior’s final reward. Through a violent death 
in battle, Óðinn’s initiated warriors ultimately achieved complete 
communion with their god.

Spatial and Mental Alternation between the Religious 
Configurations of the Farmstead Community and of the 
Warband Institution
In my opinion, the most prominent aspects of the cult of Óðinn 
mainly belonged to the religious configuration of the royal and 
aristocratic warband institution, while the cult of gods such as 
Þórr, Freyr, Freyja and Njǫrðr instead belonged to the religious 
configuration of the farmstead community, which was of major 
importance for everyone. Even the kings’ and the warlords’ resi-
dences were basically large farmsteads, and kings, warlords and 
warriors were in this sense, if not farmers themselves, at least 
directly dependent on the agricultural and pastoral community’s 
prosperity and good fortune. Cosmic and societal order, the cohe-
sion of the family and lineage, general prosperity, regeneration 
and a good annual yield from crops and livestock – all these things 
were dominating interests for all members of the community. It 
was with such hopes that the kings and aristocrats represented 
the entire community and all its inhabitants to the gods, as they 
bore the cost of and even led the public cult til árs ok friðar at the 
communities’ common sanctuaries. And it was probably because 
of these social and religious functions that certain royal dynasties 
such as the Ynglingar of central Sweden (and later of southern 
Norway) claimed to be descendants of the fertility god Freyr.
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The religious configuration of the farmstead community was 
thus of major importance for all people. But the warlords and their 
warriors also shifted to the religious configuration of the warband 
institution, which differed radically, both socially and religiously, 
from the farmstead’s religious configuration. Unfortunately, we 
know little about the attitudes of common people to the religious 
configuration of the warband, since the preserved Norse liter-
ary sources primarily originate from the royal and aristocratic 
socio-cultural milieus. Probably the set of religious traditions that 
constituted the semantic centre of the warband institution was of 
little interest outside this exclusive social stratum. Óðinn was the 
god of war par preference in the skaldic and mythic poetry, yet it 
is still possible (or even probable) that commoners also, or even 
rather, invoked Þórr and maybe Freyr even in case of occasional 
personal violent conflicts.38 When ordinary people did invoke 
Óðinn, they still lacked any profound personal ties to the god 
equivalent to those between Óðinn and the elite warriors of the 
aristocratic retinues. The socio-cultural centre of the most promi-
nent aspects of the cult of Óðinn was certainly the warband insti-
tution, from which most people were excluded.

A decisive factor for the aristocrats’ and the elite warriors’ 
alternation between the religious configurations of the farmstead 
community and of the warband institution, was the functional 
association of each religious configuration with a corresponding 
dominant socio-cultural context. But these social situations did 
not only determine which of the religious configurations domi-
nated and momentarily displaced the other in the area of active 
religious belief,39 it seems as if the alternation also activated two 
partly parallel social and even existential configurations of values.

For example, while the farmstead community depended on the 
cohesion of the family, lineage, local district and region, the aris-
tocratic warband institution was based on the social foundations 
of an exclusive, initiated society which was built not on biological 
family ties, but instead on a pact between the warlord and lady 
and the warriors of the retinue. Within the religious configuration 
of this exclusive social framework, the members of the aristocratic 
warbands seem to have revered Óðinn as the only god of signifi-
cance, or at least as the highest god of the pantheon, as Hávi ‘the 
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High One’,40 Hár ‘High’,41 and Alfaðir ‘All-Father’,42 etc. Yet, in 
parallel with this, within the religious configuration of the farm-
stead community the aristocrats also led the common worship of 
life-affirming deities such as Þórr, Freyr, Freyja and Njǫrðr at the 
public sanctuaries, and in this context they honoured not Óðinn 
but rather Þórr or Freyr as the foremost of the gods,43 in the latter 
case for example as Veraldar goð ‘god of the world’,44 fólkvaldi 
goða ‘ruler of the gods’,45 and ása iaðarr ‘protector of the Æsir’.46 
And while the worship of the gods within the religious configura-
tion of the farmstead community was based on a need and desire 
for cosmic order, peace, regeneration, good health, and prosperity 
in this life, the semantic centre of the religious configuration of the 
warband institution was instead related to the constantly ongoing 
small-scale endemic warfare – sometimes within the warrior aris-
tocrats’ own lineages – which ideally would end in an honourable 
death in battle, subsequently rewarded by a glorious existence in 
the afterlife.

Yet, despite these sharp contrasts – which strictly logically 
speaking are conflicting and inconsistent – there is no indication 
that these two parallel sets of religious beliefs and behaviour 
appear to have been perceived as contradictory, either by the war-
rior aristocrats themselves, or among other people of the peasant 
communities (to the extent that the latter were familiar with the 
religious configuration of the warband institution). This, I argue, 
was because the decisive factor for the alternation between the 
two parallel religious configurations was the functional associ-
ation of each configuration to its corresponding social situation 
and socio-cultural milieu.

The Religious Configuration of the Hunting and Fishing 
Grounds
As suggested above, the religious configuration of the warband 
institution mainly belonged to the religious life of those within 
the higher strata of society. Most people in Late Iron Age and 
Viking Age Scandinavia did not usually shift to this religious con-
figuration, since they were not a part of the warband institution’s 
corresponding socio-cultural milieu. I do suggest, however, that 
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most peasants could alternate between the religious configuration 
of the farmstead and that of the hunting and fishing grounds.

It is not totally clear who were engaged in hunting and fish-
ing. Probably it concerned most people in one way or the other. 
Some Norse sagas mention men involved in big-game hunting and 
deep-sea fishing in Norway and Iceland, but it is quite probable 
that also women and even children were engaged in small-game 
hunting and freshwater fishing. Admittedly, textual and archaeo-
logical sources especially relating to religious traditions associated 
with hunting and fishing in pre-Christian times are actually on the 
whole so few,47 so that the suggestion of a particular pre-Christian 
religious configuration associated with hunting and fishing of 
course is but a hypothesis. Yet, it is still absolutely reasonable to 
assume that a wealth of such pre-Christian religious traditions did 
exist. The lived religion in pre-Christian Scandinavia was an inte-
grated part of everyday life and as such strongly associated with 
day-to-day sustenance. Since most people were partly depend-
ent on the hunting and fishing economy (in the coastal regions 
more so than in the inland areas), this livelihood may well have 
been a dominating interest that could trigger a certain configu-
ration of beliefs and practices in the lived religion. At least, this 
would certainly have uncountable ethnographic parallels, both in 
for example the religious traditions among neighbouring Baltic, 
Finno-Ugrian and Sámi peoples,48 and in later Scandinavian folk-
lore and popular customs.

In all of these contexts we meet complexes of religious beliefs 
and ritualistic behaviour associated with hunting and fishing, that 
centred around ideas of, for example, omens, forewarnings and 
taboos, traditions concerning envy and limited goods, magical 
practices and ritual regulations on how to handle weapons and 
hunting tools, how to kill and cut up the game, and so forth. Of 
greatest importance is the hunter’s or fisherman’s good relation-
ship with the supernatural lord, ruler or owner of the fish and 
prey of the hunting grounds and fishing waters. Corresponding 
notions are well documented in later Scandinavian folklore and 
folk customs,49 not least regarding the complex of traditions 
relating to the owner of nature,50 who is known in Scandinavian 
folklore for example as the Swedish skogsrå ‘ruler of the woods’ 
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and sjörå ‘ruler of the lake, or fishing waters’, or havsfrun ‘the 
mermaid’, etc.,51 and the Norwegian huldra ‘hulder’ (ie. huld-ra 
‘hidden ruler’).52 In Nordic traditions lucky hunters and fishermen 
were often believed to be blessed with a good relationship with 
the rå or the huldra. Even impersonal collectives of supernatural 
beings are mentioned in similar contexts,53 corresponding with 
the information in the Icelandic Landnámabók, from the early 
13th century, that people who were blessed with hunting and fish-
ing luck had a good relationship with the landvættir (the spirits of 
the land) that ruled over the hunting and fishing grounds.54

Thus, what is almost completely missing in the early sources 
on Old Norse religion is, interestingly enough, instead common 
in mediaeval and later Scandinavian folk traditions. Whatever the 
explanation for this might be,55 the most urgent question relating 
to the scope of this paper is what relevance the late evidences may 
have for our understanding of earlier cultural historical periods. In 
my view, at least it should not be totally dismissed. In his outline of 
a tradition-ecological and tradition-historical perspective on folk 
traditions, the Finnish folklorist Lauri Honko stresses that stabile 
social institutions, group identities, and economic utilization of 
the cultural-ecological milieu are of fundamental importance for 
the continuity of cultural traditions.56 This actually corresponds 
fairly well with the relative stable social and culture-ecological 
settings associated with hunting and fishing activities during the 
last millennium before the major urbanization process in the 19th 
and 20th centuries in Scandinavia. Thus, without in any way dis-
regarding the many complex problems concerning the relation 
between pre-Christian religion and Mediaeval and pre-Modern 
folk customs, it seems more likely in my view that the later popu-
lar traditions associated with hunting and fishing at least to some 
extent are related to an earlier complex of ideas, rather than solely 
being a product of cultural inventions and influx during Catholic 
or Protestant times. This certainly does not mean that these late 
folk traditions constituted some sort of frozen, stagnated cultural 
survivals from pre-Christian times, in the sense early evolutionis-
tic scholars may have understood them. Rather, I suggest that it 
opens up for the possibility of the existence of a similar configura-
tion also in pre-Christian times, as this form of tradition complex 
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was an adaptable part of the lived religion even in the medieval 
and late pre-Modern eras.

The latter is emphasized for example by the Swedish ethnologist 
Orvar Löfgren in a study of local fishing communities in Sweden 
and Norway in the 19th and early 20th centuries. According to 
Löfgren, these communities constituted “a milieu in which belief 
in supernatural powers associated with fishing was a living real-
ity, and where the learning of ritual techniques and magical rules 
formed part of the natural socialisation process in the fishing 
profession”.57 The fishing milieus and fishing activities thus were 
related to a corresponding cognitive belief system, parallel with 
the Christian worldview. Löfgren continues:

Our cultural world of experience can therefore be full of inner 
contradictions and inconsistencies, and in addition, individuals 
can switch between different cultural repertoires or value systems 
depending on their current situation. This is the type of problem 
that we have encountered in the earlier discussion of how fisher-
men were able to be converted from sceptics to active believers fol-
lowing an appalling fishing season, or how Jesus and the mermaid 
[Sw. havsfrun] could exist side by side in the lives of fishing com-
munities. For most fishermen, their belief in supernatural powers 
probably constituted a religious system that was clearly separated 
from the Christian worldview. These two cosmologies existed side 
by side as autonomous and largely contradictory moral systems, 
although some integration (syncretism) did occur between them.58

What Löfgren refers to as a separate, autonomous religious sys-
tem relating to the fishing milieu, existing in parallel with the 
Christian worldview is actually more or less identical with what I 
am conceptualizing as parallel religious configurations. Of course, 
this autonomous system associated with fishing in late pre-Mod-
ern Scandinavia is not evidence of far earlier conditions. It does 
not prove a religious configuration associated with hunting and 
fishing in the Viking Age. Yet, I do propose that it does at least 
strengthen the possibility of a corresponding religious configura-
tion even in pre-Christian Scandinavia. And again, what triggered 
this religious configuration relating to hunting and fishing in 
active belief – in late pre-Modern times as well as in pre-Christian 
periods – was its functional association with the corresponding 
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cultural-ecological milieus of the hunting and fishing grounds, 
and the social situations of the lone hunter/fisher or the small 
hunting/fishing party.

A Mythological Configuration?
It is paradoxical that so much of our knowledge of Old Norse reli-
gion is based on mythical sources at the same time as we remain 
largely in the dark about who the narrators of the myths were and 
in what context the myths were narrated.59 We do know, however, 
that sagas were told at major official events, feasts and in the 
aristocratic hall assemblies,60 and probably also in more private 
everyday contexts, although the latter is much more difficult to 
demonstrate due to the nature of the sources. Mythical storytell-
ing probably followed roughly the same pattern. There are many 
indications that the mythical traditions were well known among 
both commoners and the elite.61 Myths were probably retold in 
many different contexts, in public and in the private sphere of 
the family, in poetic and prose forms, by professional storytell-
ers and lay people (such as the tradition bearers of the Finnish 
Kalevala poetry). Through mythical associations, poetic allusions 
and kennings, prominent storytellers and poets linked mythical 
tales together in a way that in some contexts almost resembled an 
independent mythical dimension.

Could this be apprehended as a separate mythological config-
uration? Admittedly, there are many relevant objections to such a 
suggestion. Mythical storytelling was important in the religious 
configurations of the farmstead community and of the warband 
institution (but apparently not in that of the hunting and fishing 
grounds). A mythical configuration would therefore partly coin-
cide with these. Conversely, mythology does display important 
aspects that are not expressed in the other religious configura-
tions, and there is intrinsic value in highlighting these distinctive 
characteristics in their own right. For consistency, although there 
may possibly be better ways of conceptualising this, I am there-
fore opting to talk of a loosely formed and partly overlapping 
mythological configuration, with boundaries that admittedly are 
difficult to define.
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The Old Norse myths display all the characteristics of the 
mythical genre in general. Through a combination of religious 
notions and epic motifs, a mythical universe emerges which partly 
resembles human society, but is also part of a totally different 
world. The pre-Christian gods appear in anthropomorphic form, 
with human traits, characteristics and emotions. In certain myths, 
the deities’ adventures are set in an unspecified ancient age, before 
humans walked the earth. In others, the gods instead interact with 
humans, often with the intention of confirming social norms or 
affecting humans’ existence in certain ways. Here the Old Norse 
myths are also sometimes interwoven with certain motifs from the 
Scandinavian-Germanic heroic tradition, in which human heroes 
interact with gods (usually Óðinn) and other supernatural beings 
in a partly mythical and partly semi-historical context. Many 
myths recount stories that had no or few parallels in religious 
practice, the central aspect instead being the actual consequences 
of what happened in the myth, as these occurrences shaped the 
world and therefore were continuously affecting people’s life 
worlds. Furthermore, many of the gods and supernatural beings 
occurring in the myths were not the subject of actual worship. 
These included some probably purely epic figures, such as Loki,62 
as well as gods and other beings that were deemed to exist but 
without being the subject of active veneration. For example, the 
enigmatic god Heimdallr may be a representative of the latter.

Common to the world of myth is further that the gods are organ-
ised into family systems and internal relationships that are not 
expressed in the corresponding cult. The Greek deities, to make a 
comparative analogy, were systematised in mythology into a joint 
Olympic family pantheon, led by Zeus. But, in the lived religion 
of ancient Greece, the gods were generally worshipped separately, 
usually in separate sanctuaries and within the framework of sep-
arate feasts led by separate ritual specialists. Admittedly, some-
times several deities were worshiped collectively, but in general, 
neither the myths’ epic dramas nor their systematised family pan-
theons had parallels in actual cult. The same pattern is also seen in 
pre-Christian Scandinavia. Although a great variety of gods, lesser 
deities and other beings appear in the myths, only some of them 
seem to have been objects of actual worship.63
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Additionally, in the Old Norse myths the gods are character-
ised by their degree of anthropomorphic concretion, features that 
probably become even more accentuated by the narrators’ use of, 
for example, enactments, gestures, facial expressions and masks.64 
Such epic motifs with the gods must not, however, be confused 
with a general conception (or even perception) of the gods’ essen-
tial nature. While the epic anthropomorphic form is a distinctive 
characteristic of the mythic genre (which was also reproduced in 
iconography), the same conceptions of the gods may have been 
expressed differently in, for example, prayers and hymns, and to 
an even greater extent in everyday speech, in which the gods some-
times seem to have been spoken of as an impersonal ruling collec-
tive (compare for example designations such as regin pl. ‘the rulers, 
leaders’, bǫnd pl. and hǫpt pl. ‘the obligators, decision makers’, 
etc.).65 Yet another distinctive characteristic of the mythical genre 
appears to be that some beings were given a higher status in the 
mythical world than in daily religion. One example of this is that 
elves and giants were portrayed in a much more elaborated and 
elevated manner in the myths than in medieval and later folklore. 
There might be several reasons for this, but in my view, the differ-
ences could be old and dependent on the various genres of lore.66

The conceptualisation of the mythical dimension of religion as 
an overlapping and loosely formed mythical configuration does 
not preclude mythical storytelling, poetry and pictorial art from 
featuring in other parts of religion (which also contributed to mak-
ing the mythology more varied and superficially contradictory). 
But it does accentuate the mythical dimension’s many specific and 
uniting characteristics, which often differentiated mythology and 
mythical storytelling from other aspects of the lived religion. It 
also highlights the considerable significance of the situational and 
contextual framing of the mythical storytelling as such.

Configurations of Religion in Late Iron Age and Viking 
Age Scandinavia – A Conclusion
As stated in the introduction to this paper, the aim of this study is 
to contribute an additional theoretical perspective to the ongoing 
discussion about religious variation, in research into Old Norse 
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religion. My suggestion is, that the polytheistic lived religion in 
Late Iron Age and Viking Age Scandinavia was not a uniform 
or homogeneous system, either in the society as a whole or in 
the individual people’s cognitive arrangement of religious beliefs 
and behaviour. Rather, religion was an integrated part of people’s 
daily life, and thus to a great extent formed (and transformed) by 
their day-to-day livelihoods, subsistence and affiliation to social 
groups. Since these fundamental social and cultural-ecological 
conditions were not homogeneous, the religious beliefs and behav-
iour formed parallel religious configurations corresponding with 
these variations. Above, I have proposed three such major reli-
gious configurations, that of the farmstead community, that of the 
warband institution, and that of the hunting and fishing grounds. 
In addition, I have suggested that even mythic storytelling might 
in part have formed a similar mythological configuration.

When people moved between different social and cultural-
ecological milieus, they also alternated between the correspond-
ing religious configurations. The decisive factor in this alternation 
was the functional association between the social situation and 
the corresponding religious beliefs and behaviour. Consequently, 
most people did alternate between the religious configurations of 
the farmstead community and those of the hunting and fishing 
grounds, since both of these religious configurations related to 
two parallel cultural ecological milieus with major importance for 
their day-to-day subsistence. However, while the religious config-
uration of the warband institution was of central importance to 
the aristocratic warrior elite, it did not usually engage ordinary 
people, because they were not a part of this social institution. The 
warrior aristocrats, for their part, probably alternated between all 
of the religious configurations.

Of course, structuring the lived religion in accordance with 
this theoretical framework is but a tentative approach to gain a 
deeper understanding of people and life ways in pre-Christian 
Scandinavia. Yet, I believe that the model has its advantages. It 
makes our view of the polytheistic lived religion more strongly 
contextualised and situated, and in addition it even helps us iden-
tify areas of the lived religion which for various reasons we still 
know little about.
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The model of “religious configurations” offers an additional 
way of understanding socio-religious variation in Late Iron Age 
and Viking Age Scandinavia. What have sometimes been empha-
sised as signs of incoherence and contradictions in the preserved 
sources of Old Norse religion gain a logical explanation in this 
context. They exemplify the polytheistic lived religion’s expected 
natural variations.
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Response
Maths Bertell
Mid-Sweden University

Nordberg adds a comparative religion perspective to the study 
of Old Norse religion, a field that in many ways has been insu-
lar in its approach to religious diversity during the Viking Age. 
Usually, religious diversity has meant the coming of Christianity 
or Sámi contacts, and on travels, encounters with Muslims such 
as Ahmad Ibn Fadlan. The written sources from Iceland give us 
little to work with and the text provided by Adam is short, and 
Adam never visited Uppsala. However, Nordberg points out that 
the Old Norse religion should be considered an umbrella, where 
different scenarios and milieus shaped different religious expres-
sions, and that individuals and groups could move between those. 
He introduces the idea of religious configurations and suggests 
three: the warband, the farmstead and the hunting/fishing config-
uration. Nordberg uses a comparative method, suggesting Wind 
River Shoshoni of Wyoming, and in short rural Thailand and 
pre-industrial Finland. In these contexts, the believers/worship-
pers could move between different systems, without considering 
them contradictory.

Even though several researchers has pointed out over the years 
that the Old Norse religion must have had regional variation, 
there is also a tendency among scholars of the field to describe 
a pan-Scandinavian religion, unified and where all sources offer 
pieces of the same puzzle. This is highly unlikely, even consider-
ing that the Icelandic sources mainly stem from a ruling Óðinn-
worshipping tradition, there are cracks in the image. The creation 
is depicted in very different ways in Vǫluspá, Vafþruþnismál and 
Snorri’s Edda, as is the role of Loki.

This is not, however, what Nordberg points out, and I am 
not entirely sure whether the suggested parallels really adds to 
our understanding of the Old Norse religion. The Wind River 
Shoshoni situation is a different kind of society and moving in 
between Missionary religions such as Buddhism and Christianity 
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and folk religion is also something else. The division of the 
Scandinavian religious configurations is problematic and I would 
suggest that what we see here is something different. The hall/
war band configuration is more likely to be a religiolect,1 a social/
regional variation, with its own inner universe, but using the same 
material. As Nordberg points out, the people of the hall/warband 
may leave the hall and enter the farmstead/fertility sphere, but the 
people of the farmstead/fertility may not enter the hall. There is lit-
tle suggesting that the hall/warband people were actually leaving 
their religious configuration/religiolect when entering the fertility 
sphere; they may as well still be in their own context and interpre-
tation. I would suggest that the hall/warband is its own religiolect 
and if there are any different religious configurations to move in 
between, these are to be found within that universe. What remain 
are the hunter/fishing and farmstead religious configurations. 
Here is another problem, the lack of sources. It is entirely possible 
that there have been two sets of powers and mythological motifs; 
however, we do not know how different these would be from each 
other or how groups moved between them. Instead, Nordberg 
uses sources from very different time periods; 7th century, 13th 
century and 19th century, but not really addressing any difficulties 
in doing so. Furthermore, the groups described by Nordberg are 
also predominantly male and traditionally represent male culture. 
How would women and feminine religion fit into the description? 
Are there female configurations, distinct from the male or female/
male subdivisions of each configuration?

As suggested by Terry Gunnell,2 the idea of a pantheon may 
very well be something introduced by Snorri and also the idea of 
Óðinn as the high one, and mainly reflecting Norwegian aristoc-
racy. As I understand Hultkrantz, the systems within the Wind 
River Shoshoni are separate and offer contradictions, while what 
may be seen in the Old Norse source material are of dialects or 
sociolects, in other words different religiolects, using the same 
material. A comparative approach is very much lacking in Old 
Norse religion studies, but questions raised by other material 
needs to resonate within the sources we have, written or archaeo-
logical. If they do not, the parallels do not apply.
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Notes
1. Wiktorin 2011:25–31.

2. Gunnell 2015.
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